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    Chapter 1 
 
    The True Treasure of the Primordial Temple and Other News 
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    A manifestation of primordial power, even a minute one, could theoretically be noticed by any native whose skin wasn’t excessively thick (figuratively speaking, of course). Even if it was just a tiny bit different from the background radiation, it could be put to use, and the population of Rock had been at it for a few thousand years, if not longer. 
 
      
 
    A well-tilled field could produce a harvest with special properties in a place with such an emanation, no matter how minute. Such comestibles were referred to as “spices,” and they allowed one’s attributes to grow beyond their minimal embodiment level. They had other advantages, too. Even on Earth, surviving without proper nutrition was hard, but over here it got incredibly more complicated. 
 
      
 
    Obviously, no matter how powerful a place, elite spices wouldn’t just grow there. One would have to work hard to obtain them. However, the basic foodstuffs produced by tilled fields were good enough for the poor and the “middle class”. They didn’t have enough to spend on expensive food, and they weren’t too eager to evolve, at any rate. The race wasn’t for everyone. 
 
      
 
    But there was an alternative of sorts, which wasn’t accessible to everyone, either, and associated with one of the many pillars of the local religious practice. 
 
      
 
    Primordial temples served a large number of routine functions, both uselessly ritualistic and completely practical, with hardly a tinge of mysticism to them. Two of those stood apart from the rest, differing from their more mundane counterparts in significance and characteristics. 
 
      
 
    One of them was the reason I had crossed the seas to find that ancient place—which was, of course, the chance to complete the challenge that would enable me to receive a key to the Circle of Power. 
 
      
 
    The other I couldn’t even hope for; I just got the odd occasional thought that I might get lucky, if only a little. 
 
      
 
    The thing was that those who passed the challenge successfully were not the only ones to be rewarded—the temple where it happened would also receive a reward from ORDER—a tiny amount of the ORDER Dew. It was the local equivalent of holy water—a colorless liquid, perfect for quenching thirst, and always pleasantly chilly, no matter how hot it was outside. 
 
      
 
    And yet not even the Emperor of Rava could afford to drink it by the gallon. His subjects—vassals of the old blood in particular—would get rather irate if he did. 
 
      
 
    Such a practice would be incredibly wasteful. What one got for completing a challenge was but a tiny drop of the Dew, worth next to nothing, since such an amount would not have any effect. But enough Dew for a gulp would be a whole different kettle of fish. 
 
      
 
    If one made a very lavish donation to a temple, one would be allowed to have that gulp, and drink it right there, at any altar, getting the opportunity to open as many attributes as one could manage, with a high chance of their embodiments being at the maximum or close thereto. Additionally, one would accumulate chi at a mind-boggling rate for a while after drinking the Dew, and ORDER would reward one more generously for victories and peaceful accomplishments. The increase in the reward one got would not be as impressive as what I got from the Measure, but it was ample nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    The Dew had other useful properties that made it one of the most expensive substances in the world. The expression “bathing in dew” didn’t stand for frolicking through the wet grass in the morning here, but rather meant someone who had more money than they could spend. 
 
      
 
    So imagine my reaction to finding a whole basin filled with the Dew to the brim. It was no mere teacup. The basin was some seven feet across, about knee-deep closer to the rim and twice as deep at the center. My mind started going through all the geometric formulae I remembered. I couldn’t make a precise visual estimate, but there was enough to make one weary from hauling it out by the bucketful. 
 
      
 
    “A bucketful of the Dew of ORDER” sounded as exorbitantly expensive as “a bucketful of diamonds.” It amounted to two gallons and more droplets than one could possibly count. By priestly standards, that would be around three thousand gulps. To earn one such gulp, a well-to-do farmer would have to work for thirty years at least, which raised the bar too high for most. After all, the effect wasn’t outlandishly strong, and it would wear off eventually. Doing it on a regular basis would be a whole different kettle of fish, but hardly anyone but a handful of aristocrats could afford it. 
 
      
 
    It was much easier, though, to open a Circle of Power at a Primordial Temple. Even the less than affluent commoners could afford it—in the North, at least. In the south, in Rava, most commoners hardly differed from slaves, and it was much harder for them. But even there some of the few free farmers or city craftsmen could aspire to evolve. Not the way the aristocrats did, of course, but a little was still better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    After ten years of hard toils, one could earn enough for an offering that would suffice for a stripped-down version of the challenge. As a result, the worker could get a key that not even a minor aristocrat would be interested in, but it would still be of use to them. For instance, one could then choose a reward that made one’s crops more resistant to drought—a really useful boon for a farmer living somewhere in a hot and arid region of the South. 
 
      
 
    A temple would get a reward from ORDER even for a trifling challenge such as this. A tiny drop would end up in the cup—a really minute one, next to nothing. But there was no shortage of willing participants. There’d be enough for a gulp eventually, and then another one. Some would be claimed by the aristocrats owning the land where the Primordial Temple stood, and the rest of the Dew would be for the priests to dispense with. They might well be devout zealots, with their backs turned on all things earthly, but they couldn’t subsist on thin air, and besides, the Primordial Temples had lots of other expenses. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, the local clergy was not afflicted by poverty in any way. The mechanism of using the Dew of ORDER to turn a profit was well-oiled and running smoothly. 
 
      
 
    However, this temple saw no priests in a long time. And there weren’t any willing candidates queuing up, either. Besides, according to my sources, there were only three options for passing the challenge here, out of which even the medium-hard one was an impossible task for nearly every commoner and many aristocrats. 
 
      
 
    The local temple was just too hard a nut to crack. So hard that if my information was correct, the option with the biggest rewards was considered suicidal. 
 
      
 
    So, if no one took any challenges lately, where did all this Dew come from? I just couldn’t believe that it had accumulated in times immemorial and that the priests left this treasure here when they were leaving. No one had ever heard of it accumulating in such incredible amounts. It may have happened in the times long gone, but even if we were to assume as much, it still didn’t answer the question why it would be left here. As I inspected the hall, I found several empty ceramic and metallic vessels, some of them quite large. Why wouldn’t those be filled up and taken away? 
 
      
 
    Anyway, that train of thought didn’t make any sense; it was absolutely impossible for such an amount of the precious liquid to accumulate here. Even in the long gone days of old. Otherwise, some information would have reached us, no matter how distorted. But no such treasure was so much as mentioned once in any legend, let alone chronicle. Primordial Temples hardly managed to save up a pint—the demand was just too high. The exorbitant price was an insurmountable obstacle for the majority, but even the minority managed to guzzle it down to the very last drop. 
 
      
 
    So can you imagine how amazed I was? Most unlikely. Even I found it hard to believe I could be this surprised. 
 
      
 
    But what if it was just regular water? 
 
      
 
    I scooped up a handful and tried it. It did taste like water, really pleasant, but the very next second I felt such an enormous surge of power that I had no doubts let anymore. 
 
      
 
    The hall and the part of the Well’s lower tier adjacent to it were dry for a reason. Regular water had no place here. Only the Dew of ORDER could exist in a place so powerful. You couldn’t even dilute it with anything. If you filled a flask from the purest spring before coming all the way down and then tipped it over above the basin, nothing would happen. Not a single drop would fall—an invisible force would prevent the magical source from contamination. It was for this very reason that there was not a speck of any foreign material floating in it. 
 
      
 
    As I was descending the Black Well, I hoped I’d find water there. Unfortunately, I couldn’t take as much along with me as I wanted to. I had to carry my supplies with me, too, after all, without looking like a thief who had stolen half the property in Clonassis. It’s not that I wasn’t strong enough to carry a huge bag on each shoulder, but Hightown folks would look askance at me. 
 
      
 
    But the water problem appeared to be solved. Using the Dew of ORDER in such a mundane fashion was worse than using wads of hundred-dollar bills in lieu of firewood. But I’d been more than comfortable financially for a while and arrived at the conclusion that I had to invest in myself first and foremost, disregarding the expenses. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the Due would facilitate my task greatly. It was a performance enhancer, a medicine, a means of treating the aftermath of overly rapid ORDER parameter accumulation, and many more things, all in one. A liquid philosophers’ stone, divine ambrosia, panacea, and a means for lifespan extension. 
 
      
 
    Thus, it wasn’t just a very nice surprise—it was a very timely one, too. It mattered little just where this humongous amount of Dew had come from. Most likely, it had accumulated slowly over time even without challenges, and given the nature of the temple and the fact that it had remained closed for thousands of years, it had enough time for that. I could have been the first person to make this discovery. 
 
      
 
    I could now proceed with studying the other one of the temple’s two most vital functions. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ancient writings could be found on nearly every smooth surface here. I could never understand them, and there was no reason I would miraculously start understanding them now. Fortunately, the ancients accompanied the writing on the most important doors with pictograms, which were easy enough for me to understand and provided detailed explanations of everything I was interested in. 
 
      
 
    I took turns at the altars of all the powers of Rock—namely, ORDER, Elements, Life, and Death. The only one missing was Chaos, for obvious reasons. 
 
      
 
    Sentience was missing as well. It wasn’t forbidden, but it was a peculiar phenomenon—not a power, strictly speaking. It did not have any embodiments or manifestations that acted freely. It was something only sentient beings had, and its uses were strictly specific. I wasn’t quite sure about the details myself—the books gave no clear, concise answers. Ancient builders of the Primordial Temples did not provide an altar for it, and today’s clergy concurred. 
 
      
 
    I made a sacrifice at every altar—which didn’t involve slaughtering any animals or maidens. None of those would have fit into my pack, anyway. I wouldn’t have been able to sneak anything but a hamster in, and I had a hunch that the higher powers would not be too excited about such a ridiculous offering. 
 
      
 
    But regular loot was good enough. It was believed that the more of it one left at the altar, the more favorably the corresponding power would treat them during the challenge. 
 
      
 
    Structurally, the altars were short and narrow hollow pillars of stone. You were supposed to throw the loot inside. It would then dissolve in the Dew of ORDER without a trace. There was a small puddle of it at the bottom of every pillar. Collecting the precious liquid from these for any purpose was strongly disapproved of. It was believed that the higher powers would punish one for such greed very quickly and quite relentlessly.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t skimp, obviously. All four altars received more from me than they might have gotten from a thousand pilgrims. I saw no reason to hold back here. I’ve had everything calculated, and there was more than enough loot to accomplish all I needed. I’d still have enough left for what minor expenses I might have later, such as paying Kooba and so on. 
 
      
 
    Once I was done with my bloodless sacrifices, I headed for the main door. It didn’t look extraordinary in any way as compared to the others, but it received special attention from every Primordial Temple. Beyond it lay access to the hardest challenge option. And I was indeed planning to do something all the old books proclaimed impossible. However, I wasn’t the first one to try. I knew what to expect, and I was certain I’d be able to get to the very end of it. 
 
      
 
    Behind the door lay a large room with three more exits. There were no signs anywhere to explain their use, but none were needed. This part was the same in every Primordial Temple. 
 
      
 
    The door on the left was the exit for those who had completed the challenge. The door on the right was for those who returned halfway through, without reaching the final stage, having decided at some point they had enough. 
 
      
 
    I headed for the one at the center. This was no exit, but an entrance. The first stage of the challenge would begin behind this door. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, there were human remains next to the door on the right—a mummy that became completely desiccated by the hot and dry air of the Primordial Temple. Emanations of energy in its atmosphere made it impossible for harmful germs to survive. Some religious cults used this climate for specific ends, installing tombs and building whole necropolises here. Not just for everyone, obviously, but for the chosen. Or the obscenely rich. 
 
      
 
    The mummy piqued my interest, and I crouched near it. I could tell nothing by the clothes; they looked rich and fanciful, but not particularly original. People still wore suits like those. Perhaps, the fashion remained unchanged for a thousand years, or repeated itself. The entire garment was covered in dark brown stains that looked like dried blood, and the person wasn’t really wearing the clothes—it was more as if someone had tried to wrap them up in it. The dried-out grinning face had a deep gash in it that went through the nose and one of the eye sockets diagonally. The blood had obviously been fresh at the time of death, and the dried-up pools on the floor suggested that the blood loss had been severe. Apparently, the man had it real hard somewhere behind that door, which could only be opened from one side. He must have had enough strength left to get out, but not to leave the temple. 
 
      
 
    Thus, there was at least one attempt preceding mine—made by someone who decided to challenge the problematic Primordial Temple once the priests had already left the dungeons. Although failing the challenge overall, he had still managed to complete the first stage at least, or the door wouldn’t have opened. He didn’t die instantly, but his wounds were fatal all the same. He must have been really reluctant to die inside, knowing not what would happen to his body. Those dying during a challenge got stuck inside and disappeared forever. It was one of the mysteries of the ancient places. 
 
      
 
    This one didn’t get stuck. He had managed to complete a stage and come back to pick up his belongings, or perhaps, his surviving companions carried them off eventually. The fact that I found nothing but filthy rags here implied their presence. However, it was equally possible that the deceased didn’t take anything else along, having left all his other stuff behind the door. It could be that he was only interested in saving his body and nothing else. I didn’t see why anyone would bother, but I knew that the thought of vanishing without a trace was unacceptable for some. 
 
      
 
    I found no weapons or armor on the corpse. And it wasn’t a matter of his companions taking them along—none were supposed to be here in the first place. If I didn’t know everything about challenges, I knew enough—in particular, which items you could or couldn’t take there or bring back. 
 
      
 
    But it was time to go from theorizing to practice. I stared at the central door and went through the key elements of my plan in my mind. If I entered, it would be ill-advised to return. Primordial temples didn’t approve of those who quit their challenge halfway and then attempted it again, armed with new knowledge and having had a good rest. The conditions might become harder—and they were hard enough to begin with. 
 
      
 
    So, what was I to expect here? 
 
      
 
    A corridor would open behind the door, leading to the first challenge chamber. There were twelve altogether, and every next one would only become accessible after you completed the previous one. The further you went, the harder it got. 
 
      
 
    What you could expect to find behind the first door of a Primordial Temple would be some training device you’d have to hit hard with a stick, or a barrier you’d have to jump over. In the second chamber, you’d have to hit harder and jump higher. There were lots of variations and no single set of rules applicable to every place of power. No one knew for sure how these structures were built. The priests favored the thought that human hands had played no part in it—ORDER itself is said to have worked, and it was also responsible for introducing the challenge system. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t believe this to be plausible. All my experience and all the knowledge I had gotten from books proved that higher powers really preferred to do nothing by themselves. All the material things allegedly created with their help were in fact the work of local “middlemen”. Or, as in the case of Chaos, they were a product of some mysterious complex, like Necros, brought here from another world in a compact form and slowly using the local resources to grow, adopting the features of local life forms. 
 
      
 
    If my assumptions were correct, whoever built this Primordial Temple was in a grouchy mood. Or, perhaps, they recruited a bunch of gloomy sadists from all over the world, who then had a field day bringing the bloodiest of their fantasies to life. 
 
      
 
    The rules of the main local challenge were very simple. Once you entered the first chamber, the doors would close behind you. You’d get some time for preparation, and then enemies would appear. If you were alone, your opponent would be alone as well. If you had a support group, there’d be one opponent to match each of your companions. 
 
      
 
    The initial opponents were standard omegas of the same degree as you. If you were a Ten, they’d be Level Tens, too, and each level would have six points of Agility, Strength, and Stamina, distributed randomly. They would also have the skill for the weapon they’d use at the maximum that was possible for such parameters.  
 
      
 
    You needed to win with pure Strength, Agility, and Stamina. Passive weapon talents worked, too. All the active battle talents were blocked, as well as every other variety—healing, boosting, and so on. No alchemy or amulets were allowed: it would be a perfectly fair fight with no magical or semi-magical tricks. 
 
      
 
    The number of opponents doubled in the next chamber, and each of them became a little stronger by getting an extra attribute point per every level. 
 
      
 
    The third stage would involve three times as many opponents, each of them with two extra attribute points per level. It would continue this way up until the final stage, the opponents’ strength growing until you faced twelve times as many foes as you did at stage one, all of them at their maximum strength. 
 
      
 
    The opponents’ attribute embodiments in every case were at the same maximum level of fifty degrees, which was a lot, but not extreme. It would be hard to get any more in this world unless you were an aristocrat from a powerful clan or someone extra lucky like me. According to the books, those taking the challenge had to face off anthropomorphous creatures in heavy armor and with various armaments. They didn’t pull off any impossible feats but didn’t fight in a mindless straightforward manner, either, and could coordinate their actions. 
 
      
 
    So why did no one reach the final stage? After all, the aristocrats were nearly all alphas. There may have been a few omegas among them, but well-developed ones, which wouldn’t be too inferior to their final opponents in terms of attributes and their embodiments, and in some cases, exceeding them considerably. 
 
      
 
    Still, one had to remember that the number of opponents grew from one stage to the next. Holding your own against ten, and in a chamber that wasn’t particularly spacious, would be hard. Especially for someone who’d have a couple of powerful battle talents under their belt and be used to them. When they were blocked, one would invariably feel like fighting empty-handed. This feeling of loss did not do anything good for one’s combat efficiency, not to mention all of one’s usual battle routines requiring on-the-spot adaptation. 
 
      
 
    So why go alone? Taking a “support team” with you was allowed, after all. But even though it was, it wouldn’t be a good idea to come accompanied by two or three well-trained fighters. Your opponents would start copying them. Besides, it was said that there were penalties that started to apply from the twenty-eighth Degree of Enlightenment onward. If one of the party members had reached it, the Primordial Temple would send two or three times as many foes as usual, which meant that everyone in the party would have to face two or three opponents in the first room, and twenty-four or thirty-six in the twelfth. 
 
      
 
    If the warriors assisting you were well above the twenty-eighth degree, the penalties became more severe. The small rooms would get crowded and hard to maneuver in. Under such conditions, the weakest foes would be the first to die—the very ones who had been meant to reach the final stage. This rendered that entire challenge completion strategy pointless. 
 
      
 
    Why was I sure I’d manage? The same reason as always—I trusted in my uniqueness. 
 
      
 
    A double penalty was out of the question for me, since I hadn’t reached the twenty-eighth degree yet. Therefore, I’d face off against one opponent in the first chamber, and against a dozen in the last. And I had four times the points and embodiments of Agility, Strength, and Stamina the toughest opponent could be endowed with. 
 
      
 
    There would be twelve of them in the last chamber, sure enough. That would make them, taken jointly, about three times stronger than me if one considered nothing but the numbers. But the key word here was “jointly.” A teenager might lift a weight four times heavier than what a younger child could lift, but this didn’t mean ten kids would necessarily best him. Besides, one had to bear other attributes in mind—those that didn’t get blocked. Those received from Chaos and Death, in particular. The bonuses they gave allowed me to sense danger behind my back, strike harder, and keep a level head a hair’s breadth away from certain death. There were lots of advantages, and all of them were as effective in the Primordial Temple as they were outside it. 
 
      
 
    If there was anyone at all in Rock capable of passing the challenge of this temple, it was me. 
 
      
 
    But what if I failed? What if my calculations were based on false premises and my corollaries were wrong? 
 
      
 
    In that case, I’d have to do all I could not to repeat the fate of the poor guy whose mummy I encountered near the entrance. Once I realized I wouldn’t be able to complete the challenge, I’d have to pull out. I didn’t look forward to the prospect. I did have a Plan B, but I felt it had a lot less potential. It would also smart no end to be forced into abandoning this project, given the time and energy I had invested in it. I gave it my all. Months of work were spent in preparation for this particular stage of my plan. If I suffered defeat here, I’d be thrown a long way back. A really long way back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door leading into the corridor opened easily. The next one didn’t budge one bit. I wasn’t surprised since I had read about Primordial Temples and their capability to make sure all rules were followed. 
 
      
 
    The wraiths I’d made out of mercenaries fell into dust even before I even approached the main hall. Their ilk was not allowed on hallowed ground. That also concerned summoned entities and the like. And the rules would get stricter henceforth. 
 
      
 
    I automatically reached for the belt where Claw was hidden cunningly. It wasn’t considered equipped if it didn’t hang near my heart, and I used that property, having made it a non-functional element of a bone buckle. I could equip it nearly instantly if needed, without having to use the hidden receptacles. The bone itself was special—if tuned correctly, it could partially block the effects of magic items, which allowed me to hook my masking amulet onto it when it got in the way. 
 
      
 
    Now I’d have to take them both off. One was supposed to leave absolutely everything in front of the corridor—weapons, clothes, amulets, hidden receptacles, and their contents. The only things you could take through the second door, the one leading to the first challenge chamber, were undergarments, food and water, the dust on your skin, and the contents of your stomach. I read about people who tried to cheat in the stomach contents department. They did not succeed. The Primordial Temple saw everything. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t stay naked long. There were many niches in the walls of the corridor, each of which contained a simple set of garments made of thick fabric of dazzling white. You could take as many as you wanted—anyone who’d follow you would find each one of them full again. I had no idea where the clothes came from, but perhaps not even the priests had a satisfactory answer to that question. 
 
      
 
    I stripped down and donned a set of temple clothes. As I approached the door, which began opening slowly, I looked back and made sure the other one didn’t budge. Now, whether I wanted to or not, there was no way out left. Now I couldn’t refuse the challenge—I’d have to pass at least the first chamber. Only then would the other two doors open—the ones I couldn’t see yet. One of them led to the next chamber. The other was meant for those deciding to give up after completing that stage. If I chose it, I’d have to step over the mummy that had passed through the “cowards’ corridor” centuries or millennia ago. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t come here to turn my back and give up. 
 
      
 
    I was here to succeed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Escalation 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The second door began closing slowly as soon as I entered. Another security measure to prevent me from dashing back to get my stuff. Once the door’s leaves returned to their rightful place, a wall shuddered soundlessly, and two enormous slabs of stone started to move apart, revealing a shallow niche that had shelves laden with weapons, shields, and armor inside it. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t need a second invitation to inspect it. Just as the old books warned, the choice was pretty limited. For example, I wasn’t offered any heavy armor at all, which was just as well, since I had no experience with it anyway. I didn’t even have the talent required for it; all that heavy metal never struck me as useful. 
 
      
 
    However, my Light Armor was all the way up to full Rank 69. In theory, that meant that armor like that could protect me much better than that used by an average triarii infantryman whose Heavy Armor skill would be at 20 maximum. 
 
      
 
    The correlation between numbers wasn’t precise; in all likelihood, ORDER itself couldn’t make sense of those convoluted relations. And all armor was different. But I could be certain that the opponents I’d face at the Primordial Temple would be considerably inferior to me. Their talents could not be developed as well as mine since they did not meet attribute requirements. I had expected and taken advantage of that, advancing the most basic things that were minimally dependent on degrees. 
 
      
 
    I had everything calculated. If serious battle skills didn’t work in the Primordial Temple, I’d have to rely on everything that did. I could take care of the rest after the challenge—provided I managed to complete it in the first place. 
 
      
 
    I selected a chain mail woven of large rings and a helmet that covered my head from behind and from the sides, leaving the face completely open. Then there were light leather boots reinforced with bronze bands. My knee guards were made of thick leather. There was also a really wide belt with a buckle that looked like a small shield and protected a part of my stomach. 
 
      
 
    The Primordial Temple didn’t limit one’s choice in any way, so there was no reason to skimp on anything. I hung a short poleax and a long and thin dagger on my belt, and placed a stiletto in each boot-top. I hesitated as I considered one of the shields, deciding against it in the end. Instead, I grabbed a heavy hammer with a triangular spike on the butt with my left hand, and reached for a spear with my right. 
 
      
 
    This fight would be the easiest, so I wanted to take this opportunity and test my first opponent to the max. Books were all nice and good, but one had to keep practice in mind as well. Knowledge received at the beginning of the challenge could save my life in the last chamber where I’d have to fight against twelve opponents at once. I deliberately went for the weapons I was less familiar with to give the enemy a shade of an advantage, and also to be able to test them in a number of scenarios. 
 
      
 
    Having equipped myself, I walked towards the center of the chamber and looked around. I saw two doors covered in the same cryptic signs. But where would the enemy appear from? I didn’t have a clue.  
 
      
 
    I kept my head on a swivel, and, finally, received the answer to the question that wasn’t covered in any of the books I had read. 
 
      
 
    My adversaries required no doors. When the preparation time ran out, one of the walls descended fully to the level of the floor, doubling the space of the room. There was a warrior standing in the other half, fully clad in bronze armor. He had an oval shield of solid metal in his left hand, and a sword with a massive broad blade in his right. 
 
      
 
    The opponent himself was anything but puny. Nearly seven feet tall, and with a chest that wouldn’t let him pass through certain doorways without dropping a shoulder. There was an aura of primeval power around the figure—the kind that comes as a result of long, rigorous training with lots of physical exercise and a proper diet. It would take years to train a fighter like that. One attribute point of his might be equivalent to two or three in a poorly-trained individual. 
 
      
 
    To be sure, I didn’t spend the previous two years sitting on a sofa, either. But I was nowhere near as well-endowed as this walking boulder. I would therefore have to adjust my calculations a little. My opponents might be inferior to me in terms of attributes, but they had the advantage of height and ample body mass. 
 
      
 
    Although who knew what lay behind the visor of the helmet? You could see nothing, after all—not even a glimpse of skin. Maybe there wasn’t any muscle and they just went for the visual effect in order to emphasize the greatness of the temple for the umpteenth time. 
 
      
 
    I raised my javelin and knocked on the stone floor loudly with the shaft to salute my opponent. Oddly enough, he returned the greeting, stopping for a second and banging his shield with his sword loudly. Then he began his approach. 
 
      
 
    I flung up the spear, grabbed it horizontally, and threw it at the armored fighter, aiming for his thigh to see how his armor would withstand such a hit. Unfortunately, he dodged it, the spear missing his leg by an inch or two. That information was useful, too. Now I knew that these creatures, whatever they were, had good reflexes. 
 
      
 
    I tossed my ax into my right arm and rushed towards the foe, raising the weapon for a heavy blow. Predictably enough, he raised his sword, intending to parry the blow with its middle, turn aside, and slash at me with the tip of the sword as a counterattack. But at the very last moment I changed direction, passing right by him, and striking behind me without turning back. The sharp spike at the butt of the ax made a loud clanging sound as I drove it into the armor covering his side. 
 
      
 
    The warrior’s reaction was a little late. He hit the handle of the ax with the edge of his shield once my black deed was already done. He actually did me a service there helping me extract the weapon from the wound. 
 
      
 
    Then, as I darted towards the wall to avoid getting in the way of his sword, I turned around to inspect the results of my attack. They looked fabulous: the spike got driven into the joint between the plates where I could see the bands holding the cuirass. One of the plates got ripped off partially, the other got crumpled, and the spike went all the way into the opponent’s body. A trickle of black dust came from the hole in the armor, falling to the floor swiftly. The temple warrior must have been stuffed with something like soot in lieu of a proper body. 
 
      
 
    Even though the wound was above the waist, the “ancient robot” started to favor one leg visibly. Now he approached with caution, holding his sword and shield at arm’s length, leaving me less space for maneuvering. He was wide open, and, as practice had shown, his armor didn’t offer much protection. However, I decided against a frontal attack that, if successful, might bring him down in one fell swoop. He could still slash my belly open before falling to the ground, or, perhaps, fail to react to decapitation the right way. 
 
      
 
    I took the short poleax off my belt and swung it, bending my knees a little before a lunge. However, instead of lunging at the enemy, I threw my weapon, aiming it right at his head. 
 
      
 
    That was when he realized it wasn’t a good idea to bring his upper limbs so far apart. If he had the apparatus in charge of such realizations in the first place, that is. He had expected me to attempt a close-quarters contact like the previous time, and thus failed to protect himself from anything else. He didn’t manage to get his head out of harm’s way, either, only tilting it a little. 
 
      
 
    The blow was stupendous. The helmet held, but the clangor was really loud, and the warrior got stunned by the blow. I watched him as he swayed and noted that it took him a considerable amount of time to right himself. I didn’t wait for him to finish, having thrown the ax at him in the same way. I was a little less lucky this time: the armored fighter managed to fend the attack off partially with his shield, but swayed again. I gave the ax a good swing, and he was still woozy from the poleax. 
 
      
 
    I had no intention of continuing with this tactic. Instead, I walked to the wall calmly and took a nondescript two-handed sword out of the niche. The fight demonstrated that an all-purpose weapon like that would most likely make short work of the armor. It wasn’t as strong as it looked. 
 
      
 
    However, it was too early to judge without some serious practice. I had to check out everything. 
 
      
 
    The chamber became a smithy of sorts for the next five minutes. There was a loud noise of metal hitting metal almost every second. I kept on attacking my opponent, aiming for his helmet, his shield, his limbs, and his torso. I didn’t use my full power and didn’t perform at my top speed, allowing the fighter to attack and counterattack, dodge and parry, close the distance and move away from me. I treated the temple warrior like a training mannequin, trying to familiarize myself with all the features available. 
 
      
 
    Some five minutes later, the counterattacks dwindled. The opponent only tried to defend himself, but this time without any of his former speed or confidence. His armor was crumpled and pierced in about a dozen places, with some of the plates having broken loose and hanging limply, jingling and jangling every time he tried to make a fast move. The soot-black dust kept flowing from several tears, covering the floor in a thick black layer. This creature’s stamina turned out to be far from infinite, after all. 
 
      
 
    I easily went through the clumsy defense of my heavily-damaged opponent, already knowing what to expect, and delivered a crushing blow to his helmet with so much force that a part of the visor got crumpled. There was no face behind the substantial hole—just complete darkness. The glow from the vegetation growing on the ceiling wasn’t enough to penetrate it, and my Darkvision, which seemed to work here perfectly, didn’t help in this case, either. 
 
      
 
    The blow didn’t only reveal a part of the missing face. It stunned the warrior considerably, making him fall to one knee, and he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to rise again.  
 
      
 
    I took a few steps back and saluted with my sword, holding my weapon raised. The temple warrior raised his head slowly, peering at me from behind his mangled visor with a stream of black powder coming out of it, and barely managed to right himself, almost falling in the attempt. He returned the salute without the loud bang or his former confidence, but it was still a salute. He ambled towards me, swaying and swinging his weapon back desperately. 
 
      
 
    I dashed towards him, not holding back anymore. There was no reason to drag this out—I already found out everything I needed. It was time to end this, and quickly. I didn’t know how much sentience these creatures had or whether they felt pain, but the warrior didn’t resemble a mannequin, so I decided to stop my cruel exploration of his strengths and weaknesses. I was no sadist, after all. 
 
      
 
    I slid under the awkwardly falling blade and turned around, adding the momentum of my entire body to that of my arms. My blow hit the mark, the blade slashing through the supple chain mail guard that protected the neck. 
 
      
 
    The bronze figure fell apart, making a loud din and releasing a cloud of dust. Parts of the armor fell to the floor and started rolling. I jumped backwards, careful not to inhale any of the strange black substance. Besides, I was subconsciously expecting a trick of some kind. 
 
      
 
    But there was none. And the extra sense I felt I had been developing lately told me that I had some gifts from ORDER. 
 
      
 
    I looked inside myself, still keeping an eye out for whatever might happen around me. There was indeed a message. 
 
      
 
    The first challenge chamber in the Last Cruelty’s Memory Vault has been completed. 
 
      
 
    Was that it? Not a single word about the enemy or a hint at what parameters he might have. Fighting without any loot was OK—it was worth it in this case. But I wanted to know the official name of the creature. I figured out its attributes without any specialized skills, having concluded that the books were right about the first chamber at least. However, that wasn’t enough. 
 
      
 
    I was, however, thrilled and surprised to learn the true name of the Primordial Temple. The Last Cruelty’s Memory Vault, no less. The priests must have taken a dislike to it. According to the same books, they used a different name, quite unlike this one.  
 
      
 
    I wondered what the mysterious cruelty entailed. Then I thought I didn’t care all that much. I came here for the challenge rather than historical and philosophical research. 
 
      
 
    The next chamber awaited. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The second chamber met me with two foes, just as advertised. I took my time “playing” with them, being in no hurry to finish the fight. I wanted to make sure they didn’t differ much from the first one, their higher attributes notwithstanding. Besides, I needed to know whether they were indeed capable of teamwork. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that they were. One was wielding a long spear, and the other, a sword. While the first one tried to get me from a distance, the other fella didn’t seem in a hurry to go on the attack at all, instead covering his partner and preventing me from approaching him with impunity and dispatching him before he threw aside his weapon, useless as it would be in a close-quarters battle, and reached for his dagger. 
 
      
 
    Still, I was faster and more vigorous. I dodged and parried easily, running around them in circles and nearly reaching them with my sword. I could have given them a few stabs easily but preferred to play it safe. 
 
      
 
    Then, getting tired of foreplay, I simply chopped the spear in half, getting into melee range, and crippled both opponents unhurriedly, relentlessly, and with complete impunity in about two minutes. I didn’t know whether or not it was my imagination, but I got the impression that their armor became sturdier. The warrior from the first chamber could have been clad in cardboard with the same effect—nearly all my attacks, even the clumsier ones, pierced it easily. Here the armor would occasionally withstand the impact. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t verify this for certain one way or another in the third chamber, but when I reached the fourth, my suspicions grew into certainty. The armor did get harder from one stage to another, and in order to pierce it, I had to put in a real effort instead of delivering blows haphazardly and drawing the fight out for research. I also got the feeling that my enemies started to move faster, and that their reaction to wounds became weaker. They didn’t slow down even when the black powder was gushing out of a dozen wounds. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, one of them nearly got me after a really heavy blow that left a huge gash in his side some five inches above his waist. I was certain a wound like that would make him fall apart and let my guard down. However, the warrior didn’t even fall; he counterattacked at once, forcing me to resort to near-impossible acrobatics to save my skin. I managed to pull it off by dodging in the most peculiar manner, leaving my weapon in his armor. 
 
      
 
    I let my research lead me too far for comfort. 
 
      
 
    Thus, I had to rush back to the niche for a new sword and act more carefully. After that, I had a snack and took a long break.  
 
      
 
    I began understanding my predecessors. Even I found the challenge getting tougher in the fourth chamber. Soon I would have to start giving it my all. The ones who came here thousands of years ago must have had it a lot harder. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I ran into my forerunners in the corridor before the sixth chamber—or, more precisely, into the evidence of their having in fact been there. They left their belongings right on the floor before entering the doorway but didn’t collect them afterwards, and the Temple didn’t dispose of them, for some reason.  
 
      
 
    There were six baskets with provisions, five piles of outer garments, and five pairs of shoes. The numbers didn’t match. It appeared that a party of six went in, and then something went wrong. Five didn’t make it out of the chamber, and the sixth got heavily wounded. He was bleeding and couldn’t think straight from the shock, and so he returned, grabbed his garb for some reason, and took the emergency exit. I was certain it was his mummy that I saw earlier. Such a complicated chain of events must have been the reason why the possessions didn’t disappear along with the bodies. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t deem it beneath me to inspect the garments and the baskets. The food turned into a desiccated mass a long time ago, and I couldn’t even identify what it was. Judging by the weight of the flasks, they contained water, but I couldn’t unscrew the caps. I’d have to break off the necks for that. I decided against it. A beverage so ancient would hardly benefit me. And even if it was fresh, what would be the point? I had lots of Dew, and nothing in this world was better than that. 
 
      
 
    In the sixth chamber, I had to face something like a phalanx. Four warriors with spears, and two more armed with an ax and a sword. They stayed in formation as they tried to press me into a corner. I didn’t just need to be agile—I had to resort to every acrobatic trick I knew. I managed to outflank them, missing the swordsman’s blade by a hair’s breadth. Then I launched an all-out attack, hurrying to deal as much damage as I could before my opponents managed to turn around. Unlike my forerunners, I managed. 
 
      
 
    The seventh chamber contained no surprises: the temple warriors relied on the same tactics. They didn’t try anything original, simply attacking in formation, trying to overpower and crush me. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I contemplated ditching my armor. In order to fight a well-coordinated squad I’d need all the speed I could muster. Every quarter of an ounce slowed me down, plus the protective gear constrained my movements.  
 
      
 
    However, in the eighth chamber, I got my very first serious wound. One of the warriors broke formation, turned around quickly, and lunged, getting me in my shoulder. It was an awkward lunge from an uncomfortable position, and he also knocked his comrade-in-arms down as he did it. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t expect the opposition to get so inventive, having become accustomed to their straightforward tactics of trying to drive me into a corner and overpower me, leaving no gap to squeeze through. I learned to fight back against that and assumed the approach would keep me going until the finish line. 
 
      
 
    I was wrong. Luckily, the spear didn’t go in very deeply. The jab had no real strength behind it since the fighter didn’t swing or twist his weapon. But the spearhead was as sharp as a needle. If I had nothing but my clothes on, he’d have run it right through. In a chain mail with smaller rings, I would have probably just had a small bruise. 
 
      
 
    I yelped and dashed away, pulling the spear out of the wound. Turning around, I noticed that the top three inches of the spearhead had been bloodied. That was unpleasant, but there was no damage done to my bones or lungs. The only thing that caused me discomfort was a warm trickle running down my back. Healing skills were blocked inside the challenge chamber, so I wouldn’t be able to stop the bleeding before completing the stage. That called for a swift victory. 
 
      
 
    I tossed the sword into my left hand, crouched, pulled a stiletto out of my boot, took a swing and threw it. The distance was small, and the weapon was needle-sharp and heavy. My target had a visor with a narrow opening for the eyes, and I got him right there. The weapon buried itself in his head up to the hilt. Such hits were known as “crits” in the gaming community, and everyone usually dropped down dead after receiving one of those. My vis-à-vis was no exception. 
 
      
 
    I used the second stiletto to dispatch another opponent, but that was as far as my ranged attacks went. I was out of stilettos as well as opponents with visors that permitted the use of such tactics. The rest of them just had small holes all over the front of their helmets, and those wouldn’t let even the thinnest blade through. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, six weren’t eight. I’d handle them even with a hole in my shoulder. Then I’d need to take a long rest—about a day or so. After the battle, my skills would be accessible again. I could heal, rest, and get some sleep. 
 
      
 
    I’d need all my strength to get to the end of it. There’d be more warriors to face, and they’d be tougher. If I got a small wound in the eighth chamber, the risks would get higher going forward.  
 
      
 
    But I wouldn’t turn away. 
 
      
 
    I had faith in myself. And there were only four stages left until the end. 
 
      
 
    I would succeed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    To Claim the Main Prize 
 
      
 
      
 
    I left the twelfth chamber on my own two feet. I was walking very slowly, swaying from side to side. Only the higher powers knew what effort it took me not to leave on all fours.  
 
      
 
    The Primordial Temple cheated during the final stage, as it were. I expected eight fighters with long poled weapons and four with axes and swords, all of them clad in heavy armor. That was what I had to deal with in every chamber starting with the sixth. 
 
      
 
    However, I was in for a very unpleasant surprise. 
 
      
 
    There was no formation—not a sign of the wall of spears trying to drive me into a corner. The only element that remained the same was the heavy armor hiding the opponents completely. However, some of them moved so nimbly you could have thought they were dressed in bathing suits rather than metal plates. The bonuses they had from extra attributes must have all been distributed between Agility and Strength—or, alternatively, they could have had some basic talents developed that allowed them to ignore the weight of the armor. 
 
      
 
    Half of them were of this alarmingly spry sort. The other six moved the way they were supposed to, but their weapons were unusually varied. One had a halberd. Another one, a falchion. The third was wielding two swords; the fourth, a trident and a net, like a Roman gladiator; the fifth had a strange curved ax and a shield, and the sixth was armed with something as exotic as a long whip. 
 
      
 
    The “fast ones” caused me the most trouble, and not so much by their speed, but by the weapons all six of them were wielding. Each had a dagger on their belt and a clasp holding three darts in their left hand. Projectile weapons, no less. I’d have to withstand eighteen “shots” all in all in a chamber that was smaller than a basketball court. Besides, my opponents could pick up their darts and reuse them. 
 
      
 
    I was really happy I kept my armor—the same chain mail woven of large and sturdy rings. It offered great protection against slashes. Jabs were trickier, but the armor still held. Darts couldn’t pierce it either, even though they were launched with substantial force and from a short distance. However, their incredibly sharp tips sometimes reached the skin and made me bleed. I had to wriggle this way and that to make sure that even if an enemy attack got through to me, it would hit a protected part of the body. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I failed once. My thigh got punctured almost all the way through, and the reinforced pants didn’t help. Fortunately, at that moment I managed to get far enough away from the fighter with the whip. That was one unpleasant customer, and he had already managed to reach me twice. His weapon couldn’t get through the steel armor, but the strikes were fast and twisted. I found them hard to dodge or parry effectively, since I never had to face such a weapon before. All I could do was keep other warriors between him and myself. If I failed, I had to protect my head and feet. If he managed to coil the whip around either, that would be the end of me. 
 
      
 
    Pulling the dart out of the wound proved to be easy enough, but a second later I almost got killed, barely managing to jerk my head out of harm’s way in the nick of time. My reflexes saved me: I only got a face wound and minor joint damage that left my lower jaw frozen in a bloodied grin. 
 
      
 
    Even being developed to the maximum, my opponents were substantially weaker than me. But there were too many of them, there wasn’t enough room in the chamber, and the warriors’ armor was as hard as it could get. My attempts at grabbing their darts and throwing them back yielded no results. I couldn’t get through their defenses—nary a trickle of black dust for all my efforts. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the niche with the weapons remained accessible. I managed to reach it and started launching my own ranged attacks, using spiked maces as projectiles. There were eight of them there altogether, each of a specific construction, but all of them similarly heavy. 
 
      
 
    I aimed for the six slower ones, taking advantage of the fact that the fast attackers paused to collect their darts, having used up all of them. The close-quarters fighters weren’t too good at dodging, and I managed to get three of them, one of them twice. Two suffered serious damage and only needed finishing off. However, the ones still standing rushed to their defense. That suited me just fine since half the squad were now huddled together, and most of the chamber’s square footage was at my disposal. So I gathered all my strength and went after the faster fighters. 
 
      
 
    That was far from easy. I had blood running down my legs and blood in my mouth and was pelted with a hail of darts as I ran from one fighter to another. They may have been fast, but not as fast as I. They would reach for their daggers and try to fight, but those were just toothpicks against a full-sized sword. 
 
      
 
    So I’d slash once or twice, then run to the next fighter. I didn’t have enough time to cut them down right away, but the damage I managed to deal halved their ability to fight. I only got a few minor wounds from the darts, while maiming four and driving the remaining two to the six that had been huddling together. They failed to react to my changing tactics in due time, and did nothing to help their companions. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t attack them at once. Instead, I turned around and quickly finished off the four that had dust running out of them. There were eight left, which shifted the balance of power. All I had to do was dispatch them just as quickly, before blood loss started affecting my fighting capacity. 
 
      
 
    I had no idea just how I managed to deal with them all. Occasionally, it felt as though my mind was shutting down, with all of its resources focused on nothing but fighting. One thing I could say for sure was that it was a real grind. Fortunately for me, the temple warriors stood guarding their wounded. Had they tried to maneuver and fight me, I may not have survived. 
 
      
 
    The last fight resulted in me getting another dart in the thigh at point blank range, and a swordsman nearly chopping my left hand off. The bones got crushed, but my wrist didn’t fall off by some miracle. Fortunately, only four of them still stood by that moment, three of them considerably worse for the wear. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t look particularly fresh, either. I had no idea how I managed to finish off my opponents without getting any more serious wounds. It took me a while to realize that it was all over and that I won after the last of them fell. 
 
      
 
    Then it felt as though someone had removed my spine all of a sudden. I barely managed to stay on my feet and enter the corridor, which was where I fell down. Fortunately, my mind didn’t shut down at once and I managed to activate the healing talent, which was working again. It stopped the bleeding, at the very least. Once I came to my senses, I launched the healing effort in earnest. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the wrist, my other injuries were relatively minor; my talents would take care of them in a day. The thigh might take longer. But in two days’ time I wouldn’t even remember which leg had been hit by that pesky dart. 
 
      
 
    The lower arm was in a much worse shape. I was holding a full house: there was damage to blood vessels, nerves, bones, sinews, and muscle tissue. The bones were partially crushed. However, my life had always been full of suffering, so I was used to stuff like that and the wound didn’t make me pass out from shock. 
 
      
 
    My healing talents were at a level where the only thing I couldn’t do was grow back new body parts. And even that ability wasn’t lost for me—it was just that the branches you needed to follow for receiving such high-level talents required open Circles of Power. And I had none of those. 
 
      
 
    Yet. 
 
      
 
    The wrist would heal almost completely in three or four days. But why would I wait? The fight was over—ORDER let me know as much in no uncertain terms.  
 
      
 
    The twelfth challenge chamber in the Last Cruelty’s Memory Vault has been completed. 
 
      
 
    The challenge of the Last Cruelty’s Memory Vault has been completed. 
 
      
 
    You can proceed towards the altar circle to receive your key of power, or leave the challenge area. 
 
      
 
    The challenge of the Last Cruelty’s Memory Vault is incredibly complex. The first few to have completed it will be rewarded with numerous additional bonuses. They include the right to keep the arms and equipment you fought with in the twelfth chamber. 
 
      
 
    Thus, yet another stage of my great plan had been accomplished. I completed all twelve chambers and could finally get what I had come here for in the first place. I wouldn’t have to fight anymore, but I’d still need to spend a lot of time here. So why wait for my limbs to restore completely? The damage done to my body wouldn’t hold me back one bit. 
 
      
 
    Most importantly, my head was intact. Even though I had thought everything through, a few things still remained unclear. After all, I didn’t know what this particular temple had to offer. Once it was time to make a choice, I’d have to think with absolute clarity. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Getting access to the round altar was the main point of taking the challenge. If you were at the seventh Degree of Enlightenment and didn’t use any Primordial Temples before, you could claim the first key. You’d become eligible for the second at the fourteenth, the third at the twenty-first, and so on—up to the forty-ninth degree. 
 
      
 
    The first key was the most important one. It was usually given to a child—and children always received the best, in any world. Apart from that, unlocking the first Circle of Power gave the locals access to certain unique abilities, without which an aristocrat, for instance, could not be considered a bona fide nobleman or noblewoman. 
 
      
 
    The harder the challenge, the more valuable the key. Besides, if you were among the first to have passed a given challenge, the quality of the prize could also increase considerably. Sacrifices made at the altars of higher powers before one commenced the challenge were also duly noted. 
 
      
 
    My challenge wasn’t just hard. It was verging on the impossible—or, perhaps, not “verging on,” but genuinely impossible. Completing it with the seventh degree would be out of the question. A child—even an alpha—would have been unable to open enough attributes to defeat their opponent, which would become apparent by the time he or she reached the midpoint of the challenge. Even if she could, she’d get overwhelmed by the opposition’s sheer numbers. This nearly happened to me, my indubitable superiority notwithstanding. 
 
      
 
    Sure, one could come accompanied by assistants. But they’d have to face enemies of their own; besides, higher degrees of assistants would result in penalties making the number of temple warriors increase considerably. As a result, a teenager and several serious fighters would find themselves facing a crowd that would fill up the chamber completely. Dispatching them without sustaining any losses or losing your ward would be a near-impossible task. By my estimates, you would fail unless you were a strong fighter acting alone. A team of two would already cause the chamber to become overcrowded, with attacks coming incessantly from every direction. 
 
      
 
    And yet, I was a Degree Seven who had managed it. Not getting something incredibly rare—or, perhaps, unique—would leave me totally disappointed. It would clearly be unfair. 
 
      
 
    But choosing bonuses for the first circle was only half of my task. It took a more serious reason to undertake this long and hard voyage. I meant to open the second circle here as well—and, possibly, the third. I’d see how it would go. I wasn’t suicidal and didn’t intend to complete the challenge again. But there was a “bug in the system” that provided a shortcut. Once you got to the circular altar, you could receive the next key right there. All you needed to do was reach enough Degrees of Enlightenment without leaving the hall. And the method would only work if you received them in the closed-off temple zone, rather than earlier. 
 
      
 
    That wouldn’t be a problem for me—I had brought enough loot, after all. The only unpleasant part was that unlocking seven more degrees and filling them even with attributes alone, without touching talents, would be a very lengthy process. I still remembered how I had to spend a substantial amount of time in my Misty Moors shelter in the ruins, moving forward step by step. 
 
      
 
    However, the circular altar provided another shortcut. Being the focal point of the temple complex, it eased the pains of progress considerably. That fact was widely known. Those who managed to accumulate enough loot for a quick “growth spurt” often went to a temple or a place with similar energy to facilitate the process.  
 
      
 
    I got access to an incredibly powerful place, although I had no idea just how much it could shorten my period of suffering. I was hoping for everything to happen five times faster at least. Besides, the first seven Degrees of Enlightenment were the hardest. The next seven would have a solid base to rely upon rather than a pitiful absolute zero. As one of the local books said, “It is easier to fill a half-full cup than an empty one.” 
 
      
 
    I’d still have to rest, though. It could take three days—or five, or, perhaps, a whole week. If I got really unlucky, it could even be longer than that. I tried to complete all the rooms as fast as I could for this very reason. It was also why I brought a good amount of high-quality provisions to restore my energy and affect the ORDER structures in a positive way. Even though I had enough Chaos loot with me, I’d prefer to receive maximum attribute embodiments without spending any of it. But how was I to know I’d find such an enormous supply of the Dew here? 
 
      
 
    Besides, hunkering down in such a unique place of power would also be likely to have a favorable effect on the development of new parameters. Embodiments were important. If mine hadn’t been as high, I wouldn’t have even tried completing a challenge as risky as this. 
 
      
 
    But everything appeared to have been thought through and weighed a hundred times.  
 
      
 
    It was time to go claim the key. 
 
      
 
    I was ready. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    You are the first one to receive the main key of the first Circle of Power of the Last Cruelty’s Memory Vault. You can proceed with choosing one rare and one special boon. Besides, being the first one on this circle, you are entitled to one unconditional boon. 
 
      
 
    A regular seeker would only receive a single boon, but I was offered two. “Special” was good, but still accessible to many. “Rare” sounded a lot more enticing, but I still wanted more. And why wouldn’t I, if getting a little bit extra was not going to be a problem? I had been preparing for this for a long time, after all. 
 
      
 
    I dug into my possessions, retrieving Emblems of Valor and Attestations of Death. I had plenty of them, all of assorted values. Some were received for victories over enemies serious enough even for strong warriors. 
 
      
 
    I dumped most of them before feeling a change in ORDER. 
 
      
 
    You have brought a great deal of evidence to the altar circle testifying to your heroic deeds. You can choose one very rare and one rare boon. Besides, being the first seeker at the circle, you are entitled to one unconditional boon. 
 
      
 
    But in all fairness, I expected something more substantial. After all, I sacrificed everything I got over the last year and a half, or even a little more than that. A very rare boon was something only select aristocrats received, granted, and they didn’t receive such bonuses on the first circle of power—they’d need to seriously beef up their attributes and a bunch of other things. 
 
      
 
    The value of the boon was much higher on the first circle, but my greed wasn’t satisfied. 
 
      
 
    I must have caught it from Beko. For a moment, I wondered how my kleptomaniac old friend was doing. He must have stolen everything that wasn’t nailed down in the entire school, basement to attic, and gone through the environs with a fine comb to boot. 
 
      
 
    What few Emblems of Valor I had left would hardly suffice for the greedy temple to become generous again. I sighed mentally, and reached for the most valuable offerings. It would be a bummer if the altar accepted them, but I would receive nothing from ORDER to show for it. 
 
      
 
    I started with the Great Merit Recognition Medal—one of the three I received for clearing out the Necros Lair and, judging by its description, the weakest of the three. The very same description claimed that this prize could change the decision of a place of power by increasing the reward. Of course, it might have to be sacrificed along with other items, and the more, the better, but I hoped it would work like this. And it did. 
 
      
 
    You have brought an incredibly rare offering to the altar circle. You can choose one rarest and one ultra-rare boon. Besides, being the first seeker at the circle, you are entitled to one unconditional boon.  
 
      
 
    My greed did not stop there. I produced the next medal—the Supreme one. Its description was similar, but its value was supposed to be higher. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work this time. But I was already unstoppable, so I used the Great Necros Slayer Medal and the Spark of an Unaligned Creature received from the snow spider. 
 
      
 
    You have brought an incredibly rare offering to the altar circle. You can choose one ultra-rare and one rarest-ever boon. Besides, being the first seeker at the circle, you are entitled to one unconditional boon.  
 
      
 
    All I had left was some small stuff and the Heart of Necros. The Heart was an item that could be passed on, but you could only use it to get the key if you received it yourself for clearing the lair. However, it had other uses for serious stuff, which was why it had an exorbitant price, and you could exchange it for items no one would part with for any money. I felt reluctant to part with it, but the first circle was important, since it gave the best bonuses. Therefore, my hands firm, I produced the Heart and wasn’t the least bit surprised to find out it worked. 
 
      
 
    It was too valuable an item to be disregarded by the Primordial Temple.  
 
      
 
    You have brought a rarest offering of enormous value to the altar circle. You can choose one unique and one rarest-ever boon. Besides, being the first seeker at the circle, you are entitled to one unconditional boon.  
 
      
 
    I smiled wearily, barely believing my eyes. This went way beyond my wildest dreams. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t prepare in vain. I came to this city for a good reason. And I have succeeded in everything. 
 
      
 
    Many books were written on the subject of circles of power and related things, but one didn’t often come across the words “unique boon.” It was believed that such boons were nearly impossible to receive, and it only happened in a number of unique cases that could be counted on the fingers of one hand. All the heroes reported to have been granted such honors had a high Degree of Enlightenment and received corresponding keys. 
 
      
 
    Getting a unique boon at the “juiciest” seventh degree and on the lowest first circle was something that may never have happened in the whole history of Rock. I was bound to be offered something no living person had. Something that wouldn’t compare to any talent, no matter how powerful. 
 
      
 
    Boons, unless they were of the lowest class, were the most powerful and stable ORDER structures. They were all very specific, and some had significant shortcomings, but the aristocrats didn’t break their back chasing them for nothing. Their efforts might be rewarded thousandfold. 
 
      
 
    My efforts would be rewarded, too. My plan worked, and I got the main prize. 
 
      
 
    Now I had to make a choice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    A Double Circle Leap 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the choice initially seemed to be somewhat disappointing. I expected a list of boons three pages long, with one looking more enticing than the other. However, ORDER trimmed it down from the beginning, forming a three-option list. Those were allegedly chosen at random, but I suspected foul play. 
 
      
 
    I was really hoping my bonuses would be powerful enough to be able to solve all my problems at once. I dreamed of reaching some impossible wuthering heights in a single leap. However, at first sight, what I was offered struck me as fairly mediocre. 
 
      
 
    Still, first impressions are usually erroneous. As I studied the detailed descriptions of the bonuses, I realized that even though none of these boons would transform me into a superhuman, calling them average would be a criminal understatement. 
 
      
 
    All I had to do was make a choice. And it was really hard. The problem was that the three options on offer could in fact make me something very close to a superhuman—if they were combined, each one compensating for the others’ shortcoming with some advantage. Together, they mitigated annoying drawbacks and boosted certain aspects that would offer incredible opportunities for development. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t get them all. I’d have to settle for just one.  
 
      
 
    And having to make such a choice was tearing me apart. 
 
      
 
    This was a serious matter, so I didn’t hurry. I spent several hours studying the options, weighing all the pros and cons, comparing different aspects of the boons and trying to think of how they would be implemented practically. I ended up going for the option that had struck me as less than desirable at first. 
 
      
 
    Hero of the Night. A unique boon. If you choose it, the corresponding bonuses will become part of your status permanently. No one and nothing can take them from you while you’re still alive. Once the boon becomes integrated, you will gain access to a special control interface. Use it wisely. It isn’t all that hard to learn. 
 
      
 
    The Hero of the Night boon considerably enhances your abilities during the night. There is a chance it may also work in other worlds (either at all times, or subject to the local day and night patterns). However, it isn’t linear and depends on the surrounding conditions. It has maximum effect in complete darkness. Once you expose yourself to light, the boon’s effectiveness will start to dwindle away slowly. The enhancements may go all the way down to zero if you remain close to bright sources of light for a while without seeking cover in the shadow. 
 
      
 
    Bonuses from the Hero of the Night boon only work during the night (from sundown to sunrise). The boon will not lead to any ostensible negative sensations. Its major effects will be as follows: 
 
      
 
    Required sleep time reduced—up to and including complete lack of any desire to sleep if you spend the entire night in complete darkness (however, it is recommended that you get some proper sleep at least once a week by turning off this option); 
 
      
 
    Increased resistance to any control (including mental)—up to and including absolute immunity in complete darkness (at no cost); 
 
      
 
    Increased resistance to Death magic—up to and including absolute immunity in complete darkness (at no cost); 
 
      
 
    Increased charisma, ability to convince other sentient beings, and ability to resist the influence of other sentient beings with well-developed leadership qualities—up to and including the ability to subjugate crowds and ignore another’s will completely in complete darkness. Convincing only works on those with a weak spirit (might require substantial Shadow expenditure). 
 
      
 
    Other sentient beings’ abilities aimed at weakening their opponent will not be quite as effective against you—up to and including complete immunity in complete darkness (consumes Shadow). 
 
      
 
    Your talents that weaken the opponent will be boosted by up to 250% in complete darkness (consumes Shadow). 
 
      
 
    Your disguise talents will be boosted by up to 250% in complete darkness (consumes Shadow). 
 
      
 
    The embodiment of your attributes will be boosted by up to 250% in complete darkness (does not consume Shadow). Attention! An embodiment increase does not work like a real increase due to the physiological conflict that is inevitable in case of a rapid embodiment increase. Bear in mind that auxiliary embodiment might be less effective than the real thing. 
 
      
 
    The destructive power of your attacks will be boosted by up to 250% in complete darkness (does not consume Shadow). 
 
      
 
    Your speed and reflexes will be boosted by up to 250% in complete darkness (does not consume Shadow). 
 
      
 
    You will become engulfed in a compact cloud of special pheromones attracting the females of your species who will become aroused and drawn to you under their influence. Temperamental ones with low inhibitions may be affected to the extent of attempting violent actions of sexual nature against you. The darker the night, the stronger the attraction. It reaches its maximum in complete darkness, with even chaste women likely to become capable of aggressive behavior under such circumstances (does not consume shadow). 
 
      
 
    After sundown, a virtual resurrection altar will form for you free of charge. If you perish, you have a high chance of being reborn wherever you were at nightfall or in any other place you specify in the settings in advance. Once the sun rises, the altar dissipates. The darker it is, the higher your chance of resurrecting—up to 100% in complete darkness (consumes Shadow). 
 
      
 
    Your night vision will only be marginally inferior to your daytime vision, but it will not interfere with your ability to find darker places (does not consume Shadow). 
 
      
 
    You will be able to survive without breathable air and underwater for longer than usual at night—up to 500% longer in complete darkness (consumes Shadow). 
 
      
 
    The speed of regeneration and rehabilitation under the effect of healing talents and potions will increase substantially at night—by up to 1000% in complete darkness (does not consume Shadow). 
 
      
 
    The chance of receiving valuable loot will increase substantially during the night—by up to 250% in complete darkness (does not consume Shadow). 
 
      
 
    Attention! Maximum benefits can only be enjoyed when the entire boon set is activated. You may get penalized substantially otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Some of the items on the list seemed ambiguous, or outright bad. Especially the pheromones bit—I was nowhere near desperate to need help in that department. Turning into a chick magnet at night would imply having to keep well away from red light districts and all kinds of questionable ladies who might get excessively influenced by their biology to the detriment of common sense. However, some of the bonuses were incredibly enticing. If they weren’t limited to nighttime, I wouldn’t have hesitated in the least. Yet losing all these advantages in broad daylight didn’t sound particularly thrilling. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, I could postpone making my decision until after taking a look at the next boon (I was entitled to two). I did just that, hoping ORDER would be fair and offer some daytime compensation. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t wrong. There were more options to choose from, and I found one that looked promising. It offered higher bonuses than the rest, but once again, it didn’t work around the clock. This one wasn’t nocturnal, though—it was active from dawn until dusk. Alas, it wasn’t quite as powerful as the unique boon, but that wasn’t surprising.  
 
      
 
    Daylight Supreme. Rarest boon. If you choose it, the corresponding bonuses will become part of your status permanently. No one and nothing can take them from you while you’re still alive. Once the boon becomes integrated, you will gain access to a special control interface. Use it wisely. It isn’t all that hard to learn. 
 
      
 
    The Daylight Supreme boon considerably enhances your abilities during the day. However, it isn’t linear and depends on the surrounding conditions. It has maximum effect out in the open at noon, when it’s sunny. Once you find yourself in the shadow, performance will start to dwindle sway slowly. The enhancements may go all the way down to zero if you remain in complete darkness for a while. 
 
      
 
    Bonuses from the Daylight Supreme boon only work during the day (from sunrise to sundown). The increased effect of any bonus does not lead to any ostensible negative sensations. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The embodiment of your attributes will be boosted by up to 100% in unobstructed daylight (consumes Mage Energy). 
 
      
 
    You will have increased resistance to any control (including mental)—up to and including halving the efficacy of most effects in broad daylight and immunity to blinding talents and simple illusions (does not consume Mage Energy). 
 
      
 
    All of your basic talents will be up to twice as effective in unobstructed daylight (does not consume Mage Energy). 
 
      
 
    Your speed and reflexes will be boosted by up to 100% in broad daylight (does not consume Mage Energy). 
 
      
 
    You will learn from experienced mentors more effectively—by up to and including 150% in broad daylight (does not consume Mage Energy). 
 
      
 
    The destructive power of your attacks will be boosted by up to 150% in broad daylight (consumes Mage Energy). 
 
      
 
    The speed of regeneration and rehabilitation from your healing talents will increase in daytime—by up to 150% in broad daylight (consumes Mage Energy). 
 
      
 
    You will gain higher resistance to the magic of Death—up to and including complete short-term immunity in broad daylight, when you can completely ignore several enemy attacks (consumes Mage Energy).  
 
      
 
    People around you will occasionally suspect you are special. You will stand out of the crowd from afar in broad daylight. Take this into account if you have to conceal yourself. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Maximum benefits can only be enjoyed when the entire boon set is activated. You may get penalized substantially otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Some of the features weren’t free, and they required Mage Energy instead of the Shadow of Chi. I had less of the former, which was a major shortcoming. And the bonuses were by no means equivalent to those received from the Hero of the Night boon. But this only applied in comparison. 
 
      
 
    Any aristocrat would give an arm and a leg for such boosts. By choosing these two boons I’d have substantial bonuses at night as well as during the day. If I swapped them for an option that worked around the clock, I’d get fewer advantages. Any way I looked at it, that option would still be inferior to Hero of the Night and Daylight Supreme combined. So it was decided. 
 
      
 
    Now I only had to choose the last boon—the unconditional one. There were many to choose from, but each had few bonuses, and those were rather specific. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t have to waste time procrastinating here. Even a year earlier, doing my research, I already knew just what they would offer me. And despite the fantastic and really useful bonuses from the boons I’d chosen, this one extra thing was one of the main reasons I had invested so much in getting here, even though it may not have looked like much. 
 
    The Veil of ORDER. Unconditional boon. If you choose it, the corresponding bonuses will become part of your status permanently. No one and nothing can take them from you while you’re still alive. Once the boon becomes integrated, you will gain access to a special control interface. Use it wisely. It isn’t all that hard to learn. 
 
      
 
    The Veil of ORDER boon can be maintained in its active state (with different settings) or switched off. You spend no energy or Shadow either way. 
 
      
 
    Bonuses from the Veil of ORDER boon work regardless of the time of day. They don’t lead to any ostensible negative sensations. 
 
      
 
    You will be able to completely conceal your parameters. They will be difficult to see even for someone with a high Degree of Enlightenment and specialized scrutiny talents. 
 
      
 
    You will also be able to choose parameters and their combinations which can be seen by the observers. Among other things, you will be able to lower the actual embodiment of your attributes, their number, the tiers and ranks of talents, the composition of your states, and so on. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. Even if this boon was the only reward available, this long and hard voyage would still be worth it. 
 
      
 
    I could forget about the masking amulet and other toys from that point on. Now even the best hounds would only see what I deemed necessary to show them. There might be methods of seeing through the strongest veil, but I had only heard of those in legends. 
 
      
 
    Besides, one would first have to suspect me of being the owner of such a veil, available only to a handful of chosen ones. And it did not manifest itself in any tangible way. I could look like a regular omega or an incomplete alpha, and unless I gave myself away by actions that were at odds with my appearance, it would be really difficult to suspect there was something off with me. And even if someone did get that idea somehow, I really doubted there was so much as a single person in all of Rock capable of seeing my actual parameters. Besides, they’d have to be in the immediate vicinity of whatever was going on, which was highly unlikely. 
 
      
 
    With a near-unique boon like this, the world was my oyster. I no longer had to shiver in fear, expecting someone’s eyes to bulge at me as they saw my true nature. To someone hunted by unknown but clearly powerful enemies, that would be tantamount to certain death. I still was in a lot of danger, but it felt like an enormous weight had just fallen off my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    I could dye my hair, try to disfigure myself with clever makeup, or stare at the ground to avoid showing my unusual eye color—or even try to come up with some sort of fancy lenses to change it altogether. But ORDER could not be concealed. All such tricks would only work until my first encounter with those capable of seeing the concealed. And there were lots of them here, especially in the area I intended to head to next. 
 
      
 
    Now the boon received for my difficult accomplishment would be a game changer. I could relax a little now and proceeded with the subsequent stages of my plan relatively undisturbed. 
 
      
 
    And it was time for the next one. 
 
      
 
    I got a handful of loot, placed it in the altar niche, and said—with some trepidation, but articulating every syllable very clearly. 
 
      
 
    “I, Gedar Xavier of the Crow clan, request a test of my blood as a scion of the clan. If I am indeed a Crow, I request to be blessed by the power of the Primordial Temple as the descendant of the heroes of Crow and to have my basic clan abilities unlocked.” 
 
      
 
    Nothing changed for about a minute. Although I didn’t feel anything, I realized I was being subjected to very thorough probing and testing. 
 
      
 
    ORDER replied at long last. 
 
      
 
    The sacrifice has been accepted by the circle altar. 
 
      
 
    Nearly pure Crow blood on mother’s side. Father: not confirmed. Spirit: not confirmed. Life as clan member: confirmed. Living representatives of the clan: none whose presence was registered recently. 
 
      
 
    The verdict: three confirmed vs. two unconfirmed. The clan’s blood is acknowledged. 
 
      
 
    Basic clan talent unlocked: Shudra Control. Now you can accept pledges of fealty from lower ranks and control a minimum number of shudras. 
 
      
 
    You receive a mark of a descendent of heroes that will be visible to all. You can alter or conceal it using the Veil of ORDER. Bear in mind that it’s your most distinct characteristic, and it will be a lot harder to conceal than any of the others. If a highly-evolved master of specialized talents studies you, there is a high possibility of your identity being revealed. 
 
      
 
    So there was indeed something odd about my father. I didn’t know the full story—I had only overheard a few snippets here and there. Also, when the manor was invaded that fateful night, I heard a few unpleasant things. 
 
      
 
    The “spirit” part was interesting, too. Did ORDER imply that the soul in my body bore no relation to the members of the clan? Apparently, that was the case. 
 
      
 
    The fact that no living clan members were spotted anywhere recently did not surprise me. I must have been the last official scion of the clan, and it was unlikely that there were any bastards anywhere. Old aristocrats did not scatter their blood freely. Even if they did have offspring on the side, those would be unlikely to have a chance to develop properly. And the Primordial Temple did not rank omegas and similar as aristocrats, no matter how pure their blood. 
 
      
 
    The shudra pledges I could receive were basic. But on the second circle, I could upgrade that. Ditto the third. After that, even locals with marks of nobility would be able to swear fealty to me. 
 
      
 
    I had figured everything out, and I would emerge from the dungeon as a genuine blue blood. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Despite the high energy levels of the place and the fact that I wasn’t doing this for the first time, the seven subsequent degrees were hard. I passed out a few times, just like I did back in the Misty Moors, or slipped into a twilight state, in which my consciousness functioned, but I had no coherent thoughts and just lay there oblivious to everything, unable to lift a finger. 
 
      
 
    But I had to admit that I didn’t get knocked out of shape for too long. Besides, the Dew proved to be a top notch elixir and stimulant capable of dispelling weakness with the tiniest sip. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother with talents for the time being. I didn’t have that many supplies, or “water substitute,” so I had to finish what I’d started as soon as possible. Thus, I reached the fourteenth degree relatively quickly. 
 
      
 
    I was due another unconditional boon there. It turned out that I was also the first to claim the second key in that Primordial Temple—which wasn’t too surprising. I didn’t get anything extraordinary—the choice was small, and the options weren’t as good as on the first circle. A trifle, really. However, I managed to use the rest of my loot to improve the only regular boon I was offered. It wasn’t heavy artillery, either, and bore no comparison to what I’d received on the first circle. But every little bit helped. 
 
      
 
    After a brief rest, I proceeded to tackle the fifteenth degree of enlightenment, followed by the sixteenth, the seventeenth, and all the way up to the twenty-first. I fainted every now and then, succumbing to utter apathy, barely managing to make myself chew on the remainder of my supplies, worth their weight in gold in this besieged city, and drinking the last of my Dew. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I developed a Dew habit. Even though I had a good supply—two enormous temple amphorae filled to the brim—it still wasn’t enough. The magic liquid was just too useful for someone blitz-raising their stats. It cut down the required recuperation time enormously, benefitted the embodiments, and cleared one’s mind. 
 
      
 
    Receiving the third key, I had another surprise in stock for me. An unpleasant one this time. I was flabbergasted. 
 
      
 
    You are the second person to receive the main key of the third Circle of Power of the Last Cruelty’s Memory Vault. You can proceed with choosing one special boon. Besides, being one of the first on this circle, you are entitled to one minor unconditional boon. 
 
      
 
    Second?! What the hell?! It was like courting a maiden whose chastity was universally known, and then have a lavish wedding, where you’d find out that the bride had five children from different fathers whose identities were unknown, a number of chronic venereal diseases, and a severe case of nymphomania. 
 
      
 
    It was one hell of a surprise. I wondered who my lucky predecessor was. I had assumed myself to be the first to reach the main key—but it turned out someone had gotten there first. Fortunately, I was still the trailblazer on the first and the second circle. 
 
      
 
    My forerunner must have been someone really special. Someone like me who had managed to gather an impressive collection of attributes by the time of reaching the twenty-first degree. Someone who may have studied the art of combat with good teachers for years to complement his set of talents. 
 
      
 
    None of the books mentioned that person. I had no idea who the hero was. Even if there were records mentioning him, I never saw them—or, perhaps, they were destroyed by time itself. 
 
      
 
    That sucked, but I had no reason to rend my garments. I had already received everything I needed, and even more. The Primordial Temple would have been more generous if I were the first one here as well. But things were as they were. It made more sense to rejoice at having collected so many substantial bonuses on the first and second circles. My case must have been extremely rare, or even unique, with, possibly, no one in the history of Rock having managed to advance as far on the first circles. 
 
      
 
    I looked into one of the amphorae expectantly but didn’t find a single drop there. It wasn’t my first attempt to squeeze a little extra out of it, either, but just as before, there was no Dew left. My mind felt addled—I still couldn’t think straight after yet another rapid dash forward. 
 
      
 
    It was time for me to get out. First I’d head for the main hall and the Dew reservoir located there. I could drink as much as I needed, rest, and put my head in some semblance of order. Then I could start thinking. 
 
      
 
    Why didn’t I stay for another seven degrees to complete the fourth circle? One of the reasons was that it was really hard to get more than three keys in a row in a single Primordial Temple. Such options were known to exist, but far from everywhere. Most likely, not here. There had to be some protection from people like me using the system’s vulnerabilities. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, I wasn’t in too much of a hurry to get the fourth key. I had some plans related to it. But all of them were long-term. 
 
      
 
    First of all I needed to quench my thirst. Everything else could wait until later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Monque Dhan Revisited 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Ascending a staircase was much harder than descending it—and doubly so, even for a newfangled 21-degree alpha, seeing that it was the Black Well itself. Too many things happened to me recently, and I even lost count of the days I had spent underground. That was not good. All my plans implied precise timing. 
 
      
 
    The reason I decided to get out wasn’t my swift recuperation. It was having run out of supplies. Dew alone couldn’t sustain me for long, and I’d start losing strength shortly. There was no food in the Black Well—not even rats lived there. And I had a healthy appetite of an alpha as my calorie burn rate was stupendous. 
 
      
 
    It was a pity—it would have made sense for me to spend a few more days recuperating. But I wasn’t overtaxing myself, either, since my body was already basically okay. It simply needed to get used to the new state of affairs when it became three times stronger in terms of attributes and their embodiments. I barely touched any talents at all; those were not critical, and they could be developed later. Besides, I didn’t have enough loot for everything. Such intense development used it up by the ton, and even two hidden receptacles couldn’t hold enough for all my needs. 
 
      
 
    Besides, I couldn’t spend all my loot. I’d need petty cash and funds to pay Kooba a bonus. She must have arranged for an escape for herself and the children from the starving city where the ruling elite had gone completely drunk on its own impunity. That would require money. A city under siege was not the kind of place where everybody was easily let in and out at the time of their choosing. 
 
      
 
    I had enough stuff in my caches in the north to let ten guys like me upgrade all their stats to the max at the current level, but I’d need to get to them first, and I wasn’t planning on doing that anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    I kept stopping to listen every now and then. I wasn’t afraid of any strygas. I didn’t think it was soon enough for new ones to appear after the recent massacre. 
 
      
 
    No, it was the locals that I felt wary of. The disappearance of the clan leader’s son wasn’t something to be ignored even by the most undistinguished aristocratic families. I didn’t know how far the investigation could have gotten, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that the Black Well was receiving serious attention. Thus, they could have easily put a squad of a dozen crack fighters to guard the exit. 
 
      
 
    On one of the levels, I tried to summon my only wraith remaining—the one I created in the Necros Lair. My current parameters allowed it. However, something went wrong—my strongest potential ally didn’t just turn out to be very demanding, but fickle as well. The summoning feature refused to activate, and every attempt was met with vaguely wrathful messages from ORDER that would curse Chaos in a manner as vitriolic as one could possibly fathom.  
 
      
 
    I figured it must have been the wraith’s provenance. The Well was hallowed ground around the temple, so it wouldn’t be easy to work with a creature of Chaos here. The summoning feature could work in some places and be blocked in others, and I couldn’t tell which was which. There was also a requirement for the summoning—I had to have a certain state known as “Marked by Blood,” which appeared after killing strong enemies and remained active for an unknown period of time. Temple warriors probably didn’t count, whereas Ramir and the two mercenaries got killed too long ago. At any rate, my plan didn’t work. 
 
      
 
    I lost my resurrected mercenaries before I even got started on the challenge. They fell apart and into bone shards, and reviving such low-quality material proved impossible as well. Therefore, faced by any potential foe, I’d only have my own powers to rely on. 
 
      
 
    But I was sure of myself. Even without proper warrior’s training I could take on a single squad, whoever it was comprised of. This was no longer a challenge chamber, and all my talents worked fine. Besides, the Hero of the Night options were active, which meant it was dark outside, and I would be able to activate the boon and boost my strength enormously in just a couple of seconds. There was no light in the Black Well due to the absence of fluorescent vegetation, so the darkness was complete, which played in my favor. 
 
      
 
    I was surprised to find no one on the top level, having ascended the stairs with every precaution I could think of. I just wasted resources on maintaining Mimicry all this time, trying to merge with the walls of the well visually. 
 
      
 
    Another surprise awaited me in the corridor. Before I could take a hundred steps forward, a wall blocked my way. The bricks were fresh and still smelled of mortar, and they weren’t there the first time I went through that passage. And there was a door locked from the outside right in the wall. 
 
      
 
    It appeared they had taken some action after what happened—but of a wrong kind altogether. It was stupid to assume that putting a lock on the door would prevent what had transpired here from happening again. After all, there was no such thing as a locked door for the ruling clan of Clonassis. If someone like Ramir decided to visit the Black Well, he’d go. No one and nothing would stop him. So this barrier was just a token measure. 
 
      
 
    The builders seemed to have understood that, and the quality of their work revealed as much. The door was almost completely made of wood, with just a few puny metal strips attached to it, which reinforced nothing. Reaper made quick work of it. I just had to try to keep the noise down. 
 
      
 
    The magic barrier designed to stop strygas remained in place. It didn’t stop me the first time, nor did it now. However, I became wary, wondering whether it might have an additional alarm function. If it did, and if the mage who’d installed it wasn’t asleep now, he’d be alerted. 
 
      
 
    I was therefore in no hurry to force my way any further. I stood there for a few minutes, waiting and listening. However, everything was quiet, with nothing at all happening in the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    This city didn’t just look like it had problems. It was doomed without a doubt. Even the mysterious death of one of the highest-ranking local nobles failed to make them ramp up security properly. 
 
      
 
    The provisions storage room looked a lot less abundant than before. The amount of supplies dwindled noticeably. They may have been taken to the dungeons underneath the ruler’s palace or elsewhere, but the result was clearly visible—the most valuable foodstuffs were no longer there. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t feel picky and ravenously dug into everything I could find, without even attempting to hide the signs of burglary. Another urban myth was in the making, I thought to myself—one about the sinister nocturnal eater living under Monque Dhan. There was no need to stay inconspicuous: I was leaving, anyway, and hoped I’d never return. 
 
      
 
    That said, I had to keep it in mind that I might yet have to use the Primordial Temple again. Who knew how the subsequent events would unfold? But even in that case, there was nothing untoward about leaving behind a burgled storage room and an ominous legend. 
 
      
 
    I was really hungry and didn’t care one bit about everything else. 
 
      
 
    Having sated myself, I had some Dew to wash down my late supper and rested for a few minutes, allowing the food to settle in my stomach and lazily thinking that life was good, after all. 
 
      
 
    Then I looked into ORDER and made sure that my nocturnal bonuses could still be activated. Some people were adept enough to look “inside themselves” and tell the exact time, but I wasn’t there yet. I’d have to make do with whatever methods I had at my disposal. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the door sideways, tossing up the key I’d taken from Ramir’s body in my hand. Even if the lock wasn’t changed and remained functional, I remembered the creaking and banging sounds the door was capable of making all too well. They would travel far in a castle where everyone was fast asleep. And the mercenaries’ barracks were close nearby. We actually passed them on our way; those corridors were a veritable chock full of fighters in black. There was a chance they were all sleeping like honest men, but that chance was probably more remote than Easter Island. Local mercenaries were by no means elite. They were cheap riffraff from overseas. Them and honesty would be strange bedfellows indeed. 
 
      
 
    I already got to tinker with my new toys and knew that the bonuses didn’t use up quite as much Shadow and energy for it to become a problem for me. I could keep them all active without having to worry about resource expenditure for a few hours. I probably should have turned them on earlier instead of being frugal. They’d be necessary further on, especially seeing how things could change drastically any moment. Would I be able to activate them in due time then? 
 
      
 
    So I activated everything but the pheromones, which still struck me as fishy. I didn’t think they would work on the mercenaries, and even if they did, becoming the object of their sympathy was the last thing I wanted. 
 
      
 
    However, the warning about penalties must have been spot on. The benefits from bonuses were cut down substantially. I had to go for the full set, hoping I didn’t encounter a group of love-starved ladies en route. 
 
      
 
    I placed the sword I received at the Primordial Temple into my hidden receptacle and hung Destroyer on my belt, keeping Reaper at the ready as well. I could use it well in close quarters. Destroyer would be a much worse option in this scenario—the blast could leave me stunned, or, perhaps, even cause me physical harm.  
 
      
 
    Strangely, the door lock remained as I left it last time. It could well be that no locksmiths of this level were left anywhere in the city, or, perhaps, the carefree locals believed the prison gates to be sufficient, and the locks inside inconsequential. 
 
      
 
    The mechanism made quite some noise in the still of the night. And once I opened the lock, the hinges started creaking really loudly. I stopped and listened each time it happened. But there were no shouts and no sound of soldiers’ boots stomping down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    It was all quiet. The castle seemed devoid of life. A true Land of Nod, if ever I saw one. 
 
      
 
    I must have been overestimating the risks. This wing was uninhabited; it only had a single cell, and even that one wasn’t used for its intended purpose. There was no one to guard, so everyone was probably asleep in the barracks some three hundred feet away across a meandering corridor. The mercenaries probably slept soundly enough to ignore an elephant’s mating call right next to their ear. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the crack became wide enough for me to squeeze through. That was what I instantly did, getting into the outer corridor and freezing instantly with my back against the door. 
 
      
 
    The alarm bells in my head went off immediately. I realized the darkness in front of me wasn’t real as soon as I got out. The Primordial Temple’s boon combined with Darkvision worked oddly enough. I could indeed see as well as in broad daylight, but in an uncanny way. I kept thinking there was something to my left or to my right when there was nothing. If I peered into the distance, I didn’t see the objects near me quite as well, and vice versa. It would take some getting used to. 
 
      
 
    However, now there was indeed something wrong in front of me. As I switched between near and faraway objects, I suspected an ambush before I could see it, which was why I felt like heading back on the double.  
 
      
 
    Someone was expecting me. I had no doubt about that. 
 
      
 
    Intuition. 
 
    Try to avoid any sudden movement. 
 
      
 
    Gee, thanks, honey! Where have you been all my life? 
 
      
 
    The picture was getting clearer. There were eight warriors standing still in front of the door, watching it with apparent suspicion. They must have been covered by some group disguise talent, which was why my peripheral vision was just gliding past those vague silhouettes, unable to recognize them for what they were. But as I was changing the focus of my vision from near to far and back again, those people were coming into view the way the ground below does when fog thins out and disappears. 
 
      
 
    They were clad in black armor made of leather, metal, and layered cloth treated with special glue. Those were the very mercenaries that worked for the ruling family—one of the two squads. They weren’t just standing there for no reason—they were prepared. Two crouched on their knees with their loaded crossbows trained on the door. Five more formed a row behind, holding swords and short poleaxes at the ready. The eighth could be seen behind the five, holding a short staff a little larger than mine. Most likely, a specialized mage who’d placed a projection of the wide corridor’s far side in front of his squad, creating a screen for the ambush. But in doing so he made the light from the only torch installed on the wall near a turn look distorted. It was some seventy feet away, and it didn’t throw off much light to begin with. The mage’s optical effect made it look near-extinguished. Thus, it served no purpose and only interfered with the disguise. 
 
      
 
    Still, it was nice of them to leave it. Their mistake made me sense something was off as soon as I crept into the corridor. All I needed to do was to unravel the illusion, which was just a matter of technique. 
 
      
 
    The mercenaries may have had Darkvision. The talent wasn’t rare, and it was simple enough to learn, but it still cost a lot to get it developed properly. Those among the regular locals who bothered with developing it at all usually left it for last—it would trail behind more useful skills. 
 
      
 
    So, basically, these people couldn’t see me under Mimicry. Mine provided no true invisibility, but it was still at a high enough rank—most likely, a lot higher than the mercenaries’ Darkvision or similar talents. They definitely saw the door moving. They could hear the creaking too. Yet, they didn’t see me. 
 
      
 
    But how long would this tense status quo last? My intuition was correct: one hasty move, and the party would begin. Still, I couldn’t just stand there immobile, either. I had to do something. Those guys wouldn’t just keep staring at the door that had stopped moving. They were about to realize that whoever had opened it didn’t just freeze for no reason. He was either out already, or had suspected something. 
 
      
 
    What was I to do, I wondered. Retreat? I doubted they’d just let me go like that. It would be stupid to rely on my newly-achieved three Circles of Power. Even with my beefed-up stats, my strength was nowhere near record-breaking by Rock standards, and three wasn’t a lot, at any rate. Besides, I still needed to adapt to my new powers, and I never got properly trained. Eight warriors, even if they didn’t rank among elite mercenaries, were a valid cause for alarm. This ambush was set up here for a reason. They lacked the guts to get to the bottom of the well, but the city rulers didn’t take Ramir’s death or the disappearance of the soldiers that accompanied him lightly. If they knew he had a mystery boy with him who had appeared from out of nowhere and then vanished without a trace, it would be taken into account, too. And I didn’t know what conclusions they had made as a result. 
 
      
 
    It appeared I had underestimated the local rulers quite a bit. Someone must have managed to gather enough information to do more than just wall up the ancient corridor in the wake of Ramir’s disappearance. They also placed a serious party of fighters in front of the door. If I ran away to hide underground, it wouldn’t go unnoticed. The mercenaries saw the door open, and they wouldn’t forget about it. There’d be a commotion, and the rulers would want to know who could pass through the strygas barrier from the other side so easily. They’d disregard their fear of monsters living at the bottom and send a well-armed party there. Then they’d check the Black Well, find the Primordial Temple, and, perhaps, manage to get to me as well. 
 
      
 
    It was strange that they hadn’t searched the underground, anyway. They must have been afraid of the monster at the bottom, and were probably reluctant to face it. They didn’t know that the monster had been vanquished, so they still feared it. 
 
      
 
    Thus, no matter how hard I tried to hide, there was always the possibility of running into someone sharp-eyed. Besides, I exterminated the dungeon strygas myself. As it turned out, none of the creatures there were impossibly strong. Only one of them was special as compared to the others, but I still managed to dispatch it—not easily, perhaps, but without any heroic feats involved. I saw no reason to be wary of something like that. A group of trained mercenaries could deal with it easily. I was surprised the strygas were feared so much. 
 
      
 
    Could there have been more of them back in the day? Could it be that the locals were so afraid of the dungeon after an encounter with them? That could explain their fear. But where did all these creatures go? 
 
      
 
    Well, that much was obvious. They couldn’t live on chi alone. They needed other food, which was at short supply down below. The bigger the creature, the more it eats. Thus, the population of the largest monsters dwindled to a handful, and the Well’s bad reputation turned out to be greatly exaggerated. Even if I missed a couple of those unpleasant creatures, a well-armed and well-trained squad of fighters would make short work of them. 
 
      
 
    So retreat was not an option. All I had behind me was one big dead end offering zero prospects. All I could do was move forward, without worrying about the noise and the alarm that would be raised. I was prepared for everything, including this option. That’s why I activated everything I could on myself and kept my weapon at the ready. 
 
      
 
    One of the fighters turned to the mage and started speaking. I couldn’t hear any words—the pall of illusion hiding the corridor didn’t just alter the view. It made everything behind it soundproof as well. I suspected that the mercenaries were discussing the inevitable: the door started to open, but never opened fully. It didn’t remotely look like a draught. Should they check what it was all about, or should they call for reinforcements? 
 
      
 
    I was happy they were talking. There wouldn’t be any action until the last word was said. 
 
      
 
    I reached for the belt with my right hand, tensing my leg muscles and bending my knees ever so slightly. My palm touched Destroyer. I thought I felt the power concealed in the ancient weapon, even though I knew it was impossible. A fully-charged weapon like mine was a force to be reckoned with. If used right, it could suffice to clear out all twelve challenge chambers. The only drawback was that the closer the target, the higher the risk of inflicting damage upon yourself. The effect wouldn’t be as strong as on your target, but that wasn’t much consolation—it would feel like being a dozen feet away from a TNT charge exploding. 
 
      
 
    One of the crossbowmen tensed, and I suddenly felt like he was looking me straight in the eye. What was the matter with him? Did he notice something was off with the door and that something was clinging to it? 
 
      
 
    If he shot at me right at that moment, he’d definitely make a hole in my hide. Reflexes would be of little use at such a distance—the bolt would get me instantly. 
 
      
 
    Intuition 
 
    You have to act right now. 
 
      
 
    I got into the habit of trusting these simple hints. Not thoughtlessly, but there wasn’t much to think about now. I was planning to get to the corner of the corridor, using geometry to my advantage and extending the distance to the center of the enemy formation, but now I’d have to abandon that plan. I wouldn’t be able to do it quickly, since the disguise couldn’t really hide a moving object, and if I went really slowly, it would take another thirty seconds or so, while my intuition urged me to act without delay. 
 
      
 
    I tore Destroyer away from my belt, jumping towards the corner I had marked earlier, still watching the troublesome crossbowman with the corner of my eye. He twitched a little as he clearly must have spotted something a second earlier, which made him the first to react. But the others wouldn’t take long to follow suit; Mimicry wasn’t really compatible with quick moves. 
 
      
 
    I threw my arm sideways, letting loose a charge aimed between the attentive crossbowman and his neighbor. As I was closing my eyes, I saw that other mercenaries started moving as well; their observation skills and reflexes were good. They managed to spot my acrobatics even in these conditions and turned around in the nick of time. 
 
      
 
    But none of that mattered anymore.  
 
      
 
    The blast was so loud I didn’t simply go deaf; it felt more like I never had any ears in the first place. My senses were all awry, and I didn’t even feel rolling over a cold stone floor. When I opened my eyes, what I saw before me felt sweet and sour. Was I seeing tastes? Something was definitely wrong with me. 
 
      
 
    Intuition 
 
    It is advised to use healing skills or potions at once. 
 
      
 
    Thanks again, darling, I never would have thought of it. But, alas, there was no time to heal. I had work to do. 
 
      
 
    If I got stunned like that from the distance of a few dozen feet, the mercenaries were a lot worse for the wear. A blast of pure power hit the middle of their formation, and the disguising magical veil did nothing to stop it. The observant crossbowman and the warrior next to him would never be seen again—the only things left of them were two gruesome-looking wet patches on the floor and shreds of flesh all over—on the walls and all over the ceiling. Some made it as far as my chain mail. 
 
      
 
    The rest were a little luckier. One lay immobile with his legs torn off below his knees. Another one, right next to him, was trying to move, which seemed to be problematic since he looked like a pile of chopped-up meat decorated with garlands of guts. The third, clad in heavy plate armor, was driven into a wall with such force that the hard metal of the armor flattened like a pancake. The metal plates, twisted and fused together, immobilized the maimed man completely. He could just about move his palms and shake his head feebly. Nothing else moved. His spine must have gotten crushed. 
 
      
 
    Only the three fighters on the left flank sustained moderate damage. I had to use Destroyer at an angle, so they didn’t receive the full blast. Still, they, too, got hit pretty hard. Although still being able to move a little, they were no longer an immediate threat. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, I wasn’t facing low-level omegas. These were trained warriors who earned their keep, so they would start coming to their senses very shortly. 
 
      
 
    I really felt like lying down for a minute doing nothing. I needed to get my perception back in order since all my senses were still off. Unfortunately, I couldn’t afford such a luxury. I rose with much effort, heading for the survivors. I placed Destroyer back on my belt, grabbing Reaper with my right hand, amazed at the fact I didn’t let it go, clinging to it all the while. 
 
      
 
    Two slashes, and two fighters stopped moving. The third rolled over to his side awkwardly, trying to feel for the knife on his belt and thrusting his other hand towards me. I didn’t know what he was planning to do with it, nor did I care. I hacked off his forearm, then bent down a little and drove the magic blade into his face, almost falling over the agonizing body in the process. My balance was still way off. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and approached the “flattened” armored fighter. He stopped shaking his head, looking at me with his one good eye. His lips moved slightly. But I didn’t hear any words—nor, indeed, anything else. Besides, I had nothing to talk about. Interrogation was nice and good, but only when one had time enough to ask questions. 
 
      
 
    Another swing with Reaper. The rest were nothing to worry about. But time was short. The explosion made by Destroyer when it eliminated the entire squad with a single blast was certainly heard all over the castle. How many mercenaries did I encounter on my way here a couple of days ago? Less than a hundred, for sure, but more than fifty. There were also a dozen or so regular guards—and I hadn’t seen all of them by far. 
 
      
 
    There was no doubt in my mind that some strike force was either moving here already or preparing to do so. The only way out of the ancient dungeon led through the mercenaries’ barracks. Passing through there would inevitably lead to fighting, and I’d be on the defensive. Not a welcome prospect for someone who kept swaying and couldn’t hear anything. My overall state was far from fresh, either. I kept activating healing talents, but they didn’t have an effect yet. 
 
      
 
    I had to catch my breath, if only for a minute or two, and make sure I’d be facing my enemies from a tactically advantageous position. Only what could it be? I was in a wide passage with a high ceiling. There were large stones of baroque shapes on every side, laid flush with each other. Not even a cockroach could squeeze between them. And there were no signs of shelter anywhere. I knew that the situation would worsen when I turned the corner: there’d be a grate of thick metal bars in about a hundred feet. Reaper wouldn’t cut through it due to the nature of the material it was made of, and I wasn’t sure Destroyer would manage it, either. Or, rather, I wasn’t sure it would manage it as quickly as I needed it to.  
 
      
 
    The grate was locked the last time I went through it. One of the mercenaries escorted us there from the barracks, opened it with his own key, and remained there waiting for our return. There was no reason to assume the security measures would be more lax this time. I would therefore have to solve the problem of the obstacle in my own way.  
 
      
 
    But why wouldn’t I let my enemies solve it for me? They certainly had the key—more than one, perhaps. They could gather on the other side, open it, and head this way. If there were many of them, they’d be unlikely to lock the doors behind them and cut off the only avenue of retreat. Then again, all of this was just idle contemplation. I had no idea what rules they had for such occasions. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, there were no such occasions here previously, so I could count on their confusion and inability to fathom the situation. I certainly wasn’t going to explain to the enemy just what had transpired here. Let them guess. They’d have something to mull over this time around.  
 
      
 
    Once they broke in, I’d have to dispatch them quickly and try to avoid exposing myself, which would be hard in a place where it was so hard to hide. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if I should retreat to the corridor leading to the Black Well. It was hardly a labyrinth where one could play hide and seek, either, but I’d have more of a tactical advantage there. 
 
      
 
    But I decided I wouldn’t budge a step. I’d try to hide where not even a cockroach could conceal itself and greet my enemies with a sudden attack. 
 
    If my plan worked, I’d strike them in the back. Surely, underhandedly, and from a dark corner. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Unexpected Observation Skills 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unstable Chaos Shield (defense talent) 
 
    With or without a weapon. 
 
    Probability of attack distortion: 98% (the opponent will miss randomly). 
 
    Probability of attack absorption: 34% (the attack is dispelled; a part of its energy may be transferred to you). 
 
    Probability of random attack deflection: 22% (the attack is deflected in a random direction). 
 
    Probability of attack deflection towards the attacker: 8% (the attack is deflected towards the attacker). 
 
    Effective distance: you and the items you carry. 
 
    Effect duration: 44 seconds. 
 
    Cooldown: 1 hour and 39 minutes. 
 
    Chaos Energy: 94 units for activation, and 1 to 1000 units for distortion, absorption, or deflection (the costs may range from 1 unit for a sword hit to 1000 units for deflecting a large rock dropped on you. 
 
      
 
    Deadly Moonblink (controlling talent) 
 
    With or without a weapon (but not any further than 73 feet in front of you). 
 
    Affects an area (volume). 
 
    Success rate: 93%. 
 
    Probability of inflicting extra disorientation: 8%. 
 
    Probability of inflicting extra eye damage: 1%. 
 
    Effective distance: 73 feet. 
 
    Effect duration: 4 to 11 seconds. 
 
    Cooldown: 206 seconds. 
 
    Death Energy: 62 points. 
 
      
 
    Those were the only talents I had allowed myself to learn at the Primordial Temple. They were the gems of my collection that had been waiting for this moment for a long time. I received the corresponding marks a long time ago but couldn’t use them, just like I couldn’t a bunch of others. They required opening the Second and Third Circles of Power, and that condition could not be fulfilled by emulating it with any amulet. 
 
      
 
    I got tired of looking at these talents with yearning and grinding my teeth. I was really stoked when I received them—they were just too good, and Grove monsters didn’t often drop such amazing stuff, even in my case. This wasn’t the horrifying Far North, after all, and you didn’t see many extra-strong monsters with a “juicy filling” there. 
 
      
 
    The former was similar to the shields of Element Wielders, and such shields were the reason why I was so set on getting Element parameters. They were particularly famous for their defensive skills. I didn’t have much luck in that respect, unfortunately, but I found a replacement. 
 
      
 
    The shield was pretty good. It ran on Chaos energy but didn’t use much of it. The probability of successfully defending oneself in a variety of ways was excellent, and the talent worked for a delightfully long period of time. Besides, there was a chance of turning any assault against the attackers themselves and to absorb some of the energy they spent. I had to burn a lot of loot to get it to those values, but it was worth it. 
 
      
 
    The second talent also resembled an Element Wielder’s skill. It didn’t look quite as impressive as the first, but one couldn’t survive on shields alone; enemies were to be attacked, weakened, and demoralized, and that’s where it would come in handy. 
 
      
 
    The talent would work over a spherical section of space in front of you within a radius of over seventy feet, and everyone affected would be 93% likely to experience short-term vision problems. The higher the resistance to Death or control skills one had, the higher was one’s chance of not getting blinded or of cutting the sudden onset of darkness short. There was also a high likelihood of getting disoriented and losing one’s bearings for a similar period of time. 
 
      
 
    Thus, I could cause substantial problems for hordes of enemies approximately once every three minutes for a puny sixty-two Death energy units. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, developing the skill was costly, but that was to be expected in case of virtually every special talent. 
 
      
 
    There were other alternatives, such as what I had received from Necros, which looked very attractive indeed. But I had been coveting the above two skills in particular for a really long time. In fact, they became an obsession, like an itch I couldn’t scratch. And my dream came true at last. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t open any other talents or develop any of those I had already opened. Hasty activation and growth in levels and ranks took a heavy toll on one’s body. The side effects were somewhat mitigated by the Primordial Temple, but I could feel them nonetheless. Overdoing it could even lead to death. Therefore, pursuing development with excessive haste was fraught with serious dangers. 
 
      
 
    That was why I applied all my efforts to attributes. They were the most important thing—a skeleton you could subsequently flesh out in any way you liked. If I wanted to develop everything to the maximum, I’d have to spend at least a few months underground by the most conservative estimates. And if I relocated to the main hall with its source of the Dew, the flow of chi would be nowhere near as strong as inside, so it made no sense. Besides, there’d be no food there, either. 
 
      
 
    So that’s how I only learned two new talents out of those I couldn’t have accessed before. That was also the reason why my invisibility left a lot to be desired, although it was still a lot more effective than what I had at the beginning. Back then, immediately after getting the disguise skill, I couldn’t afford to make any movements at all. I even had to be careful with my breathing. And a skilled observer would be able to notice my eyes—some parts of them weren’t concealed at all. 
 
      
 
    Now that the skill got modified, it allowed me to move, albeit very slowly and very carefully, taking three or four tiny steps a minute. My eyes didn’t become invisible, unfortunately, but they got dimmer and their outline became blurry. If one didn’t look very carefully, knowing precisely what one was looking for, it was hard to notice them even at point blank range. 
 
      
 
    So first, I used Mimicry to make my way to where the passage made a turn very slowly, and squeezed myself into a corner, my unblinking attention on the grate. There were a few torches burning on the walls there, with two more on the floor, hurled there through the bars. After the noise made by Destroyer, the guards tried to get as much light on the approaches as they could, revealing themselves fully in the process—I didn’t even need Darkvision to see them. 
 
      
 
    I saw four mercenaries—way more than the first time. And as I looked at them, I got the impression that they didn’t only just arrive, but rather, that the guard detail had been boosted from the start. Apparently, security measures were bolstered in every way possible after Ramir disappeared. 
 
      
 
    The fighters occasionally talked to each other in low voices. I could easily hear them in the dungeon, despite the recent stunning I got from Destroyer. Unfortunately, I didn’t glean anything useful from their discussion. I only realized they were confused and scared. The noise had nowhere to dissipate to in a straight corridor, so it must have hit their eardrums like a sledgehammer, too, impressing them duly. And they seemed to have been waiting for their command to arrive, which was unsurprising. 
 
      
 
    The command was in no particular hurry. I spent about ten minutes just leaning against the corner wall before I saw a procession in the corridor. There were about two dozen mercenaries, and at least three of them were of high enough rank, judging by their equipment. You didn’t need to be Beko to understand it was really valuable. A regular warrior would have to save every penny for at least a decade to afford this kind of kit. 
 
      
 
    The officers approached and stopped before the grate. They conversed with the guard detail hastily, and then one of them shouted, 
 
      
 
    “Ongsha! Dukaransha! Smammisha! Answer me! What was all that ruckus just now?!” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t call my name, so I kept modest silence, and the hapless mercenaries left at the door could offer no reply. 
 
      
 
    The officer started calling other names, staring in my direction so intently I started to get worried. Was his Darkvision so strong? If so, things didn’t look good for me; he’d be able to notice the whole setup was far from okay even in this darkness. 
 
      
 
    But I had to remind myself he couldn’t get as far as I had feared on passive vision alone. Could he have a developed observation talent that allowed for seeing through a disguise? In that case, my short-term prospects would be bleak. Of course, I could activate invisibility. To notice me in such a state from a distance would take someone truly extraordinary, not the kind of person you could find in a mercenary squad of this level. However, unlike Mimicry, it wouldn’t keep me concealed for too long—a few minutes at most. According to the talent’s description, its cooldown time was shorter than the duration of its effect, but that resulted from the imprecise and loose formulations that ORDER often deemed acceptable. So I’d be exposed to anyone with sharp enough eyes to see through disguises for all that time. 
 
      
 
    This was no close contact, either—I was being watched from a distance. The officer most likely looked here because there was absolutely nothing to catch one’s eye in the passage, so it was nothing but a coincidence. 
 
      
 
    Thus, my goose bumps notwithstanding, I had to hold back my impulse to use another talent, and kept on pretending to be a part of the wall as hard as I could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In about half an hour, I realized my situation was extremely serious. About seventy mercenaries gathered by that point, accompanied by mages, one of whom sent what was technically a bona fide drone into the corridor. No, not the kind used for reconnaissance on Earth; local technology was nowhere near advanced enough to dabble in electronics. Perhaps, it never would be as there was no pressing need for such science to develop. After all, why bother inventing precise mechanisms and near-weightless electronic components when there was magic available, or something indistinguishably close to it? What the mage sent down was an apple-sized flying sphere glowing a dim blue. 
 
      
 
    As I was watching this object move through the corridor slowly, chaotically shining thin, instantly vanishing rays of light on the walls, I realized I’d have to activate invisibility. I didn’t know the full scope of the sphere’s functions, I only read it somewhere such things did exist. It was something like a scanner allowing a mage to receive a video signal from faraway places, and it could illuminate poorly visible objects trying to conceal themselves, such as myself. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the talent’s cooldown was short, and the mage only had one scanner. It moved very slowly, studying the passage between the door and the grate a number of times. I timed my invisibility with precision, managing to meet it well-prepared every time, praying to every higher power for my eyes to remain unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    I got lucky. Judging by the behavior of the huddling foes, they noticed nothing untoward in the corner. Besides, the ball focused its attention on the bodies of the mercenaries at the door, hovering over them most of the time. 
 
      
 
    Then the soldiers of fortune got reinforcements—about fifteen warriors in black, including one officer, who appeared to rank higher than the rest of them. Besides, there was someone in plain clothes next to him, clearly not a part of the squad—possibly, a representative of the ruling family. 
 
      
 
    One of the three officers who had come on the scene earlier gave a brief report on the situation, apparently telling the new arrivals in broad strokes about what had transpired. This made me realize I had been wrong about the ambush. The warriors I had killed didn’t show up because of my tinkering with the door or any magical alarm. They had been put there before and concealed themselves when they heard the lock clicking. Apparently, after the incident with Ramir, the higher-ups placed a round-the-clock security detail there, approaching it with all due diligence and putting a substantial force on the scene. 
 
      
 
    Thus, they weren’t looking for me in particular. That much was a bit of a relief. I was really unnerved by the fact that the locals managed to set up an ambush so quickly and so thoroughly. Had their disguise skill been any better, I could have walked right into it. 
 
      
 
    Alas, regardless of my impressive stats, I was just flesh and blood, and even a much weaker enemy could kill me with a single well-placed strike if I didn’t dodge it or use a defensive talent. Something like that was much easier to accomplish from an ambush than if they stood face to face with me. 
 
      
 
    The officers put their heads together, conferring. Or, rather, the city bigwig demanded the grate be opened immediately to examine the bodies of the slain, look behind the door and inspect the corridor leading to the Black Well and the closest few levels down. Then, barring any orders to the contrary, they’d have all the supplies removed to a different storage facility. Keeping them in such a dangerous place any further would amount to a clear case of mismanagement. Also, an expedition would have to be sent into the dungeon for proper reconnaissance, which, as a matter of fact, should have been done immediately after the episode with Ramir. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like that last bit at all. I loathed the idea of others finding out about the Primordial Temple. But even that was something I could live with. Most importantly, I wanted the grate opened. Then I’d definitely be able to pick a moment to slip past the observers unnoticed. Failing that, I’d have to fight my way through. After all, a fully-charged Destroyer offered incredible firepower for so limited a space. Besides, three circles and twenty-one Degrees of Enlightenment with my extraordinary parameters were something to be reckoned with, even given my lack of proper training. I reminded myself once again that I was facing no elite force. They were just a group of hired swords one wouldn’t use for any truly serious assignment. 
 
      
 
    I was therefore feeling optimistic. However, I didn’t want to resort to such cardinal measures unless I absolutely had to. Even a single discharge of my primary weapon in these enclosed quarters rendered me deaf earlier. Yes, my hearing got better almost immediately, but then it got worse again, and just as quickly. I could barely make out the words spoken right near me, and there were gaps in what I could hear, even though the officers argued with the bigwig rather loudly. They were not fighting for honor. They did it for money. Therefore, they were in no hurry to face the unknown. However, the official was, for some reason, certain there was nothing unknown here and that the dungeons were infiltrated by Ingarmet’s spies who had used a simple alchemic bomb against the guards. He opined that the spies had to be caught as quickly as possible, and the way they used to get in blocked. This required getting as many soldiers as possible into the castle and conducting proper mop-up. 
 
      
 
    None of that sat well with me. I didn’t know how much time the gathering of forces would take. Besides, with more people in the corridor, it would be harder still for me to slip out. 
 
      
 
    A compromise solution was reached as a result of the consultation, and three scouts were sent in my direction. Unfortunately, the grate behind them was closed immediately. Not that I would have risked it with so many soldiers present, but the very fact it remained closed irked me to no end. 
 
      
 
    I had to use invisibility once again. One of the three was clearly a mage. He was armed just like a regular soldier, but the very notion of a mage was relative in Rock. I just used the word as an ill-fitting placeholder borrowed from my home world’s terminology to described anyone who could work with energy from a distance. I wouldn’t be fooled: Darkvision showed that something was different about this mercenary’s eyes. They had glinting speckles in them. I never came across this effect before, and I didn’t know what such a specialist could notice, so I took every precaution I could. 
 
      
 
    The mercenaries didn’t notice me; they just passed by without even looking around much. All their attention was focused on what lay in front of them as they were trying to locate the bodies of their comrades that I had dispatched. As they reached the end of the corridor, they stopped and tried to open the door. But nothing came out of it; I had fiddled with the lock again before leaving to make things more confusing for anyone sent to conduct an inspection. 
 
      
 
    Two of them started to fuss over the bodies, while the mage turned around and shouted in an unusually loud voice, 
 
      
 
    “The door’s locked! There are no survivors! It’s hard to tell by the wounds, but there are no burn marks or traces of alchemy!” 
 
      
 
    One of the officers shouted back from the grate, telling the man to take a good look around. 
 
      
 
    The mage joined his companions and crouched over one of the bodies, his hands gliding over it. 
 
      
 
    “This looks like pure force in action. A lot of it,” he shouted back. “That was definitely not strygas!” 
 
      
 
    Apparently, he had some talent for finding clues of this nature, which I only got to read about before. 
 
      
 
    I was disappointed by the fact that the mage instantly ruled out the involvement of strygas, but not too much. Those creatures were known well, and every educated mercenary would know what they were capable of. Thus, it was predictable enough. And they wouldn’t benefit from this knowledge in any way. 
 
      
 
    I was beginning to get tired of this show. The dungeon walls were cold and damp, and leaning against them was doing me no good. Besides, I couldn’t move or change my position. I couldn’t even risk something as simple as scratching. How much longer would it take? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, it took long enough. The mercenaries and the city fathers were adamant about taking things slowly. They kept getting more and more specialists in, who would inspect the bodies and provide no information of a radically novel nature. As far as I understood, the head of the clan demanded a detailed report, and everybody was making a concerted effort to pretend they were doing all they could, realizing full well they’d hardly be able to come up with a specific answer. 
 
      
 
    The incident with Ramir was brought up every now and then. The perfidious steppe-dwellers were mentioned, too; allegedly, those rascals had a finger in every pie, and their scheming and plotting was ubiquitous. 
 
      
 
    I started to get the gist of it eventually. No guard, officer or bureaucrat knew what to tell the head of the clan. He demanded precise information, rather than mere guesswork. And, so far, all they knew for sure was that something completely out of the ordinary had happened to the people guarding the door to the dungeon. That was nowhere near enough for an exhaustive answer. So they just dragged it out for as long as they could, declared that someone would have to venture deeper into the dungeon to find out anything specific, and so on. In the meantime, they’d either find something out, or the clan leader’s curiosity would wane. 
 
      
 
    I regretted the fact that they’d find out about the Primordial Temple. I might as well bid farewell to the considerable supply of the Dew concealed there, which I already considered my personal property. I wanted to hide it somewhere, but how would I do it now? 
 
      
 
    Oh, well. I would just have to come to terms with my loss. It wouldn’t make me any poorer, anyway. 
 
      
 
    I kept on looking in the direction of the grate. The guards had already let about thirty people in, but they kept shutting it every time someone would pass through. There were lots of torches and all kinds of lamps burning brightly, not to mention the crowd that had gathered there. I couldn’t even dream of covering myself with Mimicry to get through all those good folks unnoticed. Dissolution wouldn’t help, either. I wouldn’t be able to move fast under this effect, and it would be impossible to avoid bumping into anyone in the crowd. I wouldn’t even be able to dodge anyone if they started moving in my direction.  
 
      
 
    I was lost in thought and didn’t even notice another civilian moving my way from the side of the grate. Just like the rest of the noncombatants present, he was clearly affluent. This was visible from his clothes, jewelry, and the impractical gilded cuirass he had put on for the occasion. Barely fitting over his enormous gut, it was so tight his eyes were bulging. 
 
      
 
    And those eyes instantly stared at me. Ignoring the routine explanations of the officer by his side, the civilian pointed at me and asked, 
 
      
 
    “And who’s this guy? Why did you place him here? Why does he look like he’s hiding?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe my ears. This man looked nothing like an experienced scout or a guard capable of using simple tricks or complex talents to find disguised enemies. He’d need such a talent like a crow needed an anchor. And where would he get the necessary marks, anyway? 
 
      
 
    But be that as it may, he did have a talent—and an effective and well-developed one, too, because I wasn’t only using Mimicry, but Dissolution as well, and noticing me under such a disguise in a corner barely lit by the light of faraway torches and lamps was a formidable task for anyone who didn’t have impressive ORDER parameters. 
 
      
 
    I stared back at the fat man and moved away from the wall a little, pretending I was about to stand at attention to get an extra moment before the alarm would be raised. The officer had already stopped talking, but he was looking at his companion, and not in my direction, clearly failing to understand what the fatso was talking about. 
 
      
 
    The unduly observant civilian’s facial expression changed, and there was now fear in his eyes as he started to realize something. Perhaps he figured putting that cuirass on was a bad idea, or better yet, he shouldn’t have shown his face here in the first place. 
 
      
 
    I no longer dallied as I jumped out of the corner, swinging Reaper in flight. To the officer’s credit, he managed to react, leaning aside for a moment, turning around, and grabbing the hilt of his sword. But I didn’t let him pull out his weapon; the magic dagger’s blade slashed through his neck, easily parting the soft tissues and splitting the bone. 
 
      
 
    The mercenary stumbled back as his legs started to buckle. His head lost support from one side and fell onto his shoulder at an unnatural angle. A fountain of blood gushed from the severed neck. Guided by past experience, I bent down in due time, using the fat guy as a shield against most of it. However, he didn’t have time to regret the state of his attire, since Reaper passed under the lower edge of his cuirass horizontally, all but splitting the body in two. 
 
      
 
    I was visible from both sides of the passage now as the turn did not conceal the place where everything was unfolding. However, I had the surprise factor playing in my favor, as well as the fact that neither victim cried out. Besides, there was no one else within two dozen paces on either side. 
 
      
 
    I raised my left hand, which was holding Destroyer, and pointed the ancient weapon in the direction of the door. I let off a blast, targeting the group of mercenaries and civilians still fussing over the corpses, and then turned around and fired two more, wincing as the blasts hit my eardrums with an incredible force and hoping those on the receiving end had it a lot worse. What I needed was to avoid them rushing me from at least one direction. I didn’t care if they tried to clear their ears, lied about unconscious, or even told jokes. All I wanted was to gain some time. 
 
      
 
    I dashed towards the door as fast as I could go, sending another blast in front of me. I wasn’t so much hoping to dispatch any of my opponents as to stun them. All the lamps had gone out, and the torches didn’t look good, either, but I could see in the dark perfectly. There were about a dozen enemies left at least, and I didn’t know their capabilities, so I let them have it as hard as I could. Not all of those nearest to me were in stupor—I saw poleaxes aimed in my direction, swords leaving their sheaths, and axes taken off belts; a few were even turning around, raising their crossbows. 
 
      
 
    That was the group I hit with Moonblink. I had never used this talent before, so it was a perfect opportunity to try it out.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t quite trust the new skill, so I corrected my trajectory a bit, heading for the crossbowman. He started behaving oddly, just like the others. No longer trying to take aim, he even put down his weapon, stepping backwards, looking in front of him stunned and blinking furiously. He must have been hit hard. That was good.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t need a steel bolt in my back, so I slashed at the enemy as I ran by, getting him in the neck as well. Not that I favored that body part specifically, but this squad was all wearing the same kind of armor, which left their necks exposed. Since Reaper was powerless against metal, I had to look for vulnerable spots. 
 
      
 
    There were more enemies closer to the door, but some of them had been hit by my Destroyer shot head-on, and the rest stood too close, so they were either knocked out cold or close. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t attack them all at once. That wasn’t why I hurried. I turned around, raised Destroyer, and let off two more blasts at the group that had just been hit by Moonblink. Now they were deaf as well—completely so. And that wasn’t the last of their problems. I could forget about the injured for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    So I hacked away with Reaper, starting with the closest foes. I got five in four seconds as easily as if it was target practice (which it was, technically). However, the sixth surprised me unpleasantly. He was standing there, leaning against the wall a bit further out and supporting himself with one hand, while the other one hung limply at his side. His head was drooping, his lower jaw hung open, and his mouth looked like it was trying to grin. It looked like a heavy concussion. 
 
      
 
    What I didn’t account for was that someone heavily concussed wouldn’t stay on their feet. This one turned around in a split second, and the heavy blade of the sword he’d managed to unsheathe mind-bogglingly fast was coming right at me. I had no time to dodge it. But I didn’t have to. My left arm went up, and Destroyer’s hilt met the blade. The mercenary’s eyes registered surprise for a moment: I shrugged the blow off as though he was hitting me with a straw and not a heavy bastard sword. He clearly didn’t expect someone as young as me to have as much strength. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t stay surprised long. My right hand wasn’t idling, either. I thrust it forth at the same time as my left, and Reaper’s blade went deep into the bridge of the warrior’s nose. 
 
      
 
    He may have been cunning and strong, but he had nothing to counter an attack like mine with, so that was the end of him. 
 
      
 
    I dispatched two more who didn’t look too injured either, and ran as fast as I could back to the turn. I had to take care of the blinded and concussed. Some were coming to their senses dangerously quickly and needed to be pacified as soon as possible. I ran this way and that, using Destroyer in its main capacity two more times, until there was no one left this side of the grate. So, not counting the damage to my ears, I suffered no losses. 
 
      
 
    But alas, this was only the beginning. Revealing myself, I only managed to vanquish a small fraction of the enemy force. There were many more behind the grate, and they wouldn’t just stand idle, even though some of them were concussed. The officers may have been giving orders to attack already, or they’d do it in another minute or two. 
 
      
 
    Five would be ideal. In that case, my position would become a lot more advantageous strategically. No, I wasn’t going to build a barricade or any other fortifications. I was about to try another new feature in action—the one that had remained inaccessible to me previously. 
 
      
 
    I had the blood of many enemies on my hands, and my parameters sufficed to summon a certain something made out of Necros. According to the description, this was no longer a wraith in the usual sense of the word, but something altogether different. It was even possible that I wouldn’t be identified as a necromancer by anyone who’d see the creature fighting by my side. After all, the Element Wielders, too, could use created and summoned creatures, and their “assistants’” provenance could not be immediately associated with their masters. 
 
      
 
    However, revealing my “darker side” was the least of my current worries. I had to get out of the castle, and then, out of the city. I took everything I needed from here, and I wanted out. No one would get hurt if they didn’t stand in my way. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, these people would understand neither threats, nor cajoling. So I’d have to do it the hard way. 
 
      
 
    I needed fresh blood to summon the Shadow of Necros—someone else’s as well as my own. There was plenty of the former around, and the latter was always at my disposal. 
 
      
 
    However, summoning a creature like that took time. If they opened the grate before the summoning was over, I’d have to meet them with what I had. That was something I’d need to prepare for, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Slaughterhouse 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    That I was summoning something unusual had been clear from the start, but the thing still looked very strange, and some parts of it were downright disgusting. 
 
      
 
    Necromancy wasn’t pretty to begin with, and when you summoned something made out of a creature as vile as it had been while still alive, you needed to account for all kinds of the grimmer aspects of the dark arts. This wasn’t like controlling a pile of clean bones; what I was doing now had never been mentioned by the Emperor of Pain. Nor did I read about anything like it in any of the forbidden books. I may have been the first person ever to use Necros in such an unorthodox way. 
 
      
 
    The summoning was painfully expensive. Even though I got a higher-than-usual amount of loot for killing people, the expenditures required to call upon the unusual wraith burned a substantial hole in my supply of symbols of chi. But even those were insubstantial as compared to Shadow, and, oddly, energy. All four kinds were affected very tangibly. Nothing of this sort was mentioned in the description—and energy would be really useful in the battle I was about to fight. 
 
      
 
    Once ORDER robbed me blind in every way it could, the pile of symbols of chi evaporated, leaving a wisp of smoke that started to condense rapidly, spinning around a vertical axis. Soon it transformed into a pitch black spindle, slowly growing in height and girth. Most unpleasantly, threads of blood appeared, reaching for it from every corpse in the vicinity. As they touched the center, they instantly became woven onto the spinning embryo of the Shadow of Necros. I got the impression that it grew by sucking in the dead people’s blood. A revolting sight indeed! 
 
      
 
    Alas, it grew too slowly. I kept getting more and more nervous, straining my damaged ears in hopes of registering sounds of danger before enemies appeared from around the corner. However, I couldn’t really count on my hearing. I’d have to get ready for battle at once, not counting on any support from whatever was left of Necros. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, the spindle began losing its shape. What became of it did not look like the thing I had originally got the Heart of Necros and Destroyer from. Instead of an ugly “squid,” I was facing something just as ugly, but different. It looked as if a slippery deep-water mollusk tried to copy the human shape, but decided against it at the very beginning of the process. 
 
      
 
    Its contours looked melted, and its surface vibrated, as it kept changing shape under the same opaque black exterior I remembered from before. It had a thin and crooked body, thick disfigured arms, and disproportionately long legs. There was no head to be seen—just a blob barely extending above the shoulders, shapeless like everything else. The thing was three times my height. Fortunately, the ceiling here was arched, and there was ample space for an even bigger creature. 
 
      
 
    The Shadow of Necros has been summoned. 
 
      
 
    Was that it? I expected it to morph into some familiar shape, although, in all fairness, I couldn’t care less what it looked like—as long as it worked. 
 
      
 
    I decided I had to delve into ORDER to check the parameters of this “superwraith” directly. I didn’t trust the theoretical description much; it had already let me down at least once, mentioning nothing about energy expenditure. I got off my knee and took a step towards the Shadow but didn’t manage to read its information in time. The owners of the city made their move at that very moment. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash at the turn in the passage—bright enough to make me shut my eyes instinctively. A wave of unbearable heat struck me in the face, and then did it again. They were either using fire alchemy, or there was at least one strong Element Wielder in the ruling family’s service. Despite having an enormous force under their command, they decided to heat up this part of the passage well before showing their faces here. There were no windows, so the furnace-hot air had nowhere to go. It kept mixing with the cold so far, losing temperature rapidly, but if the enemies continued to go on with the same intensity, I’d start baking in about a minute. I wondered if I should retreat behind the door. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, a bright red ball of light flew out, turning the corner. It looked like a flying orange, only instead of fruit pulp and skin it had concentrated flames held by an invisible membrane. 
 
      
 
    I was familiar with those. A bandit from a gang that came from the South last summer tried to use them to attack me. They laid waste to a Pentagon village, torturing its inhabitants to find out where they could find something worth stealing in these parts. 
 
      
 
    We killed them all. That mage was the last one to die. He covered himself with shields and threw around spheres just like this one. They flew as controlled drones, rounding obstacles and finding their targets in the least likely places. Back then, we spent a long time wondering how a specialist with such rare qualifications ended up in our backwater. 
 
      
 
    I knew what would happen next and legged it towards the turn—right towards the blazing inferno. The fireball was blind; the mage threw it in such a way that it would activate as it rounded the corner and hit an obstacle. Staying in the cul-de-sac was inadvisable under such circumstances since it was one big obstacle in and of itself. 
 
      
 
    Having almost reached the ball, I dived under it, rolling across the floor, just in case. However, it didn’t react to my maneuver in any way, continuing in a straight line.  
 
      
 
    I jumped up and started running again, almost screaming from the incandescent heat attacking every uncovered part of my skin. Their attempts to snuff me out were beginning to get serious. It was time to stop playing hide and seek. 
 
      
 
    I had to show them just what I could do, without holding back, and I had to do it right away. 
 
      
 
    Chaos Shield activated. 
 
    Time: 
 
    44 seconds 
 
    43 seconds 
 
    42 seconds 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    By the forty-first second I finally reached the corner where yet another magical charge had just exploded. It didn’t manage to chip so much as a small shard of stone from any of the walls. I didn’t know what kind of rock the ancients used, but it held up marvelously. Its surface didn’t heat up one bit. 
 
      
 
    I held up even better, though. I didn’t notice anything as I turned, despite being right next to what amounted to ground zero of an incendiary charge. My new shield performed excellently. I had a perfectly good reason to be so impatient about learning it after a year of waiting. 
 
      
 
    I turned the corner, raised my left hand, and opened fire without sparing any ammo. The more I surprised the mob at the grate, the fewer counterattacks I could expect. Chaos Shield didn’t provide 100% protection, so I had to resort to any means of improving my chances. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t yet managed to train the Shadow of Necros enough for it to follow orders given by voice, and I got out of practice with the standard control interface, which was incredibly awkward to use—like using your mouse for typing with an online keyboard. No matter how hard you tried, you couldn’t work through ORDER quickly, even with everyday practice. However, I had no alternative so far since I hadn’t devised one in due time. Thus, I kept on firing one charge after another while I withdrew into myself partially, giving hasty instructions to the blob of darkness that was following me. 
 
      
 
    As I closed the distance to the last couple of feet, my “subordinate” finally realized what it needed to do and overtook me easily, picking up its legs and pulling them inside its body. After that, it was barely touching the floor at all, flying over it instead, bouncing and accelerating rapidly every now and then. 
 
      
 
    A blazing ball of light flew from behind the grate that had been deformed by Destroyer. The mage either didn’t get stunned, or it didn’t prevent him from attacking. It hit the Shadow of Necros right in the middle of its body. There was a bright flash that filled the passage with blinding light. I shut my eyes for a moment, my shields notwithstanding. 
 
      
 
    When I opened them again, I managed to see the Shadow crash into the grate at the speed of a car at peak acceleration. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what would have happened if I hadn’t put Destroyer to good use first. Its charges did not raise the temperature—they were physical blasts of pure force, much like a monster punch on steroids. Just recently, they sufficed for taking two pirate galleys out of commission for good. Kooba claimed that the privateer ships barely held together, but they were sturdy enough to resist ocean waves. 
 
      
 
    The grate turned out to be harder. The bars bent and deformed dangerously, and some of the joints between them popped. But the structure still remained functional, letting nobody through. 
 
      
 
    Before it got closely acquainted with Shadow, that is. 
 
      
 
    My costly servant became a blur flying through space right before the impact, changing its shape radically. It looked like a gigantic flat-tipped bullet—or, rather, a somewhat lopsided Gargantuan projectile for a railway gun, the kind used by the Nazis for destroying enemy fortifications. Such a shell would go right through a hundred metal grates without even slowing down. 
 
      
 
    This one was no exception, either. The wraith tore it out completely, crumpling the metal bars and sending them flying through the passage as if it was a velvet curtain rather than a grate. 
 
      
 
    Those who had somehow remained standing after getting hit by several Destroyer charges were simply blown away. The grate worked as a plunger in the narrowing passage, purging everyone who wasn’t lying flat on the floor. Just a few managed. I’d stop for a second near each one of those, finishing them off with Reaper and hurrying on, trying not to lag too far behind the raging wraith. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t afford to slow down at all. I knew what lay in stock for us further on. The corridor would broaden, leading to an elongated hall, with the exit from the barracks located at one end. If the mercenaries that had retreated there after the first Destroyer blasts formed a reception committee, it would be hard to fight them without the Shadow’s help, and the Shield of Chaos would turn off any second now. 
 
      
 
    We’d need to dispatch as many foes as we could before it happened. Destroyer had about fifteen charges left, and there were also a couple of decent talents up my sleeve. 
 
      
 
    We would have to break through. All we needed was to escape the castle. They wouldn’t be able to stop me on the streets of the city. The defenders wouldn’t have enough forces to cover such an enormous territory, and the soldiers on the walls were negligible.  
 
      
 
    The Shadow crashed into the corridor, slowing down sharply under the hail of arrows, bolts, and charges sent with the aid of various talents—all coming from the curved line of mercenaries further ahead. At least a quarter of those were officers, and they were the ones with the most destructive talents. It must have been through the efforts of those experienced warriors that the enemies managed to get themselves organized in such a short time. Orders were barked in resounding voices, loud enough to be heard in Lowtown.  
 
      
 
    But they only managed to organize some of the protective force. Behind the first line, there were dozens of other fighters and civilians running around in circles, showing no signs of being ready for concerted action. I could take care of them later. 
 
      
 
    Those standing in formation were a lot more dangerous. Not even the grate that flew towards them managed to do any harm—it just stopped in an instant a few feet away from the line of fighters. The enormously heavy mass of tangled metal bars was simply stopped by one of the soldiers who thrust out his poleax. 
 
      
 
    Could you imagine a car stopping under such circumstances if it was making about forty miles an hour a moment earlier? I couldn’t, either. Therefore, this warrior was far from simple. 
 
      
 
    But there was nothing surprising about it; the people standing against me were no peasants. I knew to expect some vigorous resistance as soon as we encountered the first foe that hadn’t been stunned by Destroyer out of commission. 
 
      
 
    What I found really disconcerting, though, was the fact that the Shadow had also slowed down considerably. I didn’t know which talent the mercenaries were using, but it was clearly of the controlling sort. And I’d have to take urgent measures unless I wanted my wraith to come to a screeching halt. 
 
      
 
    Moonblink was available again, so that was what I used for starters. Judging by my first use of this talent, it was really handy, causing thorough and widespread demoralization. I added Intimidation to it; that talent also had a good range, and wouldn’t be amiss. Unlike in computer games, most of your allies weren’t immune to friendly fire here, so the wraith could get affected as well. However, it took something special to cause it any harm; as I had already witnessed, some of my talents were useless or not particularly effective against it. I assumed it wouldn’t mind either Moonblink or Intimidation much. 
 
      
 
    After a double exposure to my talents, the enemy formation broke. Still running and trying to activate Care, I feverishly ordered the wraith to destroy the nearest enemies before they came to their senses. The Shadow of Necros looked unharmed, but I doubted that it remained unscathed after breaking through to the hall in such a rough manner. It sustained heavy fire in the passage as well as here. It must have lost some of its Durability, and I didn’t know how much exactly. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, my new acquisition was hard to control, its potential was unknown to me, and it was hard to estimate its condition. I simply didn’t have the time to get acquainted with the counterintuitive ORDER interface more closely or to optimize it. I’d take care of it later, provided I survived. 
 
      
 
    As I ran through the line of enemy soldiers, I slashed two soldiers with Reaper, instantly jumping left, and then right. I still had Mimicry on, and I looked like a figure made of ideally transparent glass, completely see-through, but distorting the view of what was behind it somewhat. The faster I moved, the greater the distortions. It was difficult to take aim at such a target in poor lighting, and since there were mercenaries behind my back, the shooters had it a lot harder. Therefore, the archers and the crossbowmen didn’t take any risks, just peering at my silhouette and waiting for the right moment. 
 
      
 
    I gave them the moment they needed. Running through the formation hastily, I then froze in place, my back against the wall as I scanned the enemy for the best targets. 
 
      
 
    Come on! Bring forth those arrows and bolts! The last seconds of the Shield of Chaos were ticking away, and I’d be left without protection very shortly. 
 
      
 
    The mercenaries obliged. There were a few dozen of them gathered in the hall, with enough archers in their midst. The bowstrings of numerous bows and crossbows snapped. I stood still, although immobility took some effort. The shield didn’t offer complete protection, and if it let anything through, I could only rely on the temple-issued chain mail and trousers, which wouldn’t be much help against narrow projectiles. The helmet was just as skimpy since it didn’t cover my face. And my opponents were experienced fighters who had high-quality weapons and talents to match.  
 
      
 
    I got hit hard, but, fortunately enough, my defense didn’t let anything through. The deflection function worked, too, with all the harm the enemy tried to deal me getting sent right back at them with a greater or lesser efficiency. Therefore, some of the arrows and bolts flew back at the soldiers that had fired them. They weren’t too effective and moved randomly, hitting with their sides or their backs, but some fighters got grazed, and others confused.  
 
      
 
    As the Shield was about to expire, I set off running as fast as I could, accelerating as much as my Agility would let me, using Destroyer against my preselected targets. At the end of my dash, I leaped up, landing on the shoulders of a squat, chubby mercenary, using the shorty as a trampoline to fly even higher up.  
 
      
 
    There, as I was at maximum elevation, I aimed Destroyer down and activated Chaos Protection Blessing.  
 
      
 
    I froze. 
 
      
 
    Suspended in thin air. 
 
      
 
    This was a marvel of a talent, which provided absolute protection from all kinds of damage. The only thing that could get through it was a very specific counter-talent, and it was very unlikely someone here would have it. I could remain in this state for as long as I had enough Chaos Energy. Right now, it took a hundred units for a little over three seconds. 
 
      
 
    But the talent was too strong to have no shortcomings. And the worst of them was that I could not move any part of my body while under it; moreover, I risked suffocating if the effect lasted too long. After all, breathing was motion, too. Fortunately, I still had circulation, and my heart kept beating, albeit slowly. 
 
      
 
    The mercenaries must have been surprised by the sight of me turning into a statue hovering at the height of twelve feet. Still, as I mentioned earlier, they were trained fighters and wouldn’t miss such a chance. Arrows and bolts started flying, and the warriors without ranged weapons began drawing near. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the Shadow of Necros was finishing off the fighters in the formation. A few serious warriors had approached it, but I had no doubt that in ten or twenty seconds my assistant (provided it held on as long) would clear the approaches to the hall and start dispatching the archers. I ordered it to leave the ones hurrying towards me alone. I’d deal with them without distracting the wraith from its task. 
 
      
 
    A crowd was gathering rapidly underneath me. The approaching mercenaries poked me with spears, waved their pole axes around, and jumped, trying to reach me with their swords. Someone threw a knife and reached for another one, but he got pushed away, hemmed in by the crowd. There was no free space left, as the excited soldiers were getting in each other’s way. 
 
      
 
    But I knew soon enough they’d pull away to clear the space for the spearmen, covering their backs. War was their occupation, and their sudden surge of mass excitement would end shortly. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t give them any such opportunity. As soon as the effect of the Blessing wore off, I activated Stone Sphere. This talent only gave protection for eight heartbeats, not stopping my motion in relation to the planet. I knew from experience that I could access and use Destroyer through the ORDER menu in this state. The only problem was that I couldn’t aim it. But I didn’t need to since I had aimed it in advance. 
 
      
 
    I was lucky that the mercenaries were experienced. They had a chance of getting at me in the briefest moment when one talent stopped working, and the other didn’t activate yet. But they quickly realized that the target hanging in midair was impervious to damage, so they all but stopped poking me with their weapons. They only held them at the ready, with the blades pointed upwards, having made the logical assumption that whatever force was holding me there would sooner or later let me go. 
 
      
 
    I did indeed start falling since Stone Sphere didn’t protect from gravity. But before that happened, I let off two Destroyer blasts right underneath me, into the very center of the crowd, transforming it into a gruesome mess of split bones and shreds of soft tissue. A fountain of blood gushed from underneath me, strong enough for some of the droplets to reach the ceiling of the hall.  
 
      
 
    Destroyer did its job, and I fell into a mass of shredded human bodies mixed with pieces of cloth and armor. Unfortunately, I didn’t land on my feet and fell to the side, my face buried in a pile of slippery innards. They didn’t leave any mark on me yet, but that was just an extra effect of the talent that wouldn’t let a speck of dust settle on me. 
 
      
 
    I’d be covered in filth head to toe in a heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    I used Destroyer once again. Before I hit the ground, it landed in the “meat pile” and blasted some of it away towards the wall. But then the talent stopped working, and I got completely buried in mangled bodies from three other sides. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see anything anymore and barely heard any sounds. Human flesh and blood, as it happened, had an excellent soundproofing capacity. But I had heard enough to make an unorthodox decision. 
 
      
 
    I stayed in the pile, and almost stopped breathing. Enemies would have to dig through the crimson hodgepodge to be able to tell between the remnants of their comrades-in-arms and my body, covered in blood but alive. Telling the living from the dead would be quite a feat under the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the situation in the hall was far from peaceful, since the Shadow of Necros continued killing the defenders one after another. I saw what it had been doing out of the corner of my eye while I was dangling in the air, and it made quite an impression. It appeared I had come across my ideal material for necromancy back in the hidden lair in the middle of the Grove. The mercenaries that had gathered here would likely be unable to deal with such an enemy even out in the open. 
 
      
 
    Besides, their were getting spent. I killed or maimed about thirty soldiers and civilians back at the grate and in its vicinity, and we had trampled about as many into the floor of the ancient passage as I was dashing towards the hall, covered by the Chaos Shield and accompanied by the wraith. There were many of them gathered here, but they didn’t expect an attack. That wasn’t even a line of defense that they had there, but more like a force held in reserve that would supposedly provide new fighters for the battle when needed. We must have killed the most efficient ones off at the very start, in a narrow space and in a state of confusion. Then the rest of them—the ones that managed to keep a level head—formed a line at the exit. Those were dispatched by the Shadow. Those who had run to me in an organized group like the professionals they were bought it when I used Destroyer at maximum focus against them combined with a few defensive talents. 
 
      
 
    It only took the wraith two seconds to kill a person. It would fly over to its target and slash at it with its front limbs that had transformed into something like the forelegs of a praying mantis. I saw them pierce through expensive suits of plate armor with ease, as if it were wet cardboard. Even the fighters that managed to stay on their feet after a Destroyer blast with the aid of some protective talent or amulet could do nothing against this simple but effective tactic. 
 
      
 
    I also saw arrows and spears bounce off the Shadow of Necros. Either the wraith had used some powerful protective skill, or its skin was simply too tough to be scratched by any physical attack. I only noticed something like a stab wound under one of its legs once, but it seemed to be healing rapidly; besides, I wasn’t certain it was a wound. I didn’t know that much about my new assistant, after all. That was around the time I tried to restore its Durability—the first and only time so far. 
 
      
 
    An enemy capable of vanquishing thirty fighters a minute would definitely be noticed. I was hoping I had dispatched the nearest dangerous mercenaries with Destroyer, and the ones further away would be more interested in the Shadow than me. That was why I lay very quietly, barely daring to breathe. If I was lucky, the wraith would pile dead bodies high, leaving no one in the hall alive. Then I could get out, assess the situation, and issue new orders. 
 
      
 
    I was wary of taking full control of the wraith. I knew from experience that even a walking skeleton, which was almost identical to the human body anatomically, was relatively hard to control. The more differences, the worse the feedback. And, physically, the Shadow of Necros didn’t have anything in common with me at all. I wouldn’t be able to manage it effectively even if I tried nothing but simple reconnaissance. And fighting as a “puppet master” of a shape shifting black blob would be much harder still. So the thing would have to manage on its own. 
 
      
 
    Lying in a pile of shredded bodies was anything but pleasant. I had to take my mind off all the revolting blood and gore that surrounded me. I listened hard, trying to get some idea of what was going on from what I was hearing; apart from that, I delved into ORDER—namely, the wraith’s menu. I couldn’t see what it was up to, but I could observe its energy, Shadow, and Durability points dwindle. 
 
      
 
    In other words, I could see the damage dealt to my assistant. Concentrating on sounds and numbers didn’t exactly transport me to a nicer world, but at least it kept my mind off my revolting surroundings. I could divert my attention from human remains and the stench of ripped guts a little. As soon as I shifted my focus, everything seemed tolerable for a while. The wraith would occasionally lose a few points—every thirty seconds or so, perhaps—but it didn’t lose much. For the time being, I could safely disregard the damage. 
 
      
 
    But then things changed drastically. The Shadow of Necros lost ten percent of Durability in one fell swoop. I didn’t know what the mercenaries had used, but even the pile of bodies I was hiding in moved. The force unleashed nearby may have exceeded a Destroyer blast in terms of sheer power. 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t the end of it: the wraith continued losing Durability rapidly. Not in such enormous portions, but still quickly enough—ten or twenty points a second, or occasionally just five. The Shadow had clearly run into a serious foe, or a group of foes. It was in a fix. I had no doubt that without my interference the assistant would soon get to zero—in two or three minutes at the latest. And if they started hitting it like they did the first time when it lost ten percent at once, it would happen much faster. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, since the wraith was about to get rendered to zero Durability, I couldn’t afford to continue chilling peacefully nearby. I had to do something. 
 
      
 
    So I started moving this way and that, pushing aside the human remains. Flickering reddish light that was too bright for torches hit my eyes, and there was so much smoke in the hall it felt like there was a serious blaze somewhere nearby. But what could possibly burn here? There was nothing but nearly monolithic rock in every direction. 
 
      
 
    When I raised my head at last, I twisted around and turned my head to where the action was. It was fun. The wraith was even more effective than I had thought—it managed to clear half the hall. Even if there were any living soldiers left in that part, they refrained from participating in the fight since they didn’t feel well at all. 
 
      
 
    However, while my assistant was having fun right here, some of the mercenaries managed to organize the defense of the second half of the hall. There were archers and crossbowmen standing at the barracks exit hastily emptying their quivers, and the wraith, ordered not to leave the main room, didn’t touch them. Nor could it—the archers were the least of its problems. There were two mages standing in front of the line of mercenaries. One was empty-handed, and the other had a long staff.  
 
      
 
    The first one shot myriads of shimmering threads from his palms. They were dozens of feet long, engulfing the Shadow of Necros in something like a dense fishnet. It didn’t look dangerous at all and caused no harm, but the wraith couldn’t move as a result. The black hulk tried to shift its shape, twisted in every direction, and tore some of the threads, but to no avail as new ones replaced them instantly, and there was more and more of them. 
 
      
 
    The second mage kept shooting lightning bolts from his staff. Or something similar to lightning bolts—they didn’t look like the kind you see during a thunderstorm, and their nature clearly wasn’t electric. It was something else that only shared its shape with lightning. When they missed, they hit the rocks, setting them ablaze, and the old masonry wasn’t coal or oil shale; in fact, it was more like granite. 
 
      
 
    The magic capable of burning rock didn’t agree well with the wraith. As far as I could see, these unassuming lightning bolts were the very thing that kept whittling away at the Shadow’s Durability, slowly but surely. And the only thing the stupid wraith could do without my wise guidance was twitch and tear through a thousand threads to get two thousand new ones stuck to it the following moment. 
 
      
 
    I still didn’t know whether the Shadow of Necros could launch effective ranged attacks, but I took the time to get back into ORDER and told it to “hit them point blank, if possible, or from a distance, if not”. 
 
      
 
    As I got to my feet, I was terrified to realize I did something utterly idiotic. I lost Destroyer in this chaos. It had to be somewhere near though. But what was I supposed to do? Start excavating a pile of human remains? I had no idea how much time it would take me, but I did know that the Shadow of Necros would not hold out for long. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and darted to a dead soldier. I grabbed his bow, leaned over his body, and reached for the quiver. At that very moment, I met his eyes and was flabbergasted by the realization that the guy was still alive. And I was nowhere near a hardened killer. I had no reason to hate this poor fellow whose face resembled Stubs’ a great deal. We weren’t sworn enemies—we only became opponents due to circumstances. 
 
      
 
    I just couldn’t bear it, so, as I pulled the quiver from underneath the mercenary’s body, I placed my palm on his wounded neck and used a healing talent. The arteries seemed intact, but there was a lot of bleeding nevertheless, and that would kill him shortly if I didn’t stop the flow. It only took me a single touch to do it. He’d pull through if he got lucky. 
 
      
 
    It was a strange thing to do, given the place and the circumstances, but I was a bit addled. At any rate, it was hard to stay normal in the epicenter of a massacre. 
 
      
 
    Having done that good deed, I got back to my evil agenda. I placed an arrow on the bowstring, took aim, and let loose. The construction of the bow was unusual, but there was hardly any distance between myself and my target who was only protected by light chain armor. My skill was well-developed, and a sturdy needlelike arrowhead would pierce such an obstacle easily. 
 
      
 
    The arrow buried itself in the chest of the mage in charge of control, going deep into his body. He didn’t fall, but crouched instinctively and dropped his arms. The glow of the threads dimmed, and some started to unravel. The process was exponential. The wraith would free itself completely in less than five seconds.  
 
      
 
    The second mage did not ignore what had just happened. He stopped pelting the Shadow of Necros with lightning bolts, turned in my direction, and raised his staff. A ball of blinding bright light shot from its tip, soaring to the ceiling and hovering there as the stone stopped it. It lit up everything that was happening underneath. 
 
      
 
    I was fortunate enough to land in the dark part of the hall. No torches or lamps burned here after the havoc wreaked by the wraith and Destroyer charges. Besides, the mage’s lightning bolts blinded everyone in the lit part of the dungeon. It was hard to see anything in the dark. Thus, all my prior actions had remained unnoticed.  
 
      
 
    I managed to let loose another arrow, but the mage who had hung a bright “chandelier” near the ceiling instantly became engulfed in a cocoon of an elemental shield, which offered very effective protection from bows and crossbows. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t manage to shoot the third time. Orders rang through the dungeon, and experienced archers and crossbowmen shifted to their new target at once. I had to jump aside, roll over, and lie flat against the floor behind the mound of mutilated bodies. Even though I was quick and had passive defensive skills, my opponents were no sluggards, either. 
 
      
 
    They landed three shots. One scratched my wrist, leaving a wound that bled profusely, but wasn’t dangerous. However, the good news ended there. 
 
      
 
    A crossbow bolt hit one of the few full metal plates that were attached to my rather unusual chain mail armor. It hit the plate hard, piercing it right through and going deep into my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Then another master archer who may have been as good as Atto landed a hit right in the middle of my stomach, just an inch above the bellybutton. The chain mail didn’t help, and its large rings were generally ineffective against such projectiles, anyway. 
 
      
 
    This was more serious than a pierced shoulder. The pain made everything darken in front of me. I kept myself flat on the floor, gathered all my powers, and activated healing hastily. Obviously enough, such wounds could not be healed instantly, but at least I would stop losing blood and avoid fainting from the shock, much to the mercenaries’ delight.  
 
      
 
    My vision was getting back to normal. I stared at the gory wound that I was already thoroughly sick of, and then my eyes focused on something really pleasing. Pleasing in the context of the moment, that is. 
 
      
 
    I dropped the arrow I didn’t manage to shoot, reached out with my hand, and pulled Destroyer’s handle out of the mound of someone’s brains. 
 
      
 
    How many charges did I have left? Unfortunately, my mind was in a state of chaos. I lost all count of everything and would now have to delve into ORDER’s rather complex interface to find out. Or keep my fingers crossed and hope there were still at least a couple of shots left. I’d take that risk, I decided. There was no time for doing inventory. 
 
      
 
    I moved a little and lifted my head for a moment, instantly relaxing. The wraith had freed itself from its fetters and was now dealing with the infantry, ignoring the last mage. Oh, yes, I remembered having ordered my assistant to leave him for last. Removing an Element Wielder’s shields was a lengthy process, and it could take a while. Right now the archers took priority so that they’d stop pelting the wraith with arrows and bolts, lowering its Durability—slowly, but steadily, and with complete impunity. And that’s exactly what the Shadow of Necros was doing now. It was a marvelous show that I found so riveting I nearly forgot about my wounds for a moment. 
 
      
 
    However, my wounds didn’t forget about me. I doubled down when my pierced stomach flared with pain once again, and let loose two charges that weren’t focused sharply at the mage. I somehow missed with the first, but managed to hit a group of archers standing in a dark passageway entrance behind the most dangerous opponent. My second charge hit the target, but didn’t even manage to topple the mage; the only reaction was a bright flash of his shield, after which it dimmed, its color becoming less saturated. 
 
      
 
    The mage was quick to react to the new threat. He stopped showering the wraith, which was darting to and fro between the mercenaries, with his bolts of lightning, turned around, and met my eye. He winced, as if he had seen something unpleasantly annoying, and began moving quickly towards the pile of bodies, apparently intent on walking around it. He didn’t try to get me from a distance, realizing I’d just lie low behind the gory barricade. He knew he’d have to deal with me at close quarters. 
 
      
 
    I made a rough estimate of the route he’d take and did just what he had expected—namely, stretched out on the floor. But I didn’t stay put, instead rolling over to the side, towards where I expected the mage to appear. I moved out of his way a little and activated Dissolution. 
 
      
 
    I used the term “mages” for referring to warriors that had unpleasant long-range skills. Could this one have a skill for piercing a veil of invisibility? Sure. However, the likelihood of that wasn’t much higher than in the case of a regular mercenary. This guy was no scout—he was a fighter specializing in dealing maximum damage. So he’d be most likely to emphasize other talents. 
 
      
 
    Besides, given how long I had managed to stay unnoticed right in the open using Dissolution and Mimicry, such specialists were really rare here. 
 
      
 
    The mage acted predictably and chose the route with the fewest obstacles, appearing right from where I expected him to and passing a step away from me, following a narrow path between the dead bodies. 
 
      
 
    I stopped breathing, begging my heart not to beat so loudly. If he noticed me now, it would be curtains down. All my defensive talents were in cooldown, and I didn’t have any decent offensive ones yet. Firing Destroyer at point blank range was fraught with the risk of dealing more damage to myself than the enemy, who was still shielded. Therefore, I only had my own two hands to count on—as well as the thing I was holding. 
 
      
 
    The mage froze, turning his back towards me and scrutinizing the place where he had been expecting to see me. Just as I hoped, Destroyer, which I left there on purpose, drew his attention first and foremost. A mercenary’s mentality implied paying attention to anything of value left behind, however unassuming it might look. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know whether Reaper could do anything against a weakened but still functional shield. It was no metal, but magic was supposed to offer some resistance at least, even to a magic weapon. Even cutting simple wood with it took an effort, and I didn’t know just how much effort I’d have to invest in this case. And I didn’t exactly have a lot of strength right now. 
 
      
 
    However, what I knew for certain was that most Elemental shields required care and caution on the part of their wielder. If they stood with their back straight during activation, they’d have to maintain this posture without bending or crouching—otherwise, the structure of the shield linked to the body would distort considerably, either cancelling or weakening the protection. Alternatively, certain parts of the body might slip outside the protected area. In particular, this concerned limbs, which were usually protected worse than all the other parts to begin with. 
 
      
 
    The temptation was irresistible. No mercenary in his right mind could resist picking up such an ancient and valuable item. The mage looked around him and hurried to bend towards Destroyer, reaching out his hand.  
 
      
 
    At that very moment I struck from my position between two corpses, slicing off the enemy’s feet a little above the ankles.  
 
      
 
    The mage didn’t utter a sound. He must have been in such shock that he didn’t even realize what had happened. He just lost the support of his feet and fell over the very item he’d wanted to pick up. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t give him an opportunity to react. Grabbing the stump of his leg, I pulled myself forward, putting all my effort into it. I yelped in pain as I got closer to the enemy, and used Reaper once again. Straining to get my weapon through the dissolving shield, I drove the blade into the mage’ crotch up to the hilt, turning the magic weapon one way, and then the other, transforming his innards into a bloody pulp. 
 
      
 
    Without allowing myself a moment’s rest, I rose—and screamed in pain again. Something was wrong with that arrow I had in my gut. It felt like a red-hot crowbar. I’d have to use the whole set of healing talents, including poison neutralization. However, I needed to dispatch the remaining mercenaries first.  
 
      
 
    Throwing a tired glance around the hall, I realized I didn’t have to join the fray in my present state. I could just stay where I was, giving orders. The mercenaries, whatever was left of them, could do nothing against the unusual wraith without the help of mages. They did manage to take off a few Durability points here and here, but the process was slow. It would take them around five minute to bring the Shadow of Necros to zero at this rate. 
 
      
 
    And the Shadow would finish them off in a few dozen seconds. That was a given. All the dangerous fighters and shrewd leaders were gone. There was no organized resistance, and they weren’t really fighting back in any meaningful way. This was no major combat anymore—this was a mopping-up operation. 
 
      
 
    I would heal myself and join the wraith in a moment. One had to be thorough, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The “Boss” Himself 
 
      
 
      
 
    Since I was a zero no longer, my income dwindled tremendously. I got several times less loot for regular actions and victories. That may have been a sad fact, but it saved me from a great deal of trouble today. 
 
      
 
    I never found out what exactly was wrong with the arrow that had pierced my stomach. I threw it away as soon as I pulled it out in haste without studying it, only making sure the arrowhead didn’t remain in the wound. It would be pointless looking for it now—the entire hall was strewn over with weapons, projectiles, whole bodies and parts thereof. So I was unlikely to learn the truth. 
 
      
 
    Despite all the measures I’d taken, my stomach hurt horribly. I had to shuffle my feet as I walked without raising them much—a gait more suited for a frail old man than a teenager. But what could I do when every move caused me such immense pain? I had to keep it to a minimum. 
 
      
 
    My left shoulder was no longer functional. It was damaged by a simple crossbow bolt—no unpleasant surprises there. Still, it was far from pleasant. Therefore, after going back to the other end of the passage to pick up my bag, I had to carry it slung over my right shoulder, which caused extra discomfort. The bag was chock full of God only knew what. Initially, I used it for all kinds of small stuff, a flask of the Dew, and some nutritious spices purloined by force of habit from the underground storage room. However, both my hidden receptacles became filled to a dangerous level during the extended battle. If I hadn’t checked them in time, the loot could have materialized in my mouth at the death of the next mercenary, with all the dire consequences that the locals were so fond of describing in gory detail in their fairy tales and legends. 
 
      
 
    So I had to huddle in the corner and redistribute the load hastily, wincing at every movement, keeping at it while the Shadow of Necros added to the body count. 
 
      
 
    Human beings were the best source of loot. ORDER gave you more for a single opponent than what you could amass in two days of intense hunting. And if you were fortunate enough to dispatch a really strong foe, your earnings grew manifold. Besides, there was a good chance of receiving some of your victim’s talents, including rare ones. That was why my receptacles were filling up so fast. 
 
      
 
    The battle as such was over. I nearly got killed here at first, and the wraith got hit hard, but then organized resistance ended. Even a fighter as inexperienced as myself managed not only to survive, but to win. That was excellent proof of the advantages of high attribute embodiments and other stats. We managed to slaughter the mercenaries’ command and their best fighters really quickly, albeit with a bit of an effort.  
 
      
 
    There were still enough warriors left to turn the outcome around, but they lacked organization, and exterminating them in such cramped conditions was a piece of cake, especially given that the majority didn’t even think of offering resistance, running around the hall chaotically or trying to find shelter in the barracks. But that was a bad idea. 
 
      
 
    I was wary of proceeding with battle-capable fighters left behind my back, and the barracks were ancient underground halls resembling wine cellars. They didn’t have a second exit, the architecture was primitive, and there was nowhere to hide. 
 
      
 
    I sicced the Shadow of Necros on them, one barracks hall after another, and the wraith left sheer death and destruction in its wake. Fortunately for me, I barely needed to move in the process, which was an enormous boon. I was no longer of any use as a fighter anyway, so it was totally up to my pitch black assistant to finish the job. If I waited for the wraith in the hall and the mercenaries decided to break out, I’d expose myself to unnecessary risk, so I kept hiding behind the very same pile of mutilated bodies. 
 
      
 
    Once we were done with the barracks, I nearly fainted. My legs were barely leaving the floor, my head spun, and my muscles turned into jelly. I had to gather all my will to keep looking forward and not let my head droop. That let me see people moving this way and that behind yet another grate blocking the passage, a wooden one this time. A new group of mercenaries was approaching. They came here from the city, most likely, and still didn’t understand what was happening. They were descending down the wide staircase that the passage led to in too careless a manner. Apparently, they’d met none of the survivors. I blocked the exit from the hall just in time, letting no one out. 
 
      
 
    That was good. I’d give them an update on the state of affairs in a moment. 
 
      
 
    I raised Destroyer without thinking and let loose a charge. The result was stupendous—the blast knocked out a couple of massive bars, losing no power as it went further and hit the group of warriors. There was the familiar noise of an explosion as bodies flew in every direction, but then something unprecedented happened—the ceiling came down, burying the mercenaries in rubble. The destruction unfolded over the course of a couple of second as chunks of rocks kept falling, forming a massive pile of debris. 
 
      
 
    I cursed my lack of foresight once again. Destroyer was close to complete depletion—I needed to be frugal with its energy. I shouldn’t have grabbed the weapon. What I should have done was send the Shadow of Necros forward. 
 
      
 
    I also realized that I had reached the exit from the ancient part of Monque Dhan. This was no longer sturdy masonry of the ancients, but a flimsy later addendum built by the founders of the city and their descendants. The materials used here were of poor quality—the ubiquitous shell limestone and the like. The fanciful setting of enormous, unusually-shaped blocks began below and continued downwards. That was why the ceiling here came down in such an inglorious manner while the part over the hall had withstood several Destroyer charges. 
 
      
 
     I stopped, taken aback somewhat, wondering what to do next. I didn’t know of any other exits and doubted there were any. I couldn’t have missed them, having gone through every corridor, and the barracks were inspected by the wraith that had been ordered to check the walls for doors and open passages. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t have enough strength to clear the rubble, and I didn’t know whether the Shadow of Necros would manage something of this sort.  
 
      
 
    One thing clear was that if I dallied, I ran the risk of encountering an impressive reception committee on the other side. Given my physical state, it didn’t bode well. Alas, I wasn’t strong enough to fight the entire city on my own, even in perfect physical shape—even if it was a provincial city with a divided populace. 
 
      
 
    The fact that I had managed to clear out the dungeons with such ease was the result of a fortuitous confluence of circumstances. Destroyer was incredibly effective in closed spaces; besides, my wraith was far from simple. The mercenaries didn’t expect to confront anything of the kind. And it seemed as though their best commanders stood waiting near the grate and were the first ones to buy it. Had they managed to organize their fighters the way the ones in the hall did right from the start, things could have come to an end quickly, and it would have been a sticky end for yours truly. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you!” someone yelled nearby, interrupting my contemplations. “Did you come to get me?! Who sent you?!” 
 
      
 
    Despite the pain, I got so surprised my eyes bulged out. No one had tried to talk to me before, so how could I have missed an enemy who had survived and was inclined to talk to boot? And why was he so bold? 
 
      
 
    Turning my head, I couldn’t see the owner of the voice right away, but I remembered the place at once. Ramir, may Chaos make him dive for coins in an ocean of shit in the afterworld, showed me this place when he was giving me his tour of the prison castle, saying the small niche was a cell for holding particularly dangerous criminals. 
 
      
 
    It was empty that time, but right now there was a man inside. With no uniform on and lacking battle accessories, he didn’t look like the mercenaries, although the color of his tattered attire was just as glum. It was of a much looser fit, though. His face was thin, with sharp features and piercing eyes. I have seen many such faces among the local populace. 
 
      
 
    The wraith turned around emphatically, edging towards the cell a little. For some reason, it did not view this man as an enemy, but stood at the ready to carry out my orders should I decide to kill him. I was unsure it would manage the grate, however. It wasn’t metal, but the wood was familiar to me from prior experience. And, as I noticed, the Shadow of Necros was now limited in its shapeshifting. There was the possibility it would not make it through the bars. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t give any orders. Instead, I approached to take a better look at the prisoner through the bloody fuzz in front of my eyes. He wasn’t merely locked up—he’d been put in stocks, too. There was a locked board on his feet, and another one immobilizing his arms and neck. Those were some serious precautions. Whatever they put him in for, this man was clearly dangerous. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” The stranger’s dark eyes were boring holes in my skull. 
 
      
 
    “And who are you?” I returned the question. 
 
      
 
    “People answer my questions first and don’t ask me anything unless I allow them to,” the prisoner said in a menacing voice.  
 
      
 
    I dropped down to one knee warily, bit my lip as another incandescent flare of pain shot through my stomach, and muttered, 
 
      
 
    “If you tell me who the hell you are, you might survive this. Frankly, I’d rather you stayed silent. It’s easier for me to kill than to talk in this condition.” 
 
      
 
    The man looked towards the hall emphatically, betraying his ability to see in complete darkness. He held a brief pause, and declared in an arrogant voice, 
 
      
 
    “I am Ingarmet Tashi, son of Qabat Tashi, Ruler of the Greater and the Lesser Steppes of Tsalidad. The only boundaries of my lands are the salty sea and the Tkunai Ridge up to the twin mountain passes. And now, o impudent one, introduce yourself at last!” 
 
      
 
    Despite the direness of the situation and the pain tearing my body apart, I couldn’t help laughing, biting my lips every now and then to keep from moaning. Even an effort this small had an ill effect on my well-being. 
 
      
 
    “How dare you laugh at my words, you rotten snake!” The prisoner sure had a temper on him. “Name yourself! Who are you?!” 
 
      
 
    “I… I… God, the laughter’s killing me… It’s a pity Saafi can’t see this…” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this Saafi?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter, really. The thing is that… Uh… I mean, hi, boss, I’m your spy.” 
 
      
 
    The steppe-dweller narrowed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “My spy? I don’t know you. Don’t lie to me!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, lying to a king is an offense punished by death,” I nodded understandingly. “Sorry, Ingarmet. It’s just so funny. This whole city thinks I’m your spy, you see. I even stopped trying to correct them, since it’s pointless. That’s why I laughed.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand you,” the prisoner shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “And I don’t understand what you’re doing here. You’re supposed to be outside, somewhere beyond the wall, sitting on a white horse and commanding the siege.” 
 
      
 
    “My horse is black,” the steppe chieftain shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Hell, it doesn’t matter to me one way or another. You can ride a ram for all I care. It’s not about that. Inasmuch as I know, you command an army formidable enough for the city-dwellers to dread the very idea of making a foray outside. How did they catch you, then?” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet gritted his teeth and hissed. 
 
      
 
    “These despicable swamp jackals! These filthy scoundrels lied to me! They have no honor at all! Not a shred!” 
 
      
 
    “You might be right about that,” I agreed. “But could you please elaborate?” 
 
      
 
    “These smears of slime asked to negotiate. They said they didn’t want to lose more of their people and that they’d give me the city voluntarily. I made the grave mistake of trusting them. They led me into a trap! Nobility does not behave that way! They are no aristocrats, they’re jackal droppings! I don’t know who you are, but a dismal fate awaits me and my people if you don’t help me get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “But why should I help you?” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet nodded towards the staircase. 
 
      
 
    “You’re no spy of mine, and you’ve never been one. I know all my spies. But I see that these people are your enemies, too, not just mine. If an enemy of mine has another enemy, I help them. You’re their enemy, you’ll help me. Don’t think I know no gratitude. I will help you, too. My word is my bond. Everyone knows that honor is no mere word for me, and to say something and fail to back it up with your actions is dishonor. So when the city falls, I shall reward you generously. My word has been given. My word is no jackal’s yapping. What I say is always done. No one will ever say that the blood of Tashi ran through the veins of a liar. Tell me, o boy who will not name himself, where are the rest of the mercenaries who were guarding me? I need to know it.” 
 
      
 
    I took a look towards the staircase and replied in a tired voice, 
 
      
 
    “We’re alone here. There are none left.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? There were lots of those black-garbed swine here. Almost all of them. Where did they go?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve all left this world. Forget about them.” I pointed towards the passage. “The bodies are all over there, with a few more on the staircase. Well, you’ve seen those yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “And what happened to the fat man in yellow clothing?” The steppe chieftain asked promptly. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t sort through them. He must be there with the rest. There are no survivors.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t quite candid there—many of the maimed showed signs of life, and even some of the immobile ones probably were only wounded. Many were dead, more would expire shortly, but with due medical assistance, quite a few could still be rescued.  
 
      
 
    However, I felt reluctant to go so far into detail. I could barely stand. Even breathing hurt, let alone talking. 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet looked at me in disbelief and stayed silent for a few seconds. Then he looked at the buried staircase and exclaimed, 
 
      
 
    “If you’re telling the truth, you’re a great warrior! But you don’t look like a great warrior. So, who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “As you can see for yourself, I don’t look like a great warrior. That’s because I’m better than a great warrior.” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet looked at me with more disbelief and suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “I will make sure you’re rewarded lavishly. And if you haven’t lied to me now, my generosity will know no bounds. Just set me free.” 
 
      
 
    I held on to Ingarmet’s last phrase and shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s assume I help you get out. What would be the point? There’s only one exit, and it’s buried.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me out and I’ll see to it,” Ingarmet said confidently. “You’re wounded. I can see how much pain you’re in. I’ll help you out of here and bring you to my camp. My healers will heal you. You’ll dine on the choicest foods, and the most beautiful girls will attend to your every wish. And then I’ll wrestle the city away from the Danto and reward you with the treasure of this accursed family.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a damn about money. And as for the city, you’ll have to take it first—which won’t be easy, seeing as how you’ve been shuffling your feet in front of it for months with nothing to show for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take Clonassis,” Ingarmet declared with conviction. “I’ve got everything prepared—all I need to do is set my plan into action. I only agreed to talk to them because I didn’t want to break the walls. Why break what you’ll have to restore afterwards? But there’ll be no more talking. And now that the black-garbed ones have sustained such losses, it will be a lot easier to take the city. The guards are lazy and stupid. The mercenaries command them. The fewer commanders, the less efficient this rabble will be.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “So you’ve been standing here for a couple of months, and you have everything ready now? It doesn’t sound too convincing…” 
 
      
 
    “Have no doubt about it. My people have done everything they needed to do. Those jackals realized their days were numbered. That’s why they suggested negotiations and disgraced their names to deceive me. But there can be no trust for someone who’s lost their honor. This won’t happen again. The town is as good as mine. You shall receive your reward very soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve told you already. I have no need for money.” 
 
      
 
    That was the truth. The sack on my back held two or three annual budgets of Clonassis, if yet carelessly unallocated. Agreeing to something for a share of the Danto family fortune under these circumstances would be nothing short of penny-pinching. 
 
      
 
    “Then what is it that you need other than money? Tell me! Remember that you won’t get out of here without me. You need me, and I need you.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I might be wounded, but my brain didn’t suffer. I have an idea about what could be done here, and I can do it without your help. And the Danto family isn’t that much of an enemy to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Not an enemy? But how?!” Ingarmet looked baffled. 
 
      
 
    “Just like that. I don’t give a rat’s ass about any of them in particular and all of them in general. They just got in my way. So don’t paint me in the colors of your ally.” 
 
      
 
    The steppe-dweller nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Be that as it may. But the fact that you didn’t kill me or pass me by means something, after all. So I may be of use to you. And, in that case, we can come to an arrangement.” 
 
      
 
    I had to return the nod. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. I intend to leave this place, but I have a debt of honor to pay. I’d like to settle my debt to those people, but I’m not sure you’ll be of assistance there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pay. Don’t doubt that,” the chieftain said. “As soon as I take the city, the ones you owe will be wealthy people.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the catch,” I said. “How can you be so sure? As far as I understand, you’ve got an army of shepherds. And Clonassis has tall walls. Besides, apart from the garrison, the Danto have two squads of well-trained mercenaries—in addition to their personal guards and skillful shudras. I heard they got their training in Rava, and that’s something to be reckoned with. They’ve sworn their oaths to the family, and each one is as good as a dozen regular warriors. I’m not sure that even twenty shepherds could dispatch one such guard.” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet smirked, an air of superiority about him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve struck a deal with the mountain tribes. They have the most skilled spies that can climb walls without ladders and in full armor. They get all the practice they need climbing walls at home. So I have four squads from different tribes. Besides, they’ve helped me get a caravan across the mountains, bringing in foreign engineers and alchemists. I couldn’t start a proper attack without them, but now I can. The engineers have built large battle engines from the parts they had brought across the mountains, and the alchemists have concocted destructive charges. All my people have to do is to get inside. The ones you call shepherds guard the cattle against brigands and predators since childhood. They are worthy warriors. Apart from that, the city poor are really unhappy. I know as much. I have people inside the city. They’ll send word to the right party just in time. As soon as I launch the attack, the people of the poor quarters will strike the guards in the back. I’ll take Clonassis. It will cost a great deal of blood, to be sure. There’ll be great damage done to the walls and the buildings. But the city is as good as mine, rest assured about that.” 
 
      
 
    I winced as pain flared up again, and asked a question that had suddenly come to my mind. 
 
      
 
    “But why shed any blood to take the city in the first place? I’ve seen the map. The steppe is big. It stretches across the entire peninsula. The city is just a small speck at the end of it. Build another city with a harbor. Sell the hides and the leather yourself. The local craftsmen will all run to you at once. The Danto have left them without a source of income, and they’re starving—you’ll just have to let them know they’re welcome. You’ll soon make enough money for good weapons for your forces. And you won’t even need those weapons much—the Danto don’t have enough forces to fight in the steppe, and you’ll leave them with nothing. No hides amounts to no money. They won’t last long. Clonassis will fall into your hands like a ripe fruit.” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet gave a mirthless chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Now I know for sure that you’re not from around here, boy. Even a child wouldn’t say something like this in our parts. Everybody knows how treacherous the sea is, and how hard it is to navigate our shores. Ships sink faster in the seaside sand than they do in the water, and the piles of any pier would be swallowed up quicker still. Many have tried, but no one has succeeded. No captain in his right mind would go anywhere but Clonassis. There are a few good places at the foothills of the mountains. It would be hard, but not impossible, to build a harbor there. Still, how can anyone succeed there if even I cannot reach a proper agreement with all the mountain tribes? And fighting them would take too heavy a toll on my army. Besides, it is hard for the people of the steppes to fight in the mountains. I have only made some of the settlements our allies. The rest won’t stand for a city built in the highlanders’ plain sight. Nor do we have the specialists required to build a harbor. And it would take a lot of money to hire those—and money is in short supply right now. Apart from that, we’d need to get the caravans in across the mountains, for the sea is closed to us, which would require reaching another agreement with four tribes. I’m not sure I can succeed there. You misunderstand me, boy. It’s not that I want to take Clonassis. What I want has got nothing to do with it. I simply have to do it—that’s the only way I could make it work over here.” 
 
      
 
    As I was listening to Ingarmet’s explanations, it was getting harder and harder for me to follow his line of reasoning. I had been hit hard. I needed a safe place to lie down and heal. So why was I asking him questions? What did I care for local politics? If they squabbled, they had their reasons, which were none of my concern. 
 
      
 
    “Ingarmet, let’s cut to the chase. You’re not my enemy, and I’ll let you go. But you’ll have to do something for the people I owe a favor. You can find them once you take the city. I’ll explain everything. And there’s something else. I don’t trust you, and I don’t really know what you’re capable of. If the people of the steppes obey your will, you’re one tough cookie—and a shrewd one, too. As you can see, I’m not in my top shape right now, and letting you go will be taking a huge risk.” 
 
      
 
    “I give you my word. I mean you no harm,” Ingarmet said. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not enough. Even the noble Danto aren’t true to their word. Why should I trust yours?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re mangy mongrels, and I’m a man! No one could ever say Ingarmet lied to them!” 
 
      
 
    “And yet this isn’t enough. I’ll need an oath from you.” 
 
      
 
    “I swear it on my mother’s name!” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough. I need a special oath.” 
 
      
 
    “A special oath? What kind?” 
 
      
 
    “The oath of shudras.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Ingarmet jerked. “You can accept such oaths?!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Ingarmet is a great warrior. He’ll never bow down to anyone!” the steppe-dweller exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, good night,” I said dispassionately, heading for the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Stop! You won’t get out without me!” 
 
      
 
    “I will. I’ll break through the rest of the ceiling and get to the level above it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re wounded! You can hardly walk!” 
 
      
 
    “If you haven’t noticed, I’ve got a special servant who can carry me. Don’t worry about that.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot make me do this!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not making you do anything. I’m under no obligation to release you. It’s up to you whether you agree or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! What family are you from? Is it old?!” 
 
      
 
    “One of the oldest.” 
 
      
 
    “A lesser oath! Only a lesser shudra oath!” Ingarmet gave in at last. 
 
      
 
    The steppe-dwellers had a wise leader. It didn’t take him long to realize it was the only option. Few can assess the situation so quickly and cast away their principles when holding on to them would mean sure death. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and started to hobble back, reminding him as I went, 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget about the people I owe a favor to.” 
 
      
 
    The steppe-dweller rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I hate you, boy! I HATE YOU!!!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Masked Hero of the Night, or the Reluctant Artilleryman 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    As I woke up again, I reached for the flask in a familiar gesture. I only took a small sip. The Dew had to be used sparingly. I couldn’t guzzle it like a camel from a caravan who’d just reached an oasis after a long trek across the desert. The portion was so small that it did not quench my thirst even symbolically.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly I heard a strange sound that wasn’t like anything I’d heard before. Something made a very loud bang, accompanied by horrendous cracking and creaking sounds, followed by a rapidly-abating rumble. 
 
      
 
    It sounded like someone was doing large-scale construction work nearby. However, judging by the darkness, it was late at night, and the city folks didn’t strike me as workaholics willing to toil around the clock. 
 
      
 
    Still, I was never interested in their affairs before, and right now I cared even less. I did what I had come here for, and everything else could now be safely disregarded. There was just one thing left to do—get away from Clonassis before I got entangled in something yet again. I was still in Hightown, and it was a dangerous place. 
 
      
 
    I only had enough strength left to get out of the castle. Then I parted from Ingarmet just a short distance away from the wall around the wealthy quarters. He tried to convince me to join him so that we could escape Clonassis together, claiming he’d have me patched up by his best healers in no time. However, I doubted the steppe-dwellers would have good medics. Nor did I want to take any unnecessary risks. 
 
    I ended up reaching an unfinished building I had noticed on the very day I tried to get into the castle. The construction work was suspended because of the siege, and the attic would be the last place anyone would start looking for me. Besides, I didn’t expect them to; judging by the noise, Ingarmet bloodied someone on his way across the wall. It was unlikely that the locals would suspect another participant of the escape to have fallen back and hid himself next to the enormous prison castle.  
 
      
 
    I looked at the flask, fighting the temptation to take another sip. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment the attic shook resoundingly, and three more blasts followed in rapid succession. The sounds were unexpected—they resembled explosions of large-caliber artillery shells or large aerial bombs. Such sounds made no sense in a medieval setting, but everything was possible in Rock. I could think of at least a few ways such a concerto could be played. Besides, the fact that it was happening in a city under siege narrowed the range of the cannonade’s possible causes considerably. 
 
      
 
    Strange flashes flickered in the attic window. I couldn’t establish their cause by sticking my head outside as the nearby buildings was blocking the way. Something was seriously ablaze somewhere down in Lowtown. 
 
      
 
    As I peered into the city streets, I heard new sounds, equally strange, coming from the opposite direction. It was as if someone was dragging heavily-laden carts through cobbled streets, but the rumble was too unusual for those.  
 
      
 
    I moved to another window and witnessed a strange picture. Enormous balls of stone were rolled along the street, some five feet in diameter. They seemed to be hewn from some porous rock—most likely, the same shell limestone that was used everywhere else. Their simple design turned them into oddly-looking wheels as they were held in contraptions that looked like enormous pincers drawn by two horses each. Garrison soldiers were leading them by the bridle. As far as I could see, they were from the second squad of mercenaries—not the cutthroats in black, but rather those from the engineer corps. 
 
      
 
    The balls looked like projectiles used in catapults. Now the source of the mystery sounds became clear. The steppe hordes must have been storming the walls, and the defenders of the city were shooting at them. Therefore, at least some of what Ingarmet had told me was true—his army snapped into action again. 
 
      
 
    How much time did I spend lying in the dusty attic? Judging by the dark of the night and the position of the local moon, a whole day. That much time must have been enough for the steppe-dwellers to get back to business. Apparently, they had indeed been prepared to storm the city. 
 
      
 
    I wondered what I was to do now. The city was like an anthill poked with a stick. It would be really hard to cross it unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if I should just stay put and wait for everything to quiet down, and then infiltrate the harbor and try to steal a boat, the way I had intended to originally. With my skills, I could easily take it past the pirates at night and reach the archipelago that formed an arch extending into the direction of the Imperial coast. Then I could move from island to island to reach the next place on my itinerary where I could get to the next phase of my great plan. 
 
      
 
    A strange light flashed up above. I raised my head and was surprised to see a bright comet-shaped object in the sky, the difference being that a comet’s tail widened, and this thing’s tapered off towards the end. Still, it made no difference—astronomy obviously had nothing to do with that celestial body. It was clearly more related to artillery. The blazing ball sped towards the ground, leaving a glittery trail behind it, and it was bound to land somewhere nearby. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, the object disappeared behind a nearby building. An incredibly bright flash lit up the environs, followed by the sound of an explosion. 
 
      
 
    I instinctively backed away, pulling my head out of the attic window. With this kind of action going on, looking out into the street was risky business. It was preferable to be in a safer place in general, such as an ancient dungeon under the prison castle. It was nice and cool, and nothing short of a direct hit by a nuclear warhead could harm it in any way. 
 
      
 
    Best of all, forget all about dungeons and get as far away from the city as possible.  
 
      
 
    Another explosive charge landed on the other side of my shelter, once again proving to me that staying was really unsafe. I had to get away. I didn’t know how many catapults Ingarmet’s engineers had built and how many alchemical charges they had, but I did know for certain that lingering here would be a high-risk gamble. And I preferred to rely on calculations rather than luck. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I found myself next to the catapults by pure chance. It was extremely difficult to move across a city at war remaining unnoticed—next to impossible, in fact, especially accompanied by the Shadow of Necros. I still had to sort out all the features of my superwraith. I couldn’t make it activate Mimicry. And even though a blob of darkness shouldn’t attract much attention in the dark, one could hardly call it invisible. Even locals without enhanced vision could see the wraith when it was in motion, given its size. 
 
      
 
    So I had to avoid wide streets lit up by occasional lamps, sneak like a thief, and hide often. The routes I chose weren’t the most comfortable ones, but they allowed me to stay inconspicuous. As a result, I came to Hightown’s wall in a different place than planned. 
 
      
 
    It could hardly be called a wall in the first place. Here the very lay of the land was like a natural fortification, forming a tall ledge. Parts of it were smoothed out, and it was fortified with stone top to bottom, with a large, even landing on top overhanging Lowtown, with enough space on it for four ballistae, or whatever they were. My knowledge of medieval battle machinery included bits and pieces plucked from the Internet, meaning I knew nothing of the subject if I couldn’t do an online search. I read a few things about such machines, and I saw them in films. They weren’t powered by the elasticity of wood or sinews, but rather by counterweights that used gravity to propel the charges. Were they called catapults? Or trebuchets, perhaps? They were so huge they had to be made stationary. Each of them had a winding mechanism located at some distance, with four oxen powering each of them, walking one after another in circles and winding thick cables onto a gigantic spool. I had no memory of such contraptions from any movie I had seen. And I was absolutely certain that there was no viscous liquid of any kind poured over the projectiles in those films. It clung onto the surface of the rock in an unnatural way, covering it completely as it started to glow ever brighter with an ominous green light. Judging by how the crews manning the machines picked up pace at such moments, the process was dangerous, and the weapon had to be fired ASAP once the goo was applied. 
 
      
 
    That surely was interesting. However, I figured I’d be better off reading about it in history books, rather than by direct observation. I was about to move on, getting out of the way of the procession dragging still more projectiles towards the artillery platform, when something unexpected happened: all the machines started firing at once, making the very same noise that had surprised me upon awakening.  
 
      
 
    The shooting itself wasn’t the unexpected part. What surprised me was the area targeted by the machines. One didn’t have to be a military engineer to notice a strange thing. The machines didn’t face the eastern wall, in the direction where the army of the steppes had been standing for months, but rather Lowtown, which was where the rock balls flew. 
 
      
 
    Could they be aiming at some target on the sea? Trying to hit small pirate galleys from such leviathans would be a fool’s errand. Besides, I estimated, the distance was too great anyway. The balls wouldn’t even be able to reach the shore. Not to mention that I could clearly see several blazes in the midst of the city’s lower portion. 
 
      
 
    Did Ingarmet’s army make an incursion from an unexpected side? But how? Even though the wall was weak there, storming it would be silly. There was nothing between the fortifications and the sea but a thin strip of sand where I made my landing and nearly fell prey to overgrown crabs. There wasn’t enough space there for a proper offensive; they didn’t even keep any good guards there for that reason. The wall was manned by walking parodies of soldiers—the ones who made bets on whether or not the clumes would devour me. Never mind that someone coming from the sea was an extraordinary event, and they should have taken measures. 
 
      
 
    The guards clearly were dilettantes, which was normal; they weren’t expected to do much anyway. Attacks from that direction were unlikely, and it would be impossible to sneak up on the guards; there were mercenaries in the corner tower, and a large party wouldn’t make it past them unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    The first shell reached the ground, and the flash was bright enough for me to feel some admiration for the sticky liquid used on the stone balls. I didn’t know what mercenary alchemists had concocted, but the projectile somehow became the equivalent of a 500-pound dumb bomb dropped from a good old B-52. 
 
      
 
    There were three more flashes, followed by a rumble. The artillerymen went about recharging the catapults, and I stood there thinking. 
 
      
 
    I needed to get to the harbor instead of just standing there. However, the sight of the explosions made me think of Kooba and other people I knew. The charges were landing in the area of Rotten Bottom. I was pretty sure that one of them exploded near the edge of the quarter, and two more turned a bunch of houses near the fountain where I had to dive twice into rubble. The fourth went over the canal, hitting a block of residential buildings—also populated by the less than affluent. 
 
      
 
    I could bet anything there were no steppe warriors there. My vision allowed me to see really remote objects. The wall by the sea wasn’t taken. There had never been many guards there, and now there were hardly any left at all; they must have been moved to a more dangerous position. I couldn’t see the east from where I stood, but something was telling me that was where the center of the action should have been. If the outside force broke through, it had no business heading towards the Rotten Bottom. It made no sense at all. They’d need to block Hightown first and foremost if they failed to capture it at once. 
 
      
 
    So whom did the rocks doused in expensive battle chemistry hit? 
 
      
 
    I remembered Ingarmet’s hints. He had assured me that the oppressed city folk would strike the defenders in the back as soon as the assault began. What Kooba and the others had been doing confirmed that the chieftain of the steppes knew what he was talking about. He must have had enough real spies in the city, or even an organized underground that would provoke a revolt at the right moment. And, for some reason, the leaders of Clonassis targeted their disobedient subjects first and foremost instead of the steppe dwellers. Why was that? What did the city poor do to make Danto so irate? 
 
      
 
    But why would I think about it? None of it was any of my business. I had no interest in that skirmish around hides, leather, and the harbor that could be used for selling them. 
 
      
 
    But come to think of it, I owed a few people down there nonetheless. And it wasn’t just a matter of promises—it was basic ethics. Without them, I could have gotten stuck in this accursed city for a long time with no clear prospects in sight. So if any of my new acquaintances got killed by those balls of alchemic fire, that would be plenty wrong!  
 
      
 
    I gave the battery a totally different, assessing look, beginning to count the soldiers, trying to get an idea of who was dangerous and who wasn’t, cursing Clonassis all the while for the umpteenth time. It kept adding to my problems. I cursed myself, too, for good measure: being a magnet for the city’s problems was nobody’s fault but mine since I allowed it. 
 
      
 
    I adjusted the impromptu mask on my face. It provided some disguise, at least. Unfortunately, Mimicry wasn’t omnipotent, so a piece of dark cloth would come in handy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There were no cutthroats in black manning the artillery. They thought engineering was beneath them. Soldiers from the second squad were not frontline troops, but it didn’t mean my opponents weren’t a force to be reckoned with. Their very number was formidable enough—I counted thirty-seven.  
 
      
 
    About fifteen more were in charge of delivering the ammo, but those had just left another portion of their cargo there and led the horses back to the arsenal. They’d be back in twenty minutes or more, so I didn’t need to account for them. 
 
      
 
    Reloading enormous battle engines was a slow process. Even the “oxen drive” did not accelerate the process by much. The battery managed to launch another volley and cock the catapults again before I took action. The moment was fortuitous. All the engineers were completely engulfed in their work, loading the stones, which necessitated complete focus. 
 
      
 
    The wraith attacked first, following my orders while I was concealed in the dark. It targeted the fighters near the furthermost machine, having approached them in an arc so that no one would stare in my direction.  
 
      
 
    There were cries of pain and horror. The engineers obviously stared at the source of the noise, while I, still concealed by Mimicry, approached the detail manning the nearest catapult. I slashed my finger a little to charge the blade with fresh blood, and then let one of the soldiers who was staring at the wraith, just like the others, have it in the back. 
 
      
 
    Reaper went right through his neck. I shifted my position and managed to get two more before the rest of them started to realize something was happening. I kicked one in the crotch hard enough for him to lose all interest in what was going on. The other lost an arm trying to pull out his dagger, and then I gave him his final pacification sticking a blade in his face. 
 
      
 
    The last one didn’t even try to reach for his weapon; instead, he set off running as fast as he could move his legs. However, I caught up with him easily, knocked him off his feet, thumped him on the head with my fist a few times, and then grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and dragged him back. 
 
      
 
    “Lie still or I’ll kill you!” 
 
      
 
    As far as I understood, he was no officer, but no private, either. Someone like a sergeant. And with a nature as timid as his, he wouldn’t be too tough a nut to crack during interrogation. For I needed information, and I needed it fast. 
 
      
 
    There was no point being wary of these particular mercenaries in the first place. The difference between them and the men in black was colossal. All the artillerymen scattered from the wraith. No one even tried to raise his weapon at the pitch black shapeshifting figure, which was easily dispatching one soldier after another. So, instead of doing my part to help the Shadow of Necros, I focused on catching more cowardly engineers. 
 
      
 
    More sources of information wouldn’t hurt. Besides, I had a plan, and its implementation required workers. 
 
      
 
    In less than a minute, there were just five of us on the platform—me, the Shadow, and three captives. One of the soldiers was unconscious, having gotten hit hard during his capture. The other two looked frightened, but not enough so to become speechless. 
 
      
 
    I pointed at the first one with my finger. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to live through this?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at the second man. “You, too. If you tell the truth, I won’t kill you. If you lie, I’ll give you to my assistant, and then you’ll talk anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Both nodded in unison, demonstrating their eagerness to help out any way they could. 
 
      
 
    I looked towards the east first. I could see the part of the wall that was protecting the city from that direction, taking stock of the hectic activity around it and the steppe warriors retreating from the gates. They appeared to have failed to scale the obstacle. I could also see a fierce fight on one of the most formidable towers: most likely, the much-touted highlanders had managed to infiltrate it, and the defenders were now trying to push them back. 
 
      
 
    So Ingarmet was telling the truth—he had indeed sent his army towards the city. They didn’t achieve much yet, but the assault was far from over.  
 
      
 
    I pointed at the Lowtown fires. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you firing at?” 
 
      
 
    “The observers use oil lamps to give us signals from the roof of the old palace. We use them for orientation,” the captive replied. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t ask about your targeting methods. I asked you who you were firing at.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sir. There’s a mutiny in the city. The mutineers started killing the guards this evening. A squadron was sent there, but the rabble overwhelmed them. There were just too many of them. A lot of our guys got killed. No reinforcements could be sent. Danto’s people are holding back the crowd at the canal bottleneck, but they probably don’t have enough men. The mob almost managed to encircle them. We’re here to provide help. We fire at the crowd or set fire to some of the quarters so that they wouldn’t get through. I don’t know for sure what’s happening there. We just shoot wherever they tell us to.” 
 
      
 
    I pointed downwards. 
 
      
 
    “Is the crowd in the vicinity of Rotten Bottom now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, they’re over there somewhere. But we’re not targeting Rotten Bottom now. Another crowd is said to have assembled there—our own hoodlums that support the Danto clan. They’re helping to fight the mutineers. I heard it’s total mayhem there. We were ordered not to aim at them to avoid any friendly fire.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like the fact that the poor quarter was embroiled in carnage. However, at least it wasn’t being razed to the ground together with its inhabitants. 
 
      
 
    I pointed to the east. 
 
      
 
    “What about Ingarmet? As far as I can see, the wall still stands. And I see hordes of his warriors. Why don’t you fire in that direction?” 
 
      
 
    The engineer shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It has been said Danto the Fourth himself ordered to punish the mutineers first and foremost. We just follow orders. It’s not up to us to decide. Had anyone asked me, I’d have aimed at the steppe vermin. They’re all out in the open, and they have no shelter there. As for the city, it’s hard to tell whom you hit. Harder to take aim, too.” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s easier to shoot at Ingarmet’s people?” I was all attention. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the mercenary confirmed. “The entire wall is visible perfectly well, and every tower, too. The steppe horde has a lot of torches—just look at them mill about. I could hit a cart-sized target with my second shot from this distance. We could reach their catapults, too—they’re weak, the shells aren’t powerful enough to destroy the wall, and they have a great scatter range. Still, it would make sense to take them out. Some of them might hit something by accident.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” I said with a sinister smile, immersed into my own thoughts. “We need to aim all the catapults at the gate.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” The captive looked baffled. 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t my voice loud enough? Or is there anything you don’t understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, I’ve heard you loud and clear. But we don’t have enough people.” 
 
      
 
    “Twaddle. I’ve seen you turn the catapults. They’re already charged. The three of us will manage easily. You’ll be in charge. We have to aim them with precision. If we miss, I’ll hold you responsible—and punish you very harshly. You don’t want to know how harshly.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t miss a target so large, sir. But I don’t understand. You said something about Ingarmet’s people. But there are none of them this side of the gate. The gate is ours. There’s a ram left outside. It was taken out of commission without our help last night. There aren’t any steppe-dwellers approaching from over there. If we hit the gate with everything we have, it will go down, and so will the towers. We have large projectiles. They can take on a lot of the green stuff. The steppe fighters don’t have anything of the kind. Why would you want to do such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “You run at the mouth too much. I told you to aim at the gates. That means you have to aim at the gates, and pronto!” 
 
      
 
    Time was at a premium. More than half the engineers scattered, and some of them had doubtlessly gone to get reinforcements. Even if all of Hightown’s citizenry was now used against the steppe warriors and the rebellious commoners, the command would not have left Hightown itself unguarded. Therefore, I could expect a visit from some serious guys any moment. And if there were enough of them, they might give me a trashing. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t quite recuperated from my wounds yet, and Destroyer wasn’t strong enough a weapon for me to stand against a sizeable city’s garrison all by myself. The Shadow of Necros was vulnerable, too—it would need a lot of development. I had no time to attend to that. Besides, it would require a lot more souls than what I had at my disposal right then. But even if I did level it up, it still wouldn’t last long against an army. 
 
      
 
    There was a chance I might repeat my dungeon feat here. Then again, failure was a very real possibility, too, and a likelier one, since the conditions here were worse. It was one thing to let loose a Destroyer blast in a crowded passage, and quite another to hit at soldiers coming from every direction in an open space. But the temptation to take advantage of this opportunity was too much. All the battle engines were loaded, so why waste the firepower? They were easy enough to turn—there was a system of levers used for that. Even a single person could manage it, although it would take a lot more time. 
 
      
 
    The three of us managed much faster. However, the captives reacted to my next order by bulging out their eyes, and one of them shook his head hastily. 
 
      
 
    “Sir! It’s too dangerous!” 
 
      
 
    “How exactly is it dangerous?” 
 
      
 
    “If you open a vessel containing the liquid, it needs to be quickly poured over a porous stone treated with brine, and then sprinkled over with alkaline water. And the stone has to have been stored in darkness for a few days before that. You need to pour alkaline solution into the jugs, too, for some of the liquid still remains there. Otherwise, everything will go up in flames. The green stuff cannot stay exposed to air for too long.” 
 
      
 
    “So it catches fire when exposed to air, and only explodes on impact?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. When the rock falls,” the engineer nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. In that case, we’ll pour it out really quickly. Dump the jugs here afterwards, right under the catapults. Let them burn.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t stand to lose anything. An explosion was dangerous, but the flames from a substance that reacted with oxygen didn’t scare me one bit. It would be to my advantage, in fact, saving me time and labor with Reaper to leave the Danto without any functional artillery. Fire would serve the purpose just fine. 
 
      
 
    However, I’d have to hurry. If I managed to fire a volley before the dangerous phase of the alchemical reaction began, I’d do Ingarmet a huge service. I owed him nothing, of course, but the steppe chieftain would make a better ruler than a little provincial poohbah whose head got too big for his shoulders and who had driven his people into abject poverty to make a quick and easy profit. And now he was using artillery against his subjects in the local equivalent of a Dhaka slum. That was just beyond all conceivable notions of perfidy. 
 
      
 
    Controlling the exports of raw materials and getting money from the local craftsmen’s competitors was a great way to lead a grand lifestyle without bothering to work. However, such management methods produced many malcontents, one of whom happened to be me. Even though I didn’t want to meddle in the local affairs, I still had to. 
 
      
 
    The first projectile began fuming ominously around the time we finished pouring green goo over the last. I cast the jug aside and dashed towards the catapult that demanded my immediate attention. As I punched out the stop lock, the rock sphere launched into the sky and burst into flames at the peak of its trajectory. A bright fireball sped towards the gate, burning ever fiercer as it went. I was afraid that the flow of air would burn away all the alchemy, but I was wrong—the explosion was just as powerful as the previous ones, and the resulting flash illuminated the entire city for a moment. 
 
      
 
    While I was watching the flight of the flaming ball, the engineers, left unattended, made tracks as fast as they could run. Even the third one, who was just starting to come to his senses, shuffled after them, swaying like few drunkards could. I suppressed the impulse to order the Shadow of Necros to chase the runaways. It made no sense killing them or trying to make them come back; I’d only lose time, and there wasn’t much of that valuable resource left. The next stone was now hissing and smoking in a way that did not bode well, either. So I ran towards the next catapult, swinging my hammer as I went. 
 
      
 
    I got to it in the nick of time, as well as the next. As for the last one, I didn’t expect much of a result. The stone loaded into it was burning so furiously that I had to turn my face away from the heat. The ropes and the wooden parts already started smoldering; the entire contraption would go up in flames any minute. 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, the catapult did what it was supposed to do. The burning parts sprang into action, propelling the projectile towards the sky, and it flew towards the target just as quickly as the others. It didn’t hit the gate—it landed where the gate stood a minute ago. 
 
      
 
    Shell limestone was a great construction material to work with, but it wasn’t particularly sturdy—more of the opposite, in fact. There was no quality wood on the peninsula, and metal was used sparingly. Therefore, two piles of burning rubble were all that was left of the double tower that guarded the gate. 
 
      
 
    As for the gate itself with its two enormous leaves, no remains of it were to be seen anywhere. The steppe warriors’ infantry and cavalry hurried towards the fresh ruins. Since the series of explosions had either killed or stunned the defenders in the range of a few acres, the soldiers had no time to do anything to defend the gap. 
 
      
 
    I could not but applaud the engineers: they had aimed their catapults well. I was happy I let them live. They deserved it. If Ingarmet didn’t manage to claim at least Lowtown after such a timely gift, nothing could help him at all. The only question was, how long would it take the steppe tribe chieftain to take this entire territory? 
 
      
 
    I looked towards Rotten Bottom, turning my head a little to glance in the direction of the harbor, where the boat I needed to steal before dawn awaited me. I sighed, threw an open jug with the alchemical concoction at the nearest catapult, and turned to Shadow. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve noticed that you’re a good jumper and shapeshifter,” I told the wraith. “I was wondering whether you could manage something like a saddle…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    The Night of the Great Carnage 
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    The Shadow of Necros could not transform into a flying steed. It was so poorly suited for flight that neither a saddle, nor any other clever trick I could think of could fix that. My assistant would require proper wings and so on, and it seemed to be unable to grow them. The closest it could get to flight was jumping into second-story windows, and even in that case it needed a running start. 
 
      
 
    However, things looked a lot more promising if one moved horizontally. The wraith could make thirty-foot leaps without any prior acceleration, and sometimes even better than that. When it leapt running, the distance became much greater. 
 
      
 
    I took advantage of that when I got all the way down to Lowtown and climbed onto the roof of an old merchant’s mansion half-destroyed by artillery fire. I couldn’t tell whether the steppe-dwellers or the garrison had shelled it, but the damage inflicted here was nowhere near that produced by the catapults I had just put out of commission. Those would raze the building to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I climbed so high for a reason. It was my launchpad. The Shadow of Necros would carry me away from here, all the way to Rotten Bottom. 
 
      
 
    Medieval town planning was all about saving space. The ground inside the perimeter of the city walls was finite, and there were lots of claims to it. As the population grew, old fortifications were dismantled and new ones got built, extending the approximate radius measured from the center. However, this didn’t happen often, and Clonassis was long overdue for renovations. People in poorer quarters all but lodged on each other’s heads. As for the more upscale neighborhoods, roof edges almost met over the narrow passages that went for streets there, so there was hardly any light in those makeshift “tunnels” even during the day. 
 
      
 
    The rooftops became our highway. It wasn’t always easy to jump from one building onto another, but given the density of the development, it was relatively simple to find a way where we could get through without too much risk. 
 
      
 
    At first I feared I had overestimated the unusual wraith’s abilities. However, it became clear soon that the manner in which we traveled was as natural to the Shadow as an unhurried walk in the park would be for me. 
 
      
 
    As for the noise we made as we kept breaking tiles, there was no reason to worry about that. The city was filled with the sounds of explosions, people screaming hysterically, and burning buildings tumbling down. Even if someone heard our passage, they’d be unlikely to crawl up to the roof and check who was raising such a ruckus. 
 
      
 
    The peaceful part of the populace stayed home, afraid of showing face outside. As for the none-too-peaceful citizens, they were all out in the streets, either settling scores or just looting. An assault such as this one was an excellent opportunity to address old grievances or try to reap a few material benefits. As I looked down, I noticed multiple dead bodies, scattered possessions of dubious value, and people fleeing in fear.  
 
      
 
    As we passed another side street, I caught a glimpse of yet another townsman who must have gotten it pretty rough. However, he still remained on his feet, albeit not very convincingly, swaying as he went and holding on to the wall. He didn’t look like a drunk though. His gait was that of a sick or wounded man. 
 
      
 
    I ordered the Shadow to stop. Something about the injured man seemed familiar. I took a few steps towards the ledge of the roof, looking at him from various angles. My assumption became near-certainty, and I decided to call out to him in order to make sure. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Gusset, is that you?” 
 
      
 
    The passerby stopped, his head now moving from side to side hastily. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Who’s here?!” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, you mean you don’t recognize an old acquaintance? Look above you! I’m on the roof!” 
 
      
 
    “Ger?! What are you doing up there, Chaos take you?!” 
 
      
 
    “And what are you doing down below?” 
 
      
 
    “What am I doing?! Why, the same thing as usual! First, I had a really good tipple when our guys broke the gates to the wine cellar! And then someone knocked me on the head when I lifted a piece of smoked tuna from the guards’ cart! Hit me right on the noggin with a stick and took it away from me! Those damn thieves!” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re having fun, as usual!” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Sure am! Life’s for enjoying it! Come on, get down here, why are we yelling for the whole street to hear! I know a place where we could get a decent drink nearby! Today’s a good night! Everything’s free! Come on, join me!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Gus, walking around with you is just asking for trouble. The last time we met, you had gone through my pockets like you wanted to polish them! Kept looking for something!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ger, I’m sorry! It’s not that I mean any harm! It’s my hands! They just love their work! Whenever there’s a pocket nearby, they start moving all by themselves!” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, it’s an occupational hazard. How are things in Rotten Bottom?!” 
 
      
 
    “Rotten! That’s where I got the lump on my head! Hell, they must have cracked my skull! It really hurts!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s so rotten?! Would you tell me?!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you know?!” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I ask you if I knew?!” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows?! You’re a weird one! Full of secrets, too! Why did you climb onto that roof?! Well, okay, that’s your business! But let me tell you one thing: stay away from there! Our guys are in cahoots with the guilds now! We’ve given Danto’s dogs a good what-for together! And then the rotten apples went to loot the warehouses near the wall! Then they turned to the Eastern Gate! They wanted to open it! Grim, Bodkin, and the rest got the others up to it! They said if we didn’t let the steppe guys in, we’d all die of hunger here! Danto’s said to have gathered all his toadies to sort them out! He promised to kill everyone who took part in it! He’s been dreaming of getting rid of all the Lowtown folk ever since he started smoking his dope! He’s lost what was left of his brain! And there wasn’t much to begin with! So what do I do with my cracked head now, eh?! I’ll make tracks! I advise you to do the same! You have no idea what’s going on! They shelled our guys from Hightown catapults! Half the quarter’s destroyed, and the rest is up in flames! I’d show those bastards who shot at us if I was sober and my head wasn’t cracked! I dunno, Ger! You go where you want! You can climb into the asshole of Chaos for all I care! I’m out of here! My poor head! Why does life punish me this way?!” 
 
      
 
    The liquor-loving thief dragged himself off, moaning and complaining. As I watched Gusset leave, lost in my own thoughts, I had an impulse to get down to the street and heal him, but then suppressed it. Even if a quarter of what he had been telling me was true, I had to reach the epicenter of events as soon as possible.  
 
      
 
    Once I decided to help the ones who had helped me, I couldn’t just stop halfway. Besides, even without Gusset’s words, I suspected this would be no walk in the park. And I came prepared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rotten Bottom no longer smelled of rot. The unbearably acrid smell of burning overpowered every other odor and was felt from far off. I could smell it when we were still jumping from roof to roof, skirting the square with the very fountain I had somehow always found myself attracted to, as if there was a strong magnet hidden under the bones underneath. I still had no idea about the substance used by the mercenary engineers for their projectiles, but what I did find out en route was that if that weapon got worked on a little, it would have a double effect—incendiary and poisoning. It was impossible to breathe; the air grew so pungent it felt like it would burn my lungs out. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, my eyes didn’t water. The only thing that reduced visibility was the smoke. In some places it was so thick that I could see nothing, even with my Darkvision and the boon-enhanced night vision abilities. However, the situation in general was pretty clear. 
 
      
 
    Lowtown folks had drawn a bad card from the beginning. I didn’t know what happened there and in what sequence, but Rotten Bottom looked as though it had just been pelted with asteroids. The eastern part of the quarter was razed into oblivion. Nothing remained there except two craters, shallow but wide, surrounded by smoldering rubble. 
 
      
 
    I dreaded to even think about the power capable of something like that. Besides, I could not understand why the shockwave didn’t obliterate all the nearby hovels, too. It seemed as though I had maligned the ubiquitous shell limestone undeservedly—it wasn’t as fragile as I thought.  
 
      
 
    However, it didn’t help the western part of the quarter much, even if it didn’t sustain such devastating damage. Some of the shacks there were partially destroyed; others only had their roofs torn off, and most were ablaze or smoking. The only reason why the entire quarter didn’t catch fire was that there wasn’t that much flammable stuff there. Wood was used for construction very sparingly. Mostly it would be that soft stone, woven bulrush, clay of dubious quality, turf, and whatever other materials were handy in general. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t identify Kooba’s place, but realized it was located outside the maximum destruction zone. That appeared to be the epicenter of the most serious blaze. I really hoped the locals abandoned it; there were no signs of life anywhere. 
 
      
 
    But even if they did, they couldn’t have gone far. I was under the impression that if it wasn’t the entire population of Lowtown now gathered by the canal, it had to be most of it anyway. I could see the entire stretch between Rotten Bottom and the Rotten Wall. The thief appeared to have been telling the truth: the locals had looted the warehouses, and then headed for the Eastern Gate, towards the armies of the steppe. But the disorganized crowd didn’t move in tandem, so it spread over a wide area. Besides, what that mass of destitute humanity did was to a large extent affected by the shelling and enemy action.  
 
      
 
    There were enough foes here, after all. Gusset must have been completely right about everything, and the city government was completely dysfunctional. Not that it was doing a great job before, but what was happening now called for a psychiatric diagnosis. The rulers had gathered all their forces here to massacre their own people—right when the steppe tribes started their assault. 
 
      
 
    Either I misunderstood something, or Danto wasn’t merely an addict. He was stark raving mad. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, lots of strange things happened in cities under siege or assault. There were many examples of it in our own world’s history. And Rock seemed to be emulating it closely. 
 
      
 
    As far as I could see, Lowtown folks didn’t mingle. There were two distinct groups that kept to themselves. One looked really poor, the other being clearly better off. I noticed a few familiar faces and came to the conclusion that the impoverished craftspeople deemed it below themselves to fight side by side with the city poor, even though they had a common enemy. But there was nothing surprising about that. 
 
      
 
    The opposing force exhibited even more diversity. There was a mob of derelicts pushing from somewhere near the Rotten Wall; I had initially thought they were Rotten Bottom folks, but then realized something was off. The poor, it seemed, were fighting the poor, and some sported the familiar gang symbols. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to say why the gangs decided to have a showdown just now. They either disputed the ownership of the warehouses under the wall or simply took advantage of the occasion to settle old grievances; alternatively, it was Danto’s people who coordinated the efforts of their local dogsbodies. However, that seemed to be unlikely since the city administration acted too clumsily to deserve credit for anything at all, even something as simple as arranging a spat between the gangs. 
 
      
 
    The second pro-government force was a small group of black-clad mercenaries. There were only about sixty or seventy of them there, but they differed from others drastically by acting in concert and with ruthless efficiency. They parted the crowd effortlessly, the way an icebreaker plowed through thin ice. 
 
      
 
    However, there weren’t that many mercenaries here, so I wondered where the rest of them were. It was unlikely I had managed to deal them so much damage. The dungeon massacre primarily decimated the rank and file—the ones billeted in the barracks. Most of the officers had been elsewhere, and I couldn’t say the men had sustained exorbitant losses, either. The ones gathered here must have been just a small part of the force. But even that would make for a serious threat. The poorly-armed and unorganized townsfolk had nothing to counter them with. 
 
      
 
    The third force was comprised of townsfolk as well, but those were from Hightown. They also included the guards who were trying to form a defensive perimeter around the higher-ups in a most clueless and haphazard manner. That the ones in the center were the big cheeses was obvious from their looks. All in all, there were about fifteen of them, both men and women, dressed and armed so extravagantly that you could feed the entire city of Clonassis for a month if you sold everything they were wearing. 
 
      
 
    The fact that there were women among them—and well-armed ones, at that—was a sure sign they were clan people. The customs of the local society resembled those of the Middle Ages on Earth a lot. All strata suffered from sexism to some extent, but it was less manifest among the aristocracy. The daughters of the local nobility were traditionally schooled as well, or almost as well, as the sons. And when it was time to defend the clan, mothers accompanied fathers into battle. That surprised no one. 
 
      
 
    This brought back involuntary memories of the mother of the real Gedar—the sickly boy whose body I had found myself in. When the time came, she picked up a weapon to face the enemy, too. I couldn’t say she was successful, but the opponents were truly formidable, too, and at least one of them far surpassed her level-wise. 
 
      
 
    The fat man in shiny armor must have been Danto the Fourth himself. I wasn’t quite certain, but the description fit. He looked like an illustration to a cautionary tale about what a bad diet could do to your body. Craftsmen must have altered his armor many times to make it fit his expanding bulk. Neither he, nor any of his family members were eager to join the fray, but they looked warlike, and couriers kept shuttling between them and the rest of the force, passing orders. 
 
      
 
    The brunt of the battle was borne by a line of regular city soldiers, and the line didn’t look massive. As far as I understood, most of them were Hightown’s civil defense. Danto and his coterie didn’t trust most of the Lowtown soldiers with either weapons or armor anymore. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t look like a serious combat force, but they held the line, which was all they needed to do. Their role was to keep the crowd inside the trap that it had entered of its own volition when the looting of the warehouses began. The rebels had only three options: scale the Rotten Wall, find a way through the burning quarter, or defeat the Hightown warriors. 
 
      
 
    From my observation point, I could see that each of the three goals was feasible. The Rotten Wall was a decrepit fortification that didn’t see much use for its original purpose in a long time. Besides, some of it was dismantled, and it hardly presented a serious obstacle. There were enough gang members on it, but their numbers were a lot smaller than the united force of the poorest townsfolk and their less impoverished neighbors. The thin line of the guards could be overrun even easier—there were fewer of them than there were gangsters, and they took their stand on a terrain that was hard to defend. A coordinated strike would drive them into dust—no weapons could hold back a mob that large. 
 
      
 
    However, “coordinated” was the key word here. There was no coordination. This wasn’t even a proper mob—it was a sorry excuse for one. They didn’t even have enough mob sensibilities to move into the same direction at once. They knew how to survive among the hovels in their quarters, but outside of their natural habitat they were worse than lost kittens. 
 
      
 
    Some of them must have gone through all the options in their heads, just like me, and were now trying to get through the blazing Rotten Bottom. The shrewdest wrapped rags over their heads, doused themselves with water, and tried to pass by along the canal, where the fires weren’t quite as serious. But I could see more from my position above and wouldn’t have chosen that option for myself. Even wading up the canal would yield them little. They’d come to one of the craters eventually, and there was enough smoke around them for a volcano. Those who didn’t burn alive would suffocate. 
 
      
 
    However, staying was pointless as well. While the guards were passive, just holding their position and not trying to push the crowd back, the mercenaries and the well-equipped aristocrats that had joined them didn’t hold back. And, unlike their opponents, they acted with such perfect coordination I involuntarily admired them. 
 
      
 
    A dozen mages, which was the term I used for ranged attack professionals with special talents, stayed in the back, periodically hitting the rebellious crowd with fireballs and other nasty stuff. And they specifically targeted areas where people were trying to get organized. Their talents weren’t particularly strong. In some cases, they didn’t even manage to wound anyone, despite the density of the crowd; however, their objective wasn’t to inflict damage so much as to intimidate. People got scared and scattered, and the incipient centers of resistance fell apart. 
 
      
 
    About a dozen archers and crossbowmen stood next to the mages. The archers were doing the same thing—targeting areas where people started to mobilize around leaders. They also controlled the crowd with rapid fire when the soldiers began spreading out, breaking the perimeter. Those followed the orders of the mercenaries—or, rather, the officer commanding the squad of hand-to-hand fighters. Clad in black armor and covering themselves with shields, they masterfully penetrated the crowd and then split into two groups moving sideways, pushing the hapless rebels towards the line of the guards. The maneuver was complex and risky, but not when you fought unarmed commoners. Once they started backing away, they were easily pushed even further. 
 
      
 
    But the worst of the carnage didn’t come as a result of those convoluted maneuvers. There was a group of seven mercenaries that kept to itself and acted as the primary instrument of destruction. Nearly everyone in it was fighting with both hands—a pair of swords, a sword and an ax, a naginata, and so on. Their weapons varied, and they knew how to use them. They wore excellent armor, too, with helmets covering their entire faces; those could save one’s life even in close-quarters combat. The armor was heavy, but it didn’t burden down the fighters. They flitted this way and that easily, moving with incredible speed. They drove into the mob and easily took down the most dangerous rebels. A single swing of a weapon would kill or maim an opponent. 
 
      
 
    And no one could do anything about them. I witnessed one of the warriors with two swords chase down three young men. They must have realized they couldn’t escape the demon in black, turned around, spread out, and tried to attack him from every direction at once. The fighter decapitated two of them, paying no attention to the third as he was brandishing his club. Then, raising his shoulder to meet the blow, the warrior swung his sword easily, chopped off yet another head, and rushed on in search of new victims. 
 
      
 
    That warrior was even faster than me. I could only match this kind of speed for a couple of seconds. His agility was incredible, and his weapons looked like the extension of his arms. He was a walking demonstration of the advantages of correct and systematic training over a random collection of a dilettante’s bits of knowledge. 
 
      
 
    This was almost enough for me to start thinking of my own successes as relatively insignificant. Even with the incredibly rare Hero of the Night boon, received with a great effort, I was substantially weaker than this monster. And why was that exactly? The answer was simple. He had undergone rigorous and systematic training, spending years mastering the art of murder from renowned teachers instead of roaming the Grove and receiving bits and pieces of dubious knowledge from ignorant woodsmen. Besides, he was part of a team, and the mercenaries were excellent at using each fighter’s strong sides to the maximum. 
 
      
 
    After about sixty or ninety seconds of intense carnage, the fighter began slowing down. As soon as it became obvious, he turned around and ran towards a gap in the perimeter to approach a separate group of mages that looked peaceful; they didn’t hurl anything at the crowd and just stood there quietly. In fact, they didn’t do anything at all until one of the “slaughter party” members approached them. Whenever that happened, they reached their hands out to him, sometimes with minor visual effects such as sparks of light. Then the warrior would return and carry on with the carnage as vigorously as before.  
 
      
 
    I had talent marks for short-term boosts. However, I didn’t learn them at the beginning since my attribute limit wouldn’t permit it, and then I was in a constant hurry and unable to waste time on restoring my body after learning talents I could do without. 
 
      
 
    My plan had a very tight deadline. If I dallied too long, it would be too late. Besides, I could also manage to squeeze in one of the extra items on my list if I hurried. Therefore, I concentrated on developing the talents I already knew since it was a lot less taxing than learning new ones. 
 
      
 
    Thus, I had no hands-on experience with temporary boosts, although I knew they existed. And what I was observing now confirmed everything I had learned from the books perfectly.  
 
      
 
    These mercenaries were incommensurably better fighters than the rebels to begin with, and the boosts made the gap between them even wider. The mages in the squads were far from ordinary and specialized in support, “charging up” their fighters well, and in a variety of ways. Even I was impressed by their unnatural speed, my initial bonuses and night-time boosts notwithstanding. 
 
      
 
    If the steppe armies didn’t join the fray within the next thirty minutes, this handful of souped-up fighters assisted by battle mages, archers, and perimeter soldiers would kill hundreds of townsfolk just on their own. Besides, the city guards led by the aristocrats were beginning to copy the mercenaries’ tactics, making forays through the gaps in the perimeter. They were a far cry from the team of professionals, but their opponents weren’t anything special, so there’d be a lot more corpses on the ground shortly. 
 
      
 
    As I glanced over the crowd that was being slaughtered once again, I tensed, seeing a familiar figure in the milling throng. The painfully thin girl immediately disappeared behind the backs of the grown-ups, and I couldn’t see her again, no matter how hard I tried. But now I knew that at least Saafi was alive. 
 
      
 
    However, if I kept on playing the part of an idle observer on the rooftop, I might see her get murdered before too long. That was likely, since the mercenaries didn’t spare anyone, exterminating old people, children, and even pregnant women in an equally cruel way. 
 
      
 
    I still couldn’t see the whole picture, but such horrendous and indiscriminate cruelty made no sense at all. I couldn’t believe that all these poor people got in the way of the ruling family in any way significant enough to warrant a modicum of such inhumane measures. What I was seeing represented a blatant manifestation of the darkest and ugliest facets of human soul that could never be excused. 
 
      
 
    Danto and the rest were gripped by madness. They must have gone bonkers as a result of the stress caused by the drawn-out siege. I couldn’t believe anything like this could be the result of long and meticulous planning. But be it as it may, I knew one thing for certain: if I didn’t think of something, this slaughter wouldn’t end anytime soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Hero of the Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    I could only see three ways of either stopping the carnage or making the killers and the victims swap places. 
 
      
 
    The first was to get the steppe armies involved. 
 
      
 
    The second was to organize the crowd or provide it with something tangible that would help it get organized quickly and efficiently. 
 
      
 
    The third was to attempt something on my own. 
 
      
 
    I knew it from books that some parts of Rock were urbanized more heavily than any medieval city on Earth. But even the capitals of relatively powerful countries often looked like overgrown villages. A typical flyblown medieval city like Clonassis was a place where a three-story building was considered a skyscraper. Someone who could see in the night as well and as far as I could glean a large amount of detail. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I struck out the first option instantly. Apparently, what had happened to the gate caught the attackers unawares. They took over the rubble and didn’t hurry to get any deeper. It might be that, according to Ingarmet’s plan, this attack was a feint aimed at drawing the city defenders’ attention away from the main strike. There had to be some explanation to the fact that the attackers’ artillery didn’t bombard this part of the fortification all that intensely. So now they had to adapt to a completely new situation, and that process was far from easy. Even a disciplined army of this size was difficult enough to coordinate, and the task became even more difficult at night. Besides, the semi-savage steppe dwellers didn’t strike me as a disciplined contingent. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, I could do nothing to make Ingarmet’s army come here faster. I wasn’t even sure they wouldn’t attack the rebels in the heat of the battle once they were done with the mercenaries and the rest. 
 
      
 
    The second option was very similar to the first. I didn’t have a clue about how to control this anthill on fire. A rousing speech wouldn’t work—the din would drown it out, and I didn’t have any oratorical talents anyway. Besides, provocative speeches in plain sight and earshot of a squad of mages and archers didn’t seem like a prudent idea. 
 
      
 
    This left me with the third option, which meant I’d have to risk my own hide again. But how would I face such a force without taking any risks, anyway? 
 
      
 
    I turned around and stared at the Shadow of Necros with some doubt. My assistant turned out to be an ideal mount for riding across the rooftops of a medieval city. Moreover, I finally began learning the extended set of functions for controlling such a complex wraith. And I had now invested a few spheres in the development of its climbing and shapeshifting abilities. 
 
      
 
    I’d have liked to invest more, but, unfortunately, my hidden receptacles had a limited volume. I filled them up with loot almost to the brim back in the Grove so that I’d have enough to open several Circles of Power with full attribute embodiments. I didn’t have enough space left for maximum development of talents and states. Spheres were even less useful to me then; I didn’t need them to address the problem at hand, so they were the first thing I sacrificed. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, I did manage to get something from fighting mercenaries and engineers, and I put this loot to good use. It sufficed to help the Shadow of Necros learn how to grow something like a long and thin tail, or, rather, a tentacle. The wraith could shoot it forward in mid-leap to grab at some support and give itself a good tug, which would propel it even further. Or it could be used as a climbing rope for dragging its body up quickly. Alternatively, it could hold on to something behind it, and if the leap turned out unsuccessful, it would act as a safety line that would let the wraith return to its initial position.  
 
      
 
    Given the length of the tentacle, the skill was really useful. But why didn’t I invest the spheres in something else that would be of more use in battle, one might ask? 
 
      
 
    The reason was simple: my main weapon was my head. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to my friend Beko, I now had another constant companion that had nothing to do with necromancy. It was good old greed—or, rather, the aversion to leaving anything of value behind—which prevented me from burning all the jugs with the incendiary chemical I had found at the catapults. I took three of them with me. The substance could definitely come handy in the middle of an all-out war, such as this one. Checking the safety instructions, which were clearly posted on the side of the jugs, I learned that they could be safely dropped from great heights, used in lieu of hammers, have their sides drilled, crushed with heavy weights, or thrown into a fire. Nothing untoward would happen. The contents were only activated when one unscrewed the cap, which acted as a detonator in a conventional explosive, such as TNT. If one failed to follow the rules, the jug would just go to waste. But if one unscrewed the cap the way it was supposed to be done, the clock would start ticking. Or the fuse would start burning—whichever metaphor one preferred. The contends would then have to be promptly poured onto a large piece of limestone or diluted with a thickener, to be used like napalm. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I placed the jugs in my backpack without any worries whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    Finding a piece of limestone in a city where it was one of the main construction materials was not going to be a problem. I simply sent the Shadow of Necros into the ruins of the nearest building destroyed by the catapults and ordered it to bring back a few heavy chunks. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t been stored in a dark place or sprayed with salt water. I wasn’t planning to use a catapult, so some of the standard routine could be disregarded. 
 
      
 
    With all of the ingredients in place, I began watching the troop of mercenaries intently. This group kept a compact formation and represented the most serious threat. The fact that they had killed considerably more rebels than anyone else attested to that. Not to mention that it was well in line with my own experience fighting them in the dungeon—an encounter I had barely survived. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The main part of my plan now involved the wraith. I had to try my damnedest to avoid being seen, or at least seen in its close vicinity for too long. I could probably make this unusual creature look like a tame elemental or a magical construct, but I’d have to learn how to use the masking skill to conceal my assistant’s true nature. I hoped that with the hefty bonuses I had received for opening the Circles of Power I would not only be able to hide my personal information, but also fake the provenance of my undead associates, staunchly frowned upon by the local society that they were. 
 
      
 
    But it was a risk all right. Too many people had gathered here, and there was a strong chance some of the mercenaries were paying enough attention and possessed rare talents. I managed to dispatch the boldest and most dangerous ones in the dungeons really quickly, so they had no time to spend on a close study of the details. There was a lot more room here, and plenty of opportunities to run away, and then tell everyone about the exploits of a strange necromancer lad with a highly unusual wraith at his command. Even though I hadn’t planned on staying here long, it would not be prudent to leave such conspicuous traces of my activity. It would make for a riveting tale—the kind one doesn’t forget easily. Rumors would spread, and who knew where they might be heard, or by whom? 
 
      
 
    The mercenaries didn’t stay put while I had these thoughts running through my head. They would break into the crowd through one gap in the perimeter, quickly slaughter anyone too slow to get out of their way, then retreat behind the soldiers’ backs, refresh their boosts, move to another gap, and repeat the assault. It rarely took more than three or four minutes. They changed position all the time.  
 
      
 
    Soon they appeared just where I wanted them to be, predictably enough—right under the raised aqueduct that descended from the top of the water tower. It was a large-diameter ceramic pipe that led to a brick furrow at a slight angle. There was a time it was used to fill individual building tanks in the street leading towards Hightown. But the quarter fell on hard times then, and the system stopped working, so people had to go to dubious wells (or an even more dubious canal) with buckets. However, if my eyes played no tricks on me, the structure itself was still solid and would suit my purposes. 
 
      
 
    A very long time ago, in my actual childhood, other children and I used to have a lot of fun indulging in a simple enough activity. We’d tie a rope to a branch of a tree overhanging the nearby river, with a sturdy stick tied to its other end. We’d grab the stick with both hands, accelerate and fly over the steep riverbank. The rope would swing like a pendulum, and we’d let go of the stick upon reaching the highest elevation point. This was followed by an unguided flight with a spectacular splashdown. Some of us managed to make it as far as the center of the river. 
 
      
 
    We called this simple construction “Tarzan’s vine” in honor of the famed character that used vines in the jungle to move from tree to tree. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, there were no trees in Clonassis, but I was lucky enough to have a perfect alternative to the branch overhanging the water at my disposal. I waited so long for a reason, trying not to think that each minute of delay cost dozens of lives, and some of those killed could be the people I owed a debt to. 
 
      
 
    But the moment finally came. Once the group changed its position again, it placed itself almost directly underneath the pipe, which I chose as the support for the “Tarzan’s vine” I was planning to make. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    If some thief climbed onto the roof at this moment, they’d expire of a heart attack at once, and the intimidating appearance of the Shadow of Necros would have nothing to do with it. The blob of darkness was currently about three hundred feet away from me, on the roof of the building across the street. 
 
      
 
    No, the thief would keel over upon seeing the incredible wealth arranged in neat piles on the dusty tiles. I had just emptied my main hidden receptacle completely, placing everything I could in the second receptacle I kept inside of it—the weaker one I had once received from Stubs as a token of goodwill in our potential collaboration. Unfortunately, I could not keep two active receptacles “inside” at once. I could only hang the other one outside for everyone to see. But this option was fraught with danger. All the books I read advised against it. It was considered an extremely risky option. 
 
      
 
    Why was that? I had no idea. These things were difficult enough to understand in general. A person was supposed to use a single receptacle. That was ORDER’s original plan, and veering away from this simple scheme was potentially problematic. Therefore, I didn’t even attempt anything like that. 
 
      
 
    I was about to commit an act of aggression that could result in many victims. That meant I risked to repeat the dire fate of Popping Hop for the umpteenth time. 
 
      
 
    The situation could be amended by the use of a simple item that could be assigned the role of an auxiliary external receptacle of loot. Once the hidden receptacle filled up, the loot would start accumulating there instead of my mouth. However, things were far from simple in this scenario, too. ORDER could not be told to dump the extra loot into a dirty backpack. I’d need a proper storage container, such as the bag of extremely expensive silk I had received from my mother. ORDER acknowledged it readily. However, its capacity was negligible, given the amount of loot I received. I didn’t manage to find anything better. Stubs brought a few similar ones over, but experiments with them either failed or didn’t succeed every time. 
 
      
 
    I should try to get a similar bag, I thought—only about three hundred times bigger. I doubted that my mother’s gift was unique. There must have been more bags of this sort out there somewhere. 
 
      
 
    I wondered whether I should simply try buying similar fabric and giving it to a tailor somewhere to make me a nice-looking bag that could hold a hundredweight of cargo. I also wondered what such a craftsman would think of me upon receiving the order. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, I did not have a sufficiently large extra bag, which was why I had to unload as much stuff as I could as quickly as possible.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t think any chimneysweeps would venture here in such troubled times, and I was pretty sure there were no sentient flying creatures in Clonassis that would come over to inspect the treasure. Therefore, the risk of getting robbed was really low. Still, I’d need to return quickly. Leaving so much valuable stuff out in the open was tempting fate. 
 
      
 
    Controlling the wraith from a distance of three hundred feet would be really easy, provided all the moves I’d need to make were simple. I started experimenting with controlling the creatures of Death remotely back in the dungeon under the trading post, where I had been thrown to be devoured by Krah after they severed my tendons. Fortunately, the Shadow of Necros wasn’t drastically different from my earlier assistants in this respect. Its limbs were just as uncomfortable to use as theirs, or at least I didn’t notice much difference. Still, I didn’t have to control it as it walked or jumped. My task was really primitive. 
 
      
 
    The cap left the narrow neck of the jug, twisted off by the awkward black finger-like appendages. The wraith tipped it over carefully, pouring the viscous substance onto a block of shell limestone. Upon reaching the surface, the goo didn’t spread, apparently soaking the stone as if it were a sponge. The acid-green substance became opaque as a result, luminous bubbles beginning to appear on its surface, their size and numbers increasing rapidly. 
 
      
 
    I stared down through the Shadow’s eyes and saw that the mercenaries who had been attacking the crowd in front of the line of soldiers began retreating behind it. But before they changed position, to reemerge in front of a different section of the line, most of the warriors in black would gather momentarily around the group of mages, the way they had done every time before. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, the hardest and most important phase would begin now. The wraith would have to perform a circus trick, and, alas, I wouldn’t be able to help it. Nothing good would come of my plan if I maintained direct control over the creature. I was merely a man, and people just cannot handle long tentacles shooting out of their bodies—for the simple reason that they don’t have any. I should have been born an octopus, but one doesn’t get to choose one’s parents. 
 
      
 
    The wraith’s shapeless paws grabbed the block of shell limestone that had been turned into a bomb, Upon receiving its final instructions, the creature jumped to the edge of the roof, turned around, and, without waiting for another moment, galloped towards the opposite edge, accelerating rapidly and making fragments of low-quality tiles splash in every direction as it went. 
 
      
 
    The Shadow of Necros had always been good at long leaps, and this one was one of its best. It hurled itself really far. As it started to descend, the wraith used its new talent, throwing its tentacle forward, as if wielding a whip. As soon as it reached the pipe leading to the furrow, the appendage coiled around it instantly. 
 
      
 
    The “Tarzan’s vine” gave the Shadow’s main body a mighty tug. Now the wraith had to throw the rock as far up as it could, allowing the tentacle to carry it forward, towards the far end of the furrow. Once it reached the highest point of its trajectory, the wraith would let go and fall right onto the cobbled pavement, getting some cover from the building. 
 
      
 
    My assistant would inevitably lose some of its durability in the process, but I didn’t worry too much about it, knowing how strong and tough it was. 
 
      
 
    I was worried about something else. While the stone was falling onto the group of mercenaries, the wraith would have to get as far away as it could, lest it find itself buried under a pile of rubble. It would be hard for it to escape from underneath it, and the chances that the building made of fragile stone would collapse after a nearby explosion were rather high. Split seconds would decide everything. If the Shadow of Necros managed to propel itself into the air once again, moving further down the street, everything would end well. 
 
      
 
    However, all my reasoning and planning was extraneous. I was just straining my mind unnecessarily. My excellent plan fell through as the pipe cracked. It only looked sturdy; when it came down to business, the damn thing broke the very moment the tentacle went taut, placing the load of the Shadow of Necros on the old ceramic structure. 
 
      
 
    The “branch” for “Tarzan’s vine” broke, and my assistant plummeted right onto the mages together with the rock that started to produce greenish sparks.  
 
      
 
    I managed to jump away from the roof ledge, crouching as I went and opening my mouth until my jaw popped; one had to think about protecting one’s eardrums. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash illuminating the entire city, and the bang that hit my ears was nearly as loud as that of Destroyer used at point blank range in a confined space. 
 
      
 
    Attention! The Shadow of Necros has lost all of its durability points. 
 
      
 
    As it often happened in difficult situations, my mind displayed ORDER’s notification to me whether I wanted it to or not instead of just hinting at new information received. Unfortunately, it said nothing about me, even though I must have lost some of my own good health as well. My hope that the roof ledge would protect me from the shockwave turned out to be incorrect. I got hit hard—my chest hurt and my knees were wobbly. 
 
      
 
    I engaged my healing talent automatically, delved into ORDER, materialized the hidden receptacle and poured a bunch of new loot out of it. It filled more than a tenth of the receptacle’s substantial volume. The mercenaries who had all been high-level fighters got hit a lot worse than me, but that was hardly unexpected. 
 
      
 
    An extra sense only necromancers had drew my attention to a black blob at the edge of the roof. It was as if someone had splashed tar over it. However, I knew it wasn’t tar without thinking twice about it. Of its own accord, my hand was already hastily opening the complex talent management menu. I had to hide the Shadow of Necros. It was really impressive even in its current underdeveloped state. I was sure that if I upgraded the wraith the right way, it would even be able to survive an explosion like this next time. Still, that was something to take care of in the future, and right now I had the present to think about. 
 
      
 
    I rose and stared at where the mercenaries stood just a moment before. Their position was now obscured by thick billows of smoke, but I managed to see what really mattered. There was a sizeable crater where the wraith had fallen, next to a pile of rubble, which was all that remained of the water tower. There was a halberd sticking out of the debris vertically like a ship’s mast without a sail. 
 
      
 
    Further on, where the smoke did not hamper my view, I could see dozens of perimeter soldiers lying on the ground. Some twitched, trying to rise futilely, but quite a few of them didn’t look all that battle-worthy anymore. Assuming the situation was similar behind the veil of smoke, at least a hundred city guards must have been hit really hard. I didn’t think many of them were dead, but at least some had to be seriously wounded. Even those with a slight concussion would be out of commission for a while.  
 
      
 
    However, I was more concerned about the mercenaries. Although I didn’t see a single one yet, I had no doubts that given their survival skills, some of them weren’t fatally wounded. And if the men in black got enough time to regroup, the ones still left standing would gather and be ready to meet me. 
 
      
 
    Judging by what I had seen earlier, those were the mercenary corps’ best fighters. Their quarters must have been in some comfortable parts of the castle rather than in the dungeon barracks. They were the elite, after all.  
 
      
 
    So in all likelihood, I’d be taking a substantial risk. The surviving choice fighters would be up and running again before long, and focusing their attention on me. And the Shadow of Necros was no longer of any immediate use. Talk about “unpleasantries”! 
 
      
 
    I didn’t let myself linger for another minute. Even though I was swaying from side to side, with blood in my ears, the surviving mercenaries would be much worse for the wear. I knew I should take care of them before they managed to come to their senses. 
 
      
 
    Getting off the roof turned out to be harder than I expected. There was no fire escape, and I wasn’t much of a climber without my wraith. I didn’t account for that. 
 
      
 
    Once I got to the ground, I darted for the crater, Destroyer in my left hand and Reaper in my right. There was some movement in the cracked ground amidst the thick billows of alchemical smoke, which didn’t bode well. I saw a flicker, as if someone lit up a blue string of Christmas lights for a moment. Even though I could only see a small part of the picture, I instantly realized what that was. 
 
      
 
    I was seeing an Elemental shield. Which meant at least one of the mages survived where my superwraith had lost all of its durability in a second. The mercenary must have had some extremely effective protection—so strong that I didn’t risk using Destroyer as I approached. If a blast failed to have any effect, I would have just wasted a charge and announced to everyone around that the alchemical explosion was only the beginning. And the chances that the ancient weapon wouldn’t succeed were high. I was about to face a truly formidable enemy. In fact, I failed to understand what a fighter like that was even doing in a mercenary squad that was anything but elite. Not that I was an expert, but you didn’t have to be one; even a commoner with his head screwed on right would realize a fighter like that belonged in a serious army. There was just not enough money in this less-then-flourishing city that lived off trading in poorly-processed hides to attract specialists of this level. 
 
      
 
    It was possible that I was a lot stronger than him all in all, but not everything in Rock could be measured in numbers. If the mage had deadly talents at his disposal, he could easily snuff me out with a single successful attack. You could only protect yourself from cutthroats like him by using counter-talents in due time, and I didn’t have enough to withstand a lengthy assault. Besides, I had to remember that more foes could arrive any moment. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I had to make sure he wouldn’t be able to use anything from his arsenal. 
 
      
 
    I prayed to all the higher powers for my talents—all the points in their hundreds and thousands—to help me stay unnoticed long enough to launch an attack of my own. I sped up, keeping my head low as I ran. Mimicry was nice and good, but one should not disregard simpler methods, either. The lower a figure, the higher the chance that it would remain unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    Smoke hid everything from view for a moment—it was like facing a wall. I didn’t stop as I passed the all-obscuring pall and saw my target in front of me. A man in black armor was kneeling amidst the rubble from the rocks that had fallen onto him, desperately trying to remove a deformed helmet off his head. The blue lights that had served me as beacons as I sped through the smoke like a ship in thick fog kept running across his metal cuirass. He may have been wearing artifact armor, which was so expensive that the mercenary and the fact of his very presence here became even more of a mystery. So strong and so rich. What could he have forgotten in this godforsaken place? Was he addicted to the smell of poorly-curried hides? I could think of no reason for a high-flyer like that to be in such a backwater as Clonassis. 
 
      
 
    The helmet came off his head right as I was swinging my arm for a strike. I didn’t change my plans—why would I? The enemy had just made my task simpler. I wouldn’t have to drive Reaper through the opening in his helmet—the entire head was now an unprotected target. 
 
      
 
    I struck. And instead of going right through the skull, Reaper bounced off the skin like I was trying to cut a pumped-up tire with a plastic toy sword. Bluish sparks flickered for a moment as if a faint sparkler was set off at the point of impact. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t give up and swung again very lightly, in a hurry to reach my target. God only knew what talent was protecting this guy, but I had no doubt it wouldn’t work forever. I had to attack again to wear out the shield; waiting for it to stop working on its own would take precious time. So I made another try. 
 
      
 
    Again, to now avail. The foe that had just looked stunned and demoralized wriggled out in a split second and grabbed my hand, twisting it in a masterfully performed move I had never seen before. In another second he’d dislocate it completely, breaking my elbow joint, with all my strength and all my nocturnal bonuses being insufficient to withstand such a powerful onslaught. 
 
      
 
    However, I refrained from flexing the endangered limb. I just swung with my left arm. Using Destroyer in close-quarters was unwieldy—unlike Reaper, it needed a good swing. But I managed. And I landed a good hit. The ribbed end made a wet whacking sound as it hit the skull near the temple. This time there were no sparks and no invisible barrier that would make the weapon bounce away. The shield was off, for some reason. Destroyer’s steel rib went right through the skin and cracked the skull, pushing its fragments into the brain. 
 
      
 
    Instead of dropping down dead or unconscious, the mercenary gave a soft yelp, but kept on holding my hand in his grip. But he froze for a moment, as if forgetting how and in what direction to twist it. 
 
      
 
    I hit with Destroyer again—not as forcefully, but with enough oomph for any normal person to lose consciousness. Then I twisted a little, and threw my entire body forward, pushing the enemy onto the ground and falling on top of him. 
 
      
 
    The mercenary was nothing like a normal person, obviously enough. He started twitching and tried to get me in the eye with one of his outspread five fingers. But I moved my face away, my mouth now in the way of his index finger, and then I bit on it hard enough for the bonne to crack. Immediately, I felt the salty taste of blood in my mouth. I took another swing, a proper one this time, and whacked him with Destroyer again.  
 
      
 
    There was a cracking sound, and blood spurted into my face. The enemy wheezed while I kept on hitting, again and again, without slowing down, counting blows, or wasting time on swinging properly. I only stopped after getting that special feeling of a large portion of loot landing in my hidden receptacle. 
 
      
 
    I backed away from the mutilated body, spitting out the severed finger, and doubled down in excruciating pain; an arrow came from behind the veil of smoke, driving itself deep into my stomach, while another one hit me under my collarbone immediately afterwards. 
 
      
 
    I cursed my chain mail. The Primordial Temple could have given me something better than this shabby excuse for protective gear that offered no protection at all. Any archer could shoot right through it. The rings were too wide to deflect narrow metal arrowheads.  
 
      
 
    I fell to the ground and activated Stone Flesh. It consumed energy by the ton but offered good protection from simple ranged attacks. Another arrow hit me in the shoulder, hard enough for me to feel it, but it didn’t manage to pierce my body, bouncing right off it. 
 
      
 
    I turned around to see two mercenaries holding bows. Both looked like they’d been through a wringer and handled their weapons without their usual skill, but they still managed to shoot me twice. They must have been the only ones left of the second group that followed the mages.  
 
      
 
    I aimed Destroyer and fired three times. My hands shook, and the targets were almost completely obscured by the smoke, so I saw no reason to save charges. 
 
      
 
    These fighters had nothing to protect them from raw power. Both got swept away. 
 
      
 
    Driving Reaper into the ground, breathing heavily, I used a healing talent on myself. Then I gripped the arrow that got stuck in my stomach, held my breath, clenched my teeth—and pulled! 
 
      
 
    In one swift motion, the arrow was out of my body, but I kept screaming nonetheless, like a wounded beast that I was. 
 
      
 
    The talent was no panacea. The pain was unbearable. I didn’t understand how I didn’t faint. 
 
      
 
    A gust of sea breeze blew away the smoke, and I saw a group of those blue blood wannabes with expensive weapons and armor moving in my direction. I decided against tugging at the second arrow. If I fainted, Danto and the rest of them would be overjoyed by such a pleasant surprise. 
 
      
 
    They could eat shit and die. 
 
      
 
    I nearly howled in pain as I started to rise. The chain mail pressed on the arrow, which felt singularly unpleasant. But I had to bear it nevertheless. 
 
      
 
    The fat man in shining armor led the procession like an icebreaker ship followed by a fleet of freighters along a freshly ice-free channel. I suspected that was the city’s top hog hurrying down to get me. 
 
      
 
    Danto the Fourth himself. What an honor… 
 
      
 
    I aimed Destroyer at this most conspicuous of targets, made the focus narrower than average, and started firing one shot after another. My first one missed. The second only made the fat guy jerk a little. That was a pity—the bastard clearly had some protection. And I lacked the skill and experience required to fathom just how it worked. I was no fighter—I was a weirdo. An unlikely character with incredibly high base stats that needed a lot of development. But where would I find the time? It seemed as though I was doing everything on the run these days. 
 
      
 
    Danto held up fine, but his coterie had no protection. A few charges mowed them all down better than a scythe cut grass. Only the ones furthest away stood some chance of surviving. But they got hit hard, too; some of them wouldn’t be able to fight anymore. Ever. 
 
      
 
    The fat man, though was a fighter, and a dangerous one. Overweight people weren’t cripples. In certain situations some of them could outperform their lighter and more agile counterparts. This one was trying to use weight to his advantage, speeding towards me like a battering ram. He must have been planning to knock me down and trample upon me, which was the only explanation I could think of for why Danto, or whatever his name was, still held his sword down, his hand relaxed. 
 
      
 
    As I was watching him come closer, feeling wearily calm, I raised Destroyer and let loose another blast. But this time I was aiming at the ground in front of the accelerating fat man. The ground didn’t use amulets or talents to defend itself. Why would it? It was not like anyone ever tried to fight it. But that was before I came along. 
 
      
 
    The blast of sheer power contained in a narrowly focused beam turned a few hundred pounds of soil under Danto’s feet to dust. The fat man’s protection did not help with keeping him upright in any way. Having lost his balance, he went straight into the shallow crater in front of him, predictably enough. He simply didn’t seem to have enough Agility to jump over it, and anyway, his excess weight was now clearly working against him. All denizens of Rock got from ORDER was certain multipliers affecting their natural proclivities, which they usually developed by the time they reached the first Degree of Enlightenment. Afterwards, those needed to be developed using traditional methods and training—not unlike on Earth. And an absolute zero remained a zero even if one multiplied it by a million. 
 
      
 
    I kept on howling in pain as I bent a little, slid my hand down Reaper’s handle for a better grip, darted towards Danto with a speed I didn’t expect of myself in that condition—and swung Destroyer like a simple mace. The helmet rang like a muted bell from the heavy blow, and the fat man, who had been trying to rise, went down again. 
 
      
 
    I dropped to one knee next to him and drove Reaper underneath the rim of his helmet. There were no unpleasant surprises this time around—the blade didn’t encounter any amulet-generated shields and went deep into his head. I twisted it around, turning Danto’s brain into a bloody mush. 
 
      
 
    There was no such thing as absolute protection. Whatever shield the aristocrat was using could not defend him against the magic weapon. 
 
      
 
    Without pausing for a second, I gripped the arrow at last, giving it a sharp tug. It came out with an already familiar flash of pain, and my howl was almost as loud as the recent explosion. But I didn’t get as lucky this time. The shaft came out without the arrowhead, which had gotten stuck in the wound. That meant I’d have to undergo a painful surgery, and I wouldn’t be able to perform it on myself. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, my healing talents weren’t advanced enough to get foreign objects out of my body even after the Primordial Temple. However, the pain from the arrowhead in my flesh was less intense than it had been with the shaft attached to it. And the chain mail’s movements did not move the shaft around anymore, making me feel like screaming every second. I rose and managed to look around with hardly any tears blurring my vision this time.  
 
      
 
    For some reason, the first direction I looked in was the Rotten Wall. I saw that the Ribbons and the rest of the criminal riffraff were getting a trashing. The people, desperate and hemmed in from all directions, decided that defense was weakest from the side of the wall, and pressed on with considerable success. 
 
      
 
    Relatively well-organized centers of resistance began to appear. There were few of them so far, but enough to cause problems for the two-bit gang members. 
 
      
 
    I took stock of the environs, little by little. Amazingly enough, “our guys” looked like they were winning here, too. The demise of the mercenaries and the ensuing slaughter of the nobles changed the balance of power in a big way. The morale was affected considerably as well; some got heartened, while others found it was their turn to despair. Guards and regular fighters were getting pummeled with increasing confidence. They got mobbed, knocked down, trampled upon, kicked, hit with whatever items were at hand, disarmed, and stripped of their armor hastily. 
 
      
 
    A few figures in black still tried to fight back. Hardly any of them survived unscathed, but they managed to join forces in two places, forming local centers of resistance. Even though there were a great deal more rebels than the clan’s hired swords remaining, the former still could not do anything about them. The pros would quickly slaughter anyone brave enough to approach them, and the rest milled about at a safe distance, biding time by hurling insults and not quite sure what else to do. 
 
      
 
    I limped and yelped with almost every step as I reached a body in black I’d noticed nearby a little earlier. I crouched, howling once again as pain flared up in my stomach, grabbed a bow and a quiver, and stood up again. 
 
      
 
    Then I started sending arrows into the two groups of mercenaries, one after another. They were all close enough, the bow was excellent, and the mercenaries’ armor did not have too many solid plates. Those protected well by the steel of their helmets and cuirasses got arrows in their legs. If metal wasn’t a problem, I’d get them in the torso. 
 
      
 
    I may have been self-taught, but I was a good shot, and I could shoot fast. Besides, my archer’s talent was developed to an impressive enough extent, which allowed me to pierce certain defensive talents, as well as leather and chain armor. Not all kinds, obviously, but I didn’t encounter any problems now. My wounds caused me some discomfort, though—the arrowhead under my collarbone reacted to every shot with a twinge of excruciating pain, making me yell time and again. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t say I was particularly impressed by the results. My talents notwithstanding, and even though I managed to hit my mark every time, only one arrow out of five did any tangible harm. And I didn’t wound anyone fatally. However, I did get one of them out of commission completely, and gave two more reasons to slow down. 
 
      
 
    A black figure separated from one of the groups, easily clearing a path through the surrounding indecisive rebels with swings of his two swords. The warrior ran towards me, realizing I was the main threat at the moment. If they let me have my fun unhindered, both groups would sustain enough damage in a couple of minutes for the mob to finish them off easily. 
 
      
 
    That mercenary was good. Very good indeed. I watched him move easily through the crowd with some admiration. Bodies fell, chopped into pieces, including a few severed heads and limbs. A strong warrior he was indeed, and of a high rank. Apparently, a lot of time and money was invested in his training and development. I thought it was time to grab Destroyer. I wouldn’t be able to reach someone as agile with my bow—he had already dodged three of my arrows easily. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t have to resort to my ancient weapon. This fighter was good, but he shouldn’t have ventured out alone like that. Not every rebel was timid and confused. I had already noticed small, well-coordinated groups that knew what they were doing, and one of those got in the way of the mercenary with two swords. 
 
      
 
    A club flickered out of nowhere in the midst of a bunch of civilians, fleeing in panic, all of them, and it fell in front of the charging warrior like a barrier suddenly going down at a border checkpoint. Apparently, the man didn’t expect anything of the kind, seeing how he stumbled and fell. To his credit, the mercenary reacted immediately and rolled sideways, getting ready to jump back to his feet again. But it was not to be: someone threw an old fishing net over him, and while the mercenary was thrashing about and trying to remove the fetters, a stocky bearded figure appeared behind his back. With obvious gusto and much precision, the newcomer delivered a sharp and practiced blow with a narrow plank of wood—hard enough to drive the massive iron nail at its end deep into the warrior’s neck. 
 
      
 
    The blow looked familiar, and I immediately recalled having already seen the owner of this seemingly unimpressive poor man’s weapon earlier. 
 
      
 
    Bodkin pulled the plank out of the wound easily and froze for a moment, staring at me. Then he gave me a casual salute with his unassuming but deadly implement. He turned around and started towards the nearest group of mercenaries who were beginning to succumb to the mob after their best man had left their ranks in his futile attempt to get to me. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the bow once again, but when I tried to pull the bowstring it hurt so much that my legs buckled underneath me and I dropped down to my knees, howling in anguish. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you screaming like a lecherous cat that’s being castrated?” I heard a familiar female voice above me. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head with an effort, barely recognizing Kooba’s silhouette in front of me. 
 
      
 
    “What… What are you doing here?” The words were coming out of my mouth, but I could hardly hear them. The aftereffects of the blast and the pain shock came down on me all at once. My hearing apparatus wasn’t having the best of days. 
 
      
 
    “I was showing Ingarmet’s fools a road around the canal,” Kooba replied. “And as I was heading back, who do I see but you, looking so pretty out here in the open.” 
 
      
 
    “Ingarmet’s people? They’re here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, your master’s people. They came from behind the gate.” 
 
      
 
    I gave a wry grin. It didn’t look like much, but at least I tried. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to believe me, of course. But even though I do know Ingarmet, he’s not my master, and I’m not his spy.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Kooba long to reply. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you know him, don’t you? Well, at least you stopped lying about one thing.” She looked around, and her eyes focused on the mass of torn and broken bodies. “What happened here? A catapult hit?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that…” I muttered, thankful to all my Degrees of Enlightenment for the fact that I was receiving less loot now. Had I remained a zero, my mouth would definitely pop. “Uh, Kooba, where’s the kids? I’ve seen some of them in the crowd. They shouldn’t even be there. We’ve got to get them out.” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, will you? You’re not going anywhere. It’s all over. Wait for a healer. The steppe-dwellers are here at last, and they won’t touch any of ours. They might be savage, but they’re not stupid. They can tell our guys from the guards. And we’ll deal with the Ribbons and the Skulls by ourselves. No point in letting outsiders meddle.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to rise and nearly went down like a felled tree, moaning against my will. Then I remembered something. 
 
      
 
    “Wuster. Wuster the guard. He helped me and Saafi out. Back at the fountain. Kooba, if you can, help him, too. He’s likely to get killed, and I owe him one.” 
 
      
 
    The old woman looked at me very attentively and nodded. 
 
    “Ger, or whoever you really are. You know, you make an excellent debtor. You don’t forget to pay back. All right, sit here and don’t fret. They are unlikely to thump Wuster too hard, he’s an okay guy, but I’ll see to it personally. And I’ll try to find you a healer real quick. Ingarmet’s people must have one. They might as well treat their spy themselves.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The Steppe Hospitality 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    As I opened my eyes, I tensed for a moment, seeing a colorful surface fluttering above me. It wasn’t a log cabin’s ceiling, or the ancient stone of my island shelter in the Misty Moors, or even the branches of a fir tree overhanging a scout’s makeshift bed in the middle of the Grove. I was used to seeing all kinds of stuff above me waking up, but I still had to make my peace with this taut canopy of unusually tough silk. 
 
      
 
    However, my tension was fleeting at best. I instantly remembered everything and relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “Would Master Ger like his morning tea?” A melodious voice chirped at the foot of my luxurious bed. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head and saw Tia, standing next to me, fully clothed. Or was it Taya? Or Kaya? The last couple of days were intense and filled with all kinds of events, and this was compounded by a multitude of beautiful, uninhibited girls that Ingarmet’s servants sent in droves to attend to my every need. The steppe hospitality was the fondest dream of any straight young man. 
 
      
 
    I looked to my left, and then to my right. Sure enough, there was a girl on either side of me in bed, both of them in their natural, unadorned splendor. Even the one offering me tea was dressed rather skimpily, the fabric of her light tunic looking more like cheesecloth and totally failing to conceal the young lady’s voluptuous shapes. 
 
      
 
    The pause drew out. I was slow in the mornings, and for a good reason, what with Ingarmet’s in-your-face hospitality. Not that I was complaining, of course. A young body, chock-full of hormones, cannot but rejoice at the never ending sight of beautiful, willing maidens. Even my recent hardships were now but a fleeting memory. The only problem was that all those beautiful girls were beautiful in exactly the same way, apparently in compliance with the steppe dwellers’ strict uniform standard: similar facial features, height, hairstyles, and total lack of any makeup. Their clothes were similar, too. Or, rather, an almost total lack thereof. But hey, didn’t I say I was not complaining? 
 
      
 
    Long story short, no matter how hard I tried, I still couldn’t recall this particular beauty’s name.  
 
      
 
    “Never mind that tea. I’d like my clothes. And some breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    I was so hungry that I was beginning to look at the girls that shared my bed last night with an interest that was closer to gastronomical than erotic.  
 
      
 
    My wounds didn’t bother me much anymore. For the most part, I disregarded what the rather mediocre steppe healers had to offer and took care of myself using my own talent. All I needed help with was removing the arrowhead, and a simple vet could do that. Still, I was given the royal treatment and had no reasons to complain. There weren’t any anesthetics, but one of the healers attending to me had a handy painkilling talent, so I didn’t suffer much. 
 
      
 
    What I had gone through in the Primordial Temple and then later, when I was escaping from the prison castle, affected me even worse than the concussion and the two arrows I got at the outskirts of Rotten Bottom. However, apart from being attended to by a squad of nubile maidens, Ingarmet’s hospitality involved a high-calorie diet with an abundance of spices, which was the best treatment for any possible ailment. Even though the excesses of the steppe hospitality kept me awake half the night, my body was still restoring rapidly. 
 
      
 
    I did in fact owe a debt of gratitude to my age and the bonuses from the Circles of Power. I healed faster than any dog. And I’d be in tip-top shape already if I didn’t slow myself down of my own volition. Whenever I stayed alone for a while, I kept working on developing my talents, and that taxed my body substantially, slowing down my recuperation. 
 
      
 
    And yet there was nothing else I could do since I had great plans involving my talents. In the best-case scenario I’d max them all out, and then start filling the empty slots with new talents. I didn’t touch them for the time being since the strain would grow exponentially. I had already added so much to what I had previously, and in such a short period, that any new element provoked a negative reaction on the part of ORDER. I really needed to give my body some rest so that it could get better used to the changes. 
 
      
 
    But rest and me weren’t exactly compatible. I needed to work. A lot. 
 
      
 
    Thus, my voracity was explained by something other than spending too much time in bed with the local beauties. I just needed food, and lots of it. I was in a constant state of overload. I’d need to slow down—considerably so. 
 
      
 
    Still, was there any reason to slow down? I was safe for the time being. Relatively safe, of course, but there was nothing to fear. No matter what Ingarmet might think, after having sworn fealty to me he’d be more likely to drown himself than to hurt me in any way. And since he was the head honcho here, I could relax a little.  
 
      
 
    However, I doubted that this period of peace would last long. My plan couldn’t wait. I couldn’t linger here much. It was time for me to move on. And I’d face new complications and new threats on my way. Conditions wouldn’t be remotely as favorable as now, and I’d have to forget about proper development. 
 
      
 
    An unexpected thought flashed through my mind. What if I stayed here until the next year? It would be a colossal waste of time, but I had already waited for much longer, without anything fatal happening to me. Ingarmet would tolerate my presence for as long as it took—he simply wouldn’t be able to wriggle out of it. Thus, I’d always have excellent guards and the best food, as well as the ability to spend my nights in pleasant company. Any red-blooded teenager would pounce on such an opportunity. 
 
      
 
    And I could spend this entire year polishing my talents, practicing their use, and getting accustomed to them. I wouldn’t even need to hunt—there would be enough loot. Especially if I collected what I had left on that rooftop. 
 
      
 
    That was a very tempting prospect, but I decided against it. It wasn’t my brain speaking. My hormones and laziness were pulling me to the bottom. I had a plan, after all, and it was laid out in detail. I had been following it until now, and I would keep on following it. Every detail had been thought through. And the plan had no provisions for spending a whole year developing every available parameter to the max, even under such favorable conditions. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I found Ingarmet at Hightown’s central square. It was the largest space without any buildings in this part of Clonassis, its boundaries being Danto’s residence and the adjacent garden—the first place with trees that I saw here. There were mansions of the clan’s lesser members on the remaining three sides and the residences of privileged shudras. 
 
      
 
    However, those were shudras in name only. As far as I understood, Danto were aristocrats of such a puny caliber they couldn’t even accept the most basic and stripped-down oaths. The ritual they used to bring in new servants was a mere formality. Breach of contract would not lead to any inevitable dire repercussions. 
 
      
 
    The chieftain of the steppe tribes was sitting on a tall camp throne installed on a mobile platform strewn with luxurious carpets. The best military leaders, closest confidants, and most powerful khans sat on these carpets cross-legged. At the bottom, there were two perimeters of guards surrounding the platforms; those were carefully chosen from among the steppe leaders’ sons who had naively fancied themselves to be fully-fledged aristocracy. There was another double perimeter of guards around the square—regular fighters to a man, but all of them had distinguished themselves in battle in some way. There were no simple soldiers here. 
 
      
 
    An unassuming melody was heard coming from behind the throne, played by musicians concealed behind the platform. The horse handlers also kept the mounts of the steppe aristocracy there, including Ingarmet’s steed, I could already recognize him among the others. 
 
      
 
    The steppe warriors were languidly watching another show organized by their “entertainment team”. A heavy cart was brought to the square, with wheels hewn down to resemble unwieldy cogwheels. The cart got loaded with naked wives and daughters of the richest families of Clonassis, including minor lines of the Danto clan. The surviving heads of those families got harnessed and were ordered to pull the cart, urged on by the whips of two hunchbacks and a dwarf who made them take the cart around the square in circles. The uneven wheels made the cart jump and sway heavily from side to side. The passengers were almost falling out while their fathers and husbands drew them forth, covered in sweat and blood. 
 
      
 
    I winced at the sight. It wasn’t the least pleasant thing I had seen here, but the sight still wasn’t to my liking. 
 
      
 
    The guards from both perimeters hurried to make way for me as I approached. It only took a single incident for them to react to my presence so quickly when Ingarmet personally decapitated two warriors who had dallied for too long in his opinion. As I realized, those particular unfortunates weren’t chosen randomly—it was but another convenient way of getting rid of malcontents or to teach their families a harsh lesson. I played no part in any of these atrocities, but my mood still soured considerably. 
 
      
 
    Not that it had been that good to begin with. The closer I got to the square, the heavier my heart felt. Too many cruel things transpired here.  
 
      
 
    I only rejoiced at the fact that all those years ago I found myself inside the frail body of a scion of a nearly obliterated Rava clan and not anywhere in these steppes. It would be really tough for me here. People who always chose the cruelest option didn’t strike me as the best candidates for friendship. 
 
      
 
    But one didn’t choose friends. That was true for both the Earth and Rock. Right now, all the people gathered here were dear friends of mine, all of them breaking into obsequious smiles at my approach. Having reached an advanced age in such a harsh and nuanced environment, the khans couldn’t help noticing that Ingarmet was giving me a special treatment. They didn’t know the reason for it, but it didn’t prevent them from showing me signs of attention.  
 
      
 
    Upon seeing me, Ingarmet made a near-unheard-of gesture of honor at my approach: he rose from the throne, took a step down, and waved his hand. Servants who had appeared out of thin air spread a red carpet over the lowest step, covering it with velvet completely.  
 
      
 
    The chieftain pointed towards the makeshift bench. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down, my dear friend Ger. How do you feel today?” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I answered curtly, accepting the invitation.  
 
      
 
    Ingarmet sat down beside me, lazily watching the three henchmen whip the poor aristocrats that looked at the rest of the world down their noses as recently as a week ago. Occasional bursts of mirthful laughter from the khans and the rest of the posse indicated the high audience was enjoying itself just fine. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking of talking to you later,” Ingarmet said in a low voice. “That’s what I meant when I sent my request. I’m sorry you misunderstood me.” 
 
      
 
    “I understood everything correctly. Sorry, but I’m not in the habit of wasting time,” I answered in just as low a voice. “Is it necessary to subject them to this kind of treatment? Why don’t you just kill them?” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “My friend, who am I to order the steppe itself around? That’s our way of doing things. And it has always been this way. Those who joined me ascended. Those who didn’t get in my way lost nothing. As for these… Our land is like that, and there can be no other way. See how happy my people are? While these vultures rejoice like this, they won’t drive a dagger into my back. So why would I object to ancient customs?” 
 
      
 
    I already knew that Ingarmet wasn’t quite a typical child of the steppes as we had had a chance to converse at length. The ruler ended up in the East as a child when his mother, who had survived by miracle, was escaping her would-be killers. As a daughter of a mountain tribe’s chief who married one of the khans, she managed to find shelter there. Then she sent her son to civilized lands where he received a passable education and got experienced in ways that were quite extraordinary by the local standards. He also made some useful connections. All of it helped him exact his revenge on the enemies of his family upon his return. And he kept on ascending, without balking at bloodshed or betrayal, bending the people of the steppe to his will. His conquest of the peninsula was complete at last—Clonassis had fallen into his hands. 
 
      
 
    I spoke again, trying to look away from the cruel entertainment. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I understand, you’d like to revisit my releasing you from the oath??” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet moved his jaw this way and that. Then he nodded. 
 
      
 
    “This oath is a heavy weight upon me. Sometimes I regret not having chosen death over it. But I won’t ask. I am no fool, and I realize you have no reason to release me. It benefits you to have me under your will so that I’m unable to so much as think of raising a finger at you. I’d like to be able to accept such oaths myself…” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, what did you want to talk to me about?” I said, not quite understanding him. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want? What are your plans?” The chieftain asked me without delay. 
 
      
 
    “My plans are my plans. I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you about them. But don’t worry, I don’t intent to order you around in any way. Do whatever you want—wage war against the mountain tribes, since they’re the only ones left unconquered here, or opt for a peaceful life. You can safely disregard me. I’ll leave this place. I would have already left, but I don’t know how. Your people have burned all the ships in the harbor.” 
 
      
 
    “All the ships?” Ingarmet raised his eyebrow. “There were only two. You exaggerate.” 
 
      
 
    “Two ships are two ships,” I objected. “And your people burned both.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you intend to take them for yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not greedy. One would be quite enough. What’s the situation with the Chamooks? Could I charter one of their ships with a crew?” 
 
      
 
    “It will be hard to arrange things with them…” the chieftain said in a pensive drawl. 
 
      
 
    “I know that your relationship with them is far from simple. But, perhaps, there is an option or two?” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you have no idea just how far from simple things are between me and them. Take a look in the direction of the harbor. Can you see the smoke?” 
 
      
 
    I squinted, seeing but a couple of wisps of smoke on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    “I can barely see anything. What’s with the smoke?” 
 
      
 
    “There was a lot of fun while you slept, especially in the evening. I negotiated with the Chamooks who had been hunting merchants near the harbor. I gave them a feast in the harbor. Brought them gold and silver, and beautiful women. The Chamooks were very happy. They ate and drank in abundance. I treated them well, allowing them to enjoy life before I killed them all. It was a good death. Their ships were laden with their bodies and set on fire. They burned really well. But there’s hardly anything left of them. It’s a pity you missed it. That was a sight to behold.” 
 
      
 
    “But why burn ships?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “I understand your discontent, but this is our way. No one needs ships in the steppe, and the Chamooks’ heads have gotten too big. So they had to be punished. Anyway, Ger, how did you find the two sisters that Shutran Khan brought last night? Their mother is reported to be quite the seductress, and they took after her in their beauty and their character. Such high cheekbones and such narrow waists! Ideal maidens. Who could have thought that a simple encampment could conceal such gems? So, how did you like them?” 
 
      
 
    “Both sisters were amazing,” I said confidently, hoping I wouldn’t be asked about their names. “But, Ingarmet, I need to cross the sea, and I need to go fast. Are there no ships left at all? Could something be arranged—anything at all?” 
 
      
 
    The chieftain shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, my friend. We have no need for ships. They all burned.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have used them for planks. Or for firewood. I don’t understand such wanton destruction of property…” 
 
      
 
    “We could have, perhaps,” Ingarmet nodded. “But the steppe and the sea are different. This is what my people think, and I have to listen to them. The steppe does not like the sea. The sea means ships. The sea means Chamooks, and they’re a perfidious tribe. Ships are to be burned. Chamooks, too. The steppe needs no wood. We have always lived without it, and we’ll keep living that way. No one needs firewood in the steppe. We have cattle—a lot of it. A lot of cattle means a lot of dung. And dry dung is excellent fuel. I used to collect it, would you believe that? With my own hands. A long time ago, when I was a boy. Ger, I can take you across the mountains,” the chieftain changed the subject. “I have some allies there. I brought engineers and siege engines here over the mountains. They’ll get you across easily—you’re no engine, and you’re not a stupid engineer.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “It will take me until autumn to get to the West with such a detour. And I could easily cross the see in a week here if the winds are favorable. If there’s no ship, a boat would suit me fine. You haven’t burned the boats as well, have you?” 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet thought about it and replied without much certainty in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Boats aren’t ships. There’s no point in burning boats. Without boats, there’ll be no fish, and this city is enormous, and it has to be fed somehow. I’ll order someone to ask around, if that’s what you really want.” 
 
      
 
    “It is.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you stay for a while longer?” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” I tensed, failing to understand what this wily steppe dweller wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you hurry? Isn’t it nice here? The best musicians play to you in the evenings. The most beautiful maidens keep your bed warm at night. You have the most exquisite dishes on your table. You want for nothing. All the khans bend their heads as you approach. Or, rather, almost all. That’s what I’d like to talk to you about. Not the oath. Although oaths will be mentioned as well.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again. 
 
      
 
    “Ingarmet, you have lost me completely. Would you please speak directly and keep it short?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s such a pity you dislike playing with words, Ger. It’s a great art that pleases all the participants of the conversation. Even in the West they speak like this, and you hail from there. Great people speak great words, leaving simple talk for the commoners. Why do you, young men with bright eyes, always hurry somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “Could we cut to the chase?” I barely managed to avoid a sad sigh. “Ingarmet, don’t forget I wasn’t born in a steppe. And I really cannot afford to spend half a day discussing the nuances of some rare palfrey horse’s gate in order to hear some trifling request.” 
 
      
 
    The chieftain nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I keep forgetting how you are. You hurry too much. But all right, if that’s how you want it, I’ll ask you directly. But my request won’t be trifling.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, name it already.” 
 
      
 
    “The khans. All the khans of the steppe. I want them to swear to you.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean that you want them to swear a shudra oath to me?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    Ingarmet nodded again. 
 
      
 
    “The very one. Or do you have any other oaths? In that case, what might they be?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any other oaths. But you do realize that they’ll be loyal to me and not to you, right?” 
 
      
 
    The steppe dweller smiled almost unnoticeably. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the only one here who can accept such an oath. There are no others. And a shudra won’t be able to strangle another shudra with a silk cord at night.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so that’s what you mean. But you must also understand that if all your nobility becomes loyal to me, the steppe will be mine, not yours. And the city as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Ger, I’d like to explain it to you the way we do it over here, but you don’t like to scatter words, so I’ll be brief. I haven’t known you for too long, but I know enough. And I realize that our steppe is too small to be of any interest to you. You have other goals, much loftier ones. Besides, I don’t have much of a choice. Trust me, I’m in a very delicate situation now. And you might be my only hope.” 
 
      
 
    “All right. But are you sure that all your khans will agree to it?” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure of just one thing—the only ones to see the sun rise tomorrow will be the ones who won’t object. And if I don’t settle this quickly, I’m not sure I’ll see the sun myself—the day after tomorrow, perhaps. And I don’t know what will happen to you in this case—it will no longer depend on me. So, will you help me, Ger?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The smoke wasn’t rising above the harbor anymore, but rather the ruins of the Eastern Gate. The one that got smashed by the volley from the catapults arranged with my participation. The burial ceremony for some of the steppe’s nobles was being held there today—solemnly, but hastily at the same time. Their funeral pyres had burned bright. Alas, the khans choked on their ambition during the night with fatal consequences, and so they didn’t live to see the sun rise. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t look towards the rising smoke much. It was none of my business anymore. Ingarmet could take care of it himself. I had given the chieftain everything I could, and we already said our farewells. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t see me off. The arcane laws of the steppe didn’t allow Ingarmet to be absent from the burial of those who had died at his command. 
 
      
 
    And I wouldn’t be surprised if there were new unfortunate accidents during the funeral. Previously, the khans were united by the common idea of capturing Clonassis and bringing back the good old days when the Danto didn’t impose their rules on trade. Once the goal was achieved, all the old differences and grievances that had been put on hold for the duration of the campaign resurfaced. 
 
      
 
    So more blood would run, and the leader of the steppe tribes had other things on his mind than seeing off his dear guest. 
 
      
 
    However, I had someone else to see me off, so Ingarmet could rest easy. 
 
      
 
    Bobo sniffled silently as he helped with the loading of supplies. He kept throwing gloomy glances at me—apparently, still unable to resign himself to the fact that he hadn’t been allowed to strangle me back then. Saafi talked nineteen to the dozen about how dangerous it was to sail on the open seas alone and how one should keep close to the shore. The rest of Kooba’s wards were silent, as well as the old woman herself, who was looking at me thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    She must have been thinking of where the chieftain of the steppe was sending his most cunning spy this time, looking at the heavy purse received from me with instructions not to spend it all on food, but give the children a decent education and assure their position in life. 
 
      
 
    But she was free to think whatever she wanted. That page had already been turned, and I was about to proceed with the next part of my plan. 
 
      
 
    It was possible we’d never see each other again. I had enough of Clonassis already. Nothing kept me there. And I had no reason to return. Although there were some considerations of a practical nature. Still, I’d think of them later. If I decided anything one way or another, it would involve another plan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The Sea and the Dangerous Talent 
 
      
 
      
 
    I began developing the Extreme Boatman talent back when I was only beginning to adapt to life in this world as a capable human being and not a sorry excuse for one, kept alive with great effort. It came in really handy when the Blackriver dragged me and Beko across its rapids. 
 
      
 
    However, raw ORDER structures with no practice or experience received from seasoned mentors weren’t much. Even if I raised the talent to the currently available maximum, it still wouldn’t give me what an experienced teacher and a lot of practice could. 
 
      
 
    Still, I got lucky as far as teachers were concerned. My acquaintance with the Green Gull’s crew may have been brief, but I still learned a lot. That experience allowed me to tell Ingarmet confidently that I needed no assistants and would be able to cross the sea on my own. 
 
      
 
    I also gleaned quite a bit from asking around. Local people accumulated information avidly, year in, year out. It was hard to come by in a world without press, television, or Internet, so they simply had no other choice. Therefore, observant old-timers could give you a detailed breakdown of what the weather was like over the last few years, if not decades. 
 
      
 
    According to the local fishermen, North Sea weather was usually really clement in late spring and early summer. Storms were very rare, and one hardly encountered so much as a large wave. The wind blew from the east and southeast—perfect tailwind for those headed westwards. And that’s exactly where I was going. 
 
      
 
    I bought the boat in a perfectly honest deal. Or, rather, I demanded Ingarmet’s helpers pay the local fisherman for it fair and square, rather than just requisition the craft. This wasn’t a good occasion for trying to save a gold coin or two, so I instructed the steppe dwellers to be generous. In the end, I had to fight the boat owner’s attempts at kissing my hands every other minute as he was showing me the controls and explained navigational details. 
 
      
 
    That was valuable information. I had a long and arduous journey ahead of me, and every little bit of help mattered. 
 
      
 
    Frankly, the boat didn’t look sturdy enough to risk crossing the sea in it. I had been expecting something bigger. But fishing trade was underdeveloped in Clonassis. Besides, the siege resulted in the local “mosquito fleet” spending about six months moored. Some of the boats that had sat idle looked so shabby I wouldn’t risk so much as sailing across the harbor in one of them. Getting them seaworthy would require a lot of time, and time was too valuable a resource for me to squander. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, this option was among the best, even though the most seaworthy crafts didn’t look like much. But why would I cavil at what I had at my disposal? The boat had sufficiently high boards, a mast with decent rigging, and ample compartments for the catch that I could use for provisions and my meager belongings. I could even hang an awning over the stern to get protection from the sun when it got hot. There was enough here for a traveler without excessive requirements to last about three weeks. That was more than enough. 
 
      
 
    I was planning to use every day of my journey to its highest capacity. I’d develop the talents I had already opened and unlock the ones I hadn’t touched yet. I’d do it slowly and in small increments, without having to suffer too much physically. Even gradual growth of parameters would be arduous, but not so hard that I would pass out. 
 
      
 
    I would raise my ranks and levels before nightfall and sleep for an hour or two. And I’d take it easy during the day. After all, I didn’t have to do much—just stay on course. I’d have to take in sails by the evening and get some decent sleep every now and then without relying on Hero of the Night. If I managed to reach some islands, I could make a landing or two, replenish my supplies of fresh water (if there was any to be found there), stretch my feet, and rest like a landlubber. 
 
      
 
    The plan was simple enough to be fraught with very few risks. There were some, but that was true of virtually any situation. So it was normal. 
 
      
 
    This frivolous approach lasted until the moment I tackled the first serious talent, launching a series of unforeseen events that attacked my plan from every direction with the intent of ripping it to shreds. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As I came to my senses, I raised my head with effort and began spitting out the sand. My mouth seemed filled with it. It was only later that my head, which seemed to belong to someone else, got visited by the following timely thought: “How come there’s sand on board, and so much of it to boot?” 
 
      
 
    I sat up clumsily, and looked around me, squinting from the glaring sun and the gusts of wind. 
 
      
 
    The sand was easy to explain. It turned out I wasn’t in the boat, after all. And I didn’t fall overboard—I was on dry land. It was the shore of some continent or island—I couldn’t tell. There was a beach, nearly all of it rock, with rare patches of sand, and I was on one of those right now. A little further on I could see a few scarce tufts of grass with a couple of short jejune shrubs behind them. There were small crabs running away from me, realizing that their potential meal wasn’t decomposing yet; in fact, it wasn’t even dead. 
 
      
 
    I instantly wondered where my boat was. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and saw the sea. There was a long stretch of shallows with rock jutting out of the water here and there. Even though it was rather windy, the waves weren’t high since I was in a bay formed by two promontories to my left and right—or, perhaps, that was just the coastline. At any rate, the place was protected from the wind. 
 
      
 
    It would be hard not to notice the boat: it was dangling around in the middle of the bay. I saw it bump into a rock, swirl around lazily, and keep going slowly. The current wasn’t strong, but if everything continued the way it was going, I ran the risk of playing Robinson Crusoe with my prospects of getting off the island being really dim. 
 
      
 
    My plan did not involve spending prolonged periods of time on some deserted shore somewhere. I couldn’t afford to waste my days building a cabin and domesticating goats. Besides, I didn’t know whether or not there were any goats here in the first place. 
 
      
 
    My mind was slowly getting in gear. If my head wasn’t so addled that I started losing track of time, there was no way I could have reached the continent yet. Therefore, this was bound to be an island. There were lots of islands and islets in the North Sea. Nearly all of them were small, barren, and therefore of no interest to anyone. That was why none of them were inhabited or visited by any ships. There was simply nothing to do in places like this. 
 
      
 
    I had to rescue my boat at once. 
 
      
 
    I tried getting up but fell again, barely keeping myself from fainting. There was a darkness before my eyes, eager to swallow me whole any moment. This lasted for about a minute; then I intuitively applied healing in my attempts not to pass out. 
 
      
 
    It became easier to resist the darkness. Just a tiny bit. But I already realized what I had to do, and applied the talent once again. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, my vision became completely restored. The pain in my temples and the pressure on my eyes abated, as well as the humming in my ears and other unusually unpleasant sensations. It was only then that I started to realize how many unpleasant symptoms were afflicting me; before that, I didn’t notice each of them individually, perceiving them as a whole. 
 
      
 
    I tried rising once again and was successful this time, but I couldn’t stand on my feet firmly, swaying under the gusts of the wind. Swimming to the boat in such a sorry state was out of the question. Even if I didn’t faint, I’d drown as soon as got deep enough. 
 
      
 
    So what was I to do? 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, weather was on my side. As I watched the boat, I realized that if the wind didn’t change, it would be to my left in about ten minutes, about eight hundred feet away. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t swim, but I could walk. I wobbled, fell a few times, and scraped my knees and palms over the rocks, but I got to my destination. Walking over the rocky shallows barefoot would be the hardest part of it. This wasn’t a tropical sea, so I didn’t have to worry about sea urchins and other unpleasant marine fauna, and the soles of my feet were hardened enough. But it was still unpleasant enough. I kept falling with every step I took, got a new set of bumps and bruises, and nearly let the boat slip away. When it reached the shallows, it didn’t get beached, but rather started moving along the coastline, carried towards the mouth of the bay by the current. I barely managed to catch it. 
 
      
 
    What I wanted most was to climb over the board, lie down on my back, cross my arms on my chest, and close my eyes, to spend at least three days in a coma without moving or even blinking. However, my brain was still mostly functional, enough for me to realize I couldn’t afford doing something like that. If the wind intensified, it was inadvisable for the boat to stay near the shore. It would get carried away, accelerate, and start banging its boards on the rocks until it got smashed into kindling. 
 
      
 
    It cost me a great deal of effort to drag the boat onto the beach. I uncoiled the mooring rope and tied it around a large rock. Judging by the way the water moved, it was time for the tide to rise. That didn’t bode well, but I didn’t think the sea would get dangerously high. I hoped there’d be no serious storm in the bay, and the measures I took would suffice. 
 
      
 
    As I finally got ashore, I fell onto the sand and shut my eyes. My brain did nothing for the last few minutes but whine and implore me to let it shut down at last. So I complied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up from bitter cold. Spitting out the sand in an already familiar manner, I rubbed my eyes. The wind had abated, but I’d have to spend quite some time shaking out its consequences from every fold in my clothes. It was dark. A full moon was hanging above the horizon, and I heard distinctive sounds of crabs from every direction; they were rustling in the grass and the dried seaweed that surrounded my immobile body, discussing the prospects of divvying up the carcass. 
 
      
 
    I moved, letting them know in no uncertain terms that their plans were premature. The crustaceans realized as much and scattered, making even more noise. I rose and stared towards the sea, alarmed and afraid the boat would be gone again, this time for good. Judging by the darkness, I had been out for at least a few hours.  
 
      
 
    My night vision worked perfectly in the moonlight. Seeing the boat nearby was a huge weight off my chest. It was still moored, bobbing on the waves despite the high tide. 
 
      
 
    I rose, my teeth chattering with cold, and hurried towards it. I checked the mooring rope, and discovered it was tied sloppily. I was lucky the sea was relatively calm, or I would indeed be up for an involuntary desert island adventure. 
 
      
 
    I got into the boat and put on all the clothes I had, but it didn’t do anything to alleviate the cold. It wasn’t just because of the temperatures having gone down at night. It was me, all me. 
 
      
 
    I felt horrible—bad enough to start shopping for a coffin. Despite the unbearable cold, my joints felt as if there was molten lead poured into them. It was in no hurry to cool down, burning hot, but without making me the tiniest bit warmer, which felt really unfair. 
 
      
 
    I used healing a few times. I also rummaged through my supplies, took out a vial of an expensive medicine, pulled the cork out with shaky hands, and poured the content into my mouth without even noticing the bitter taste. 
 
      
 
    Little by little, I felt better—enough so to contemplate exploring the shore and making a fire. However, my desire for comfort notwithstanding, I decided it would be too risky. The sea wasn’t the safest place. Pirates and smugglers would occasionally make secret stops at such islands, and I wasn’t in any shape to fight anyone now, no matter how weak they might be. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sick or wounded—the explanation was much simpler. The cause of my symptoms was the same as back in the Primordial Temple when I was jumping from one degree to another, hastily upping my parameters. The negative effects were mitigated there by an increased flow of chi and the consumption of the Dew in prodigious amounts. Over here, there was nothing but background chi radiation, and I drank the remaining magic liquid at the beginning of my journey when I began opening new talents, one by one. 
 
      
 
    How could I have known that my body would not consider the increases remotely moderate? How could I have erred so much? It wasn’t like I kept pushing. The likelier explanation was that this time I didn’t open any of the regular talents or upgrade any of the existing ones, opting instead for the ones I had coveted for a long time but couldn’t touch since I didn’t meet the requirements. 
 
      
 
    The beginning was smooth enough. I decided to start with the skills I received from Necros. I got some incredibly valuable talent marks back in the lair, and even more at the bottom of the dark well where I defeated the resident monster. I didn’t come across anything remotely resembling such loot even on my hunting trips to the most unpleasant parts of the Wild Wood. All the bad reputation of those places notwithstanding, the enemies encountered there were getting their protection from the land’s specific nature or from running in large packs. They were not particularly dangerous even for omegas of the fiftieth degree. The loot that was easily available to large groups of relatively low-level commoners was rarely of high value. Besides, regular locals’ chances of getting any loot at all, even of the simplest kind, were really rather low. 
 
      
 
    I started with the Supreme Heart Strength mark. It looked like the easiest one to upgrade, didn’t involve any complex mathematics, and, judging by its description, was capable of protecting my heart from virtually any threat. Even a direct hit from a heavy spear that could go right through my skin, soft tissue, and bones, would, in all likelihood, fail to do any damage to my ticker. 
 
      
 
    Of course, one would require a good reserve of the Shadow of Chi, and the spear would have to be wielded by an unremarkable enemy. A highly evolved foe would be able to cause me substantially more problems, but the talent could mitigate those as well. 
 
      
 
    That heart thing was definitely useful, and I had waited to add it to my collection for quite a while. Nothing untoward happened when I learned it and upped it by several ranks. I didn’t go any further; there was no hurry, and additional rank upgrades could be made later since they were not too wearisome. So, seeing that I was feeling just fine, I decided I could learn the next one without much trouble. 
 
      
 
    Which would be a very rare talent—Supreme Limb Strength. Similarly to the heart talent, it didn’t protect the skin, the muscle, or the ligaments, but my enemies would have problems with the rest. Severing my arm with this talent active would be no mean feat. 
 
      
 
    I felt a little worse after learning it, but not by much. I spent a whole day without touching ORDER, and then cautiously raised the new talent by two ranks. Nothing happened, which inspired me to study a new one. Only this time I opted for the true gem of my talent collection. 
 
      
 
    Deep Necros Scrutiny was something I had been excited about ever since defeating the Keeper back in the lair. The mention of the fact that no one in Rock had ever learnt this talent before sounded enticing. I did, of course, realize that there was a great multitude of various talents out there, and people with similar talents that only differed from mine insignificantly, in name or some minor features, may have existed in the past, or perhaps even in the present. But that didn’t dampen my excitement one bit. 
 
      
 
    I was somewhat concerned about the fact that uniqueness might also imply yet unknown learning complexities. I had no such experience so far, but certain books I had read suggested as much. 
 
      
 
    However, learning the talent didn’t present any problems whatsoever. I didn’t feel any pain or nausea. I waited warily for a few minutes, but there weren’t any negative effects at all. I still felt fine. 
 
      
 
    Then I entered ORDER to take a look at my new acquisition and paused there with a silly grin on my face. 
 
      
 
    Chaos combat talents 
 
      
 
    Deep Necros Scrutiny 
 
      
 
    A legendary unique talent. The uniqueness of the talent means that no locals of this world ever received it. 
 
    A scanning talent providing you with a very wide range of options for examining your near and more remote environment. Works well with talents it doesn’t conflict with. 
 
      
 
    Available increases: 0 
 
    Increase cost: 300 chi units in Symbols of Chi (or 450 chi units from your uppermost degree reservoir) and 200 talent mark units. Increases can boost the talent’s various parameters (calculations for each parameter are performed on an individual basis). 
 
      
 
    The number of increases per parameter cannot exceed your Degree of Enlightenment multiplied by ten (bonuses from amulets and the like do not count). 
 
      
 
    Area use (scans the entire area around you in every direction) 
 
      
 
    Use: with or without a weapon. 
 
    Effect duration: 1 second (+0.5 sec. for every increase applied to duration). 
 
    Distance: 33 feet (+1 ft for every increase applied to distance). 
 
    Chaos Energy: 600 units (-1 unit for every increase applied to energy use, but you cannot leave less than 10 units in this parameter even after 600 increases). 
 
    Cooldown: 250 seconds (-1 sec. for every increase applied to cooldown). 
 
    Selectiveness: you can choose one type of objects for better scrutiny with the talent (+1 extra type of object for every 50 increases applied to selectivity). 
 
      
 
    Directed use (as a narrow beam) 
 
    Use: with or without a weapon. 
 
    Effect duration: 1 second (+0.5 sec. for every increase applied to duration). 
 
    Distance: 80 feet (+1 ft for every increase applied to distance). 
 
    Chaos Energy: 600 units (-1 unit for every increase applied to energy use, but you cannot leave less than 10 units in this parameter even after 600 increases). 
 
      
 
    Cooldown: 250 seconds (-1 sec. for every increase applied to cooldown). 
 
    Selectivity: you can choose one type of objects for better scrutiny with the talent (+1 extra type of object for every 50 increases applied to selectivity). 
 
    Effective angle: 1 degree (+1 degree in parameters for each two increases applied to effective angle). 
 
      
 
    I tried out this talent at once, and at first, I couldn’t even tell how it worked. The world changed in a moment. I saw everything. Absolutely everything—every nail holding the boat together as well as the strain in the metal and the corrosion on said nails. I could see minnows and small jellyfish in the water, as well as the turbulence from the waves and the direction of the currents. 
 
      
 
    I saw everything—and nothing at the same time. My eyes were overloaded with data. They started hurting at once; then I got a headache. 
 
      
 
    During my second experiment, I began realizing that I was given a magic radar capable of finding hidden treasure troves and shot birds fallen into thick grass, detecting would-be assassins around corners, and so on.  
 
      
 
    Yet, in all fairness, I had hoped that a legendary talent would be capable of more. However, I had to admit that it was rather useful even now with its rather modest initial parameters. 
 
      
 
    I immediately began investing loot in these parameters. First I needed to unlock increase points, accumulate them, and then apply them to desired characteristics. The talent turned out to be extremely expensive upgrade-wise. There were too many aspects to it, and I wanted to raise them all to the maximum. At the moment, I was only limited by the amount of loot I had in storage, but would probably need higher Degrees of Enlightenment or Circles of Power in the future. Even if nothing was mentioned explicitly, the rule was that the further you got, the more difficult it was to handle a talent. And unless you changed the corresponding ORDER structure radically, the complications would persist. 
 
      
 
    As I progressed, I paid no attention to my emerging headache. I was certain it was still an aftereffect of the tests. I was simply not used to the mental strain required for processing the enormous amount of information received from the talent. 
 
      
 
    Alas, I was wrong. The Deep Scrutiny had a catch. It didn’t hit the body like a freight train at once; instead, the negative effects accumulated, creeping up on the careless idiot who was in a hurry to raise too many parameters too quickly, in one fell swoop. 
 
      
 
    And so, as I was taking stock of the much-depleted loot in my receptacle, I suddenly felt awful, and then passed out altogether. 
 
      
 
    I was grateful to the higher powers for not leaving me stranded without a boat. And there was a lesson for me there: never mess with ORDER without first making sure you’d still be all right if you fainted. 
 
      
 
    So what was I supposed to do now? 
 
      
 
    It was pretty obvious. I needed to rest my body and my mind, and then head on to my destination, remembering well that this skill required more caution in handling than the others. I had to cap it at a single increase per day. Two maximum, if I didn’t touch anything else. Or, best of all, leave it alone for the entire next week. Rest was long overdue. 
 
      
 
    But how long would it take for me to develop the Deep Scrutiny talent at such speed? I’d probably spend at least two years on it. More, in fact, since there were other talents I needed to develop. 
 
      
 
    So my main problem now wasn’t with the quantity limits or the cost of development. I was slowed down by physiology. It seemed that my body couldn’t keep up with such rapid development of ORDER structures. 
 
      
 
    I’d need to search for rare and expensive elixirs that facilitated progress in ranks or head back to the Primordial Temple with its dense flow of chi and its basin filled with the Dew. I saw no other ways to avoid getting stuck in my development. 
 
      
 
    I wondered how the development of my states would progress. I’d have to check it, too. A gut feeling was telling me body mechanics might slow me down there as well. If it was indeed a matter of physiology—and that was by no means a given. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    A New Shore 
 
      
 
      
 
    I saw land on the horizon virtually every day. There were many islands in the North Sea. Nearly all of them were small and uninhabited. Some were just rocks sticking out of the water or sandy shallows and only visible at low tide. Not even grass would grow there. 
 
      
 
    A really large land mass appeared in the west on the eighth day of my voyage. Considering that I had tailwind for six days and only lost a single day after overstraining myself with the talent I got from Necros, I managed to cover a lot of distance. My cartographer’s talent was also telling me it was high time for the shoreline to appear in that direction. 
 
      
 
    The very same talent hinted that I had veered a long way off to the north from the course I had set. Using my Farsight talent to study the coast in detail, I realized that was sheer God-given truth. The landscape was very characteristic: there was a vertical wall of chalk cliffs stretching in either direction as far as eye could see. Someone who had been homeschooled passably well by the local standards (and then continued one’s education reading books) would instantly recognize the White Coast. 
 
      
 
    Having corrected my course, I moved south. The boat’s rigging wasn’t fit for complex maneuvering, and it was hard to make progress with the side wind on. Still, I realized that it was better to sail poorly than to walk across near-wilderness. Besides, it wouldn’t be a good idea to spend the night anywhere on such coast. The local populace was known to be poor and savage. A lone traveler they could rob would be seen as a godsend. 
 
      
 
    I was sure of my battle prowess, but conflict was the last thing I needed right now. If rumors of a young lad playing a role in the Clonassis chaos reached these lands across the sea, I didn’t need anyone to be able to connect the dots and realize the same lad made a landing on the White Coast. 
 
      
 
    It was past nightfall, unfortunately, and I still didn’t see anything that would resemble an island anywhere near. Spending the night in the boat was a bad idea. The wind kept blowing from the east, lending power to the waves lapping at the chalk rocks. If I struck sail and fell asleep, the boat would crash into the white rocks in an hour or two. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, I might not have been in my top shape since I kept on raising my talent parameters little by little all the time, but my body was young and healthy, and I could easily get through a night without sleep. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I overestimated myself. Navigating with a side wind put too much strain on my vestibular system. Besides, the waves were high, and the boards of the boat weren’t particularly tall. I constantly had to bail out water from the boat instead of navigating. Besides, the inexorable approach of the coast, all my efforts notwithstanding, was making me nervous.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the wind changed by the morning. I managed to direct the boat a little to the southeast instead of due south, and the wall of chalk finally stopped approaching. 
 
      
 
    However, there was something else approaching now—something I couldn’t identify. Something resembling a ship appeared far in the south, right where I was going. However, I didn’t see any masts, and the part above the water was incredibly high; I never heard of such ships built here. There were enormous bow waves, and the sea to either side of the ship seemed unusual, to say the least. The waves spiraled, as if trying to rise into the sky like tornadoes. Some of those liquid protuberances rose high enough, looking like enormous corkscrews. 
 
      
 
    No matter how hard I looked, I could not identify the strange object, and it kept approaching, moving at the same distance from the shore as my boat. 
 
      
 
    I was enjoying this less and less. At dawn, I finally managed to see that it was indeed a ship propelled by something inexplicable. It was either drawn by whales or pushed forward by a powerful motor. Given that this wasn’t Earth, I’d be more inclined to believe in trained whales or some such balderdash. But that was unimportant. What mattered was that the strange ship was indeed moving in my direction. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t be able to retreat eastward. The wind wasn’t favorable for such a maneuver, even though it had changed. And if I turned west, I’d get within dangerous proximity of the coast. I was too close as it was and didn’t want to aggravate the situation further. 
 
      
 
    However, I couldn’t see any other options. The last thing I wanted was to remain straight in front of the mystery ship. I began veering away from it. Now the coast was indeed getting closer, but my mood brightened nonetheless—up to the very moment when the ship swerved too, heading directly for my boat on a collision course. 
 
      
 
    That was when I got really worried. I didn’t know what it was or who was sailing on it, but their intentions were likely to be hostile. The ship itself looked indestructible The distance was negligible, and I could see that the vessel was built of black wood planks. They hardly qualified as ideal construction material for such purposes, being too massive and thus increasing the ship’s draft a great deal, but someone seemed to have disregarded this circumstance. And they may have had a reason for it. The draft may have been affected negatively, but the boards were as good as ironclad. This was a far cry from Chamook’s primitive galleys, which were nearly paper-thin and built of thin planks and sticks. Even if Destroyer could cause any significant harm to such a well-protected target, it would have to be from a minimal distance and with focused strikes. I wouldn’t be able to cause a wide hull breach like that. 
 
      
 
    Could I strike above it, aiming for the flat deck, where a few people stood at the skirting, looking in my direction? Or should I target the central structure? There were people there, too, and they were also staring at me. 
 
      
 
    Yet how would I benefit from such an attack? I would hardly be able to cause any major damage. All right, I might kill or maim a few people, but the rest would get really upset about it, and I knew nothing about the tricks they might have in their arsenal. Judging by how fast the ship moved, it might have been equipped with something deadly and capable of long-range attacks. Nor was it a given that I’d be able to escape as easily as I did near Clonassis by diving into the sea. The ship looked like a serious affair, and the people on board were most likely equally serious—which implied possible skills allowing them to notice even the tiniest of shrimps at the bottom of the sea. 
 
      
 
    There’d always be time for a fight. Now I really had to do everything I could to avoid a collision. 
 
      
 
    However, instead of putting the sails and the rudder to good use, I opened ORDER and hastily raised my Extreme Boatman skill by a few ranks. It was a very basic skill, and such rapid progress would not cause me any serious discomfort. I had even thought about deleting it altogether a few times, but never could quite bring myself to doing it. I often had to navigate rivers, after all, so there was always a chance it would come in handy. 
 
      
 
    Right now I had to squeeze everything I could out of the skill and recall everything that had ever happened to me on the water. Every little bit of experience was priceless when you were approached by a self-propelled behemoth surrounded by a raging sea. 
 
      
 
    The massive sternpost was getting ever closer. Something like that could smash my boat to smithereens with a merry crunch and probably not even get any scratches. I kept veering west, disregarding the danger presented by the approaching shore. However, I was fatally slow. The big ship would catch up with me in a few moments as the helmsman was steering it right towards the point where we would inevitably collide. 
 
      
 
    It looked progressively more likely that was indeed going to happen, and my talent just wouldn’t help. All it could do was make the boat a bit more responsive to my commands. But what would be the point if everything was against me? You could escape on a primitive walnut shell of a boat with crappy rigging, but not if the ship chasing you was a leviathan powered by the local equivalent of a mighty marine diesel engine. Whether I used my vessel’s capacity to the maximum or just halfway didn’t matter one bit to my pursuer. The difference in caliber was just too great. 
 
      
 
    However, apart from the talent I also had some hands-on experience, including that received on the Green Gull. I remembered our skipper trying to perform an intricate dance with the wind around the pirate galleys by getting dangerously close to them and then changing course drastically a moment before they’d board us without any immediate loss of speed. 
 
      
 
    I’d need to do something similar. Only in my case the distance wouldn’t be merely dangerous—it would be approaching zero. That would be like ascending the scaffold and getting your neck into the noose before you attempted to escape. Perilous didn’t even begin to describe it. 
 
      
 
    The ship was already looming large to my starboard, its height and quality of construction altogether amazing. The planks and the beams seemed so tightly fitted together that you couldn’t see any gaps between them at all, as if it wasn’t wood, but rather cast black plastic. 
 
      
 
    The wall of water rising before the sternpost almost touched the boat when I simultaneously hit the rudder and tugged the fore-and-aft sail sharply. My pathetic bathtub had accelerated to a high enough speed by now to take kindly to such rough handling. It nearly stood up vertically on its stern, riding the wave and aiming its bow for the sky like a rearing horse. But it did “dance,” obeying my will. 
 
      
 
    Instead of exposing its starboard side to the ship, the boat twirled nimbly right before the massive black hull was about to crush it and slipped along the ship’s hull, almost touching it. The bow wave swept over me head to toe at that very moment, but I was prepared for it and kept the boat on its new course without even engaging the brain. My hands did what they had to all by themselves, understanding the task and requiring no further instructions. 
 
      
 
    I was grateful to the talents that helped the natives of this world in such situation. Once a decision was made and no drastic changes were expected, the body would act on its own within the scope of the task at hand. 
 
      
 
    The boat was getting filled with water, and it creaked and cracked as it crashed into the dark boards on its right that slid by incredibly fast. Instead of trying to turn eastwards, I kept on pushing to the west. I wouldn’t get dragged under the nearly vertical bulk of the ship, but as soon as I passed it, I’d have to steer towards the shore as fast as I could. If I dallied a little, this huge beast of a vessel would be able to turn around and repeat its ramming maneuver. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I left the ship firmly behind. The boat was filled to the brim, and waves rolled over it freely. The top port plank was smashed, and the guy-lines tied to it were fluttering in the wind. However, this was nowhere near a shipwreck. My tiny craft would last me a little while longer. I just needed to bail out the water, do some minor repairs, and head on, towards the very shore I had tried to avoid only an hour ago. 
 
      
 
    If the Green Gull crew watched me now, none of them would find any reasons to snicker. I didn’t merely tie knots at an incredible speed. I also found new points to anchor the torn-out rigging in record-breaking time, having managed to bail out most of the water while still keeping on course. A virtuoso sailor if there ever was one. 
 
      
 
    I needed to get to the shore, and I needed to get there fast. 
 
      
 
    I kept looking back at the ship, expecting it to begin turning around. But it just went on, having almost smashed my boat, correcting its course slightly and moving towards the southeast now. All I could see was its stern disappearing in the distance. 
 
      
 
    It was likely the captain was unwilling to risk maneuvering so dangerously close to the shore to catch up with me. The ship’s draft was substantial, and the coast was really near. I doubted he’d be so eager to run aground or breach the hull hitting the rocks. 
 
      
 
    Entertainment wasn’t worth it. And smashing my boat was just that to the people on the ship—entertainment. Even though my circumstances were dire, and I was trying to outrun the waves, I noticed those on board watching me with smirks on their faces. Some were even laughing hysterically. 
 
      
 
    They had their fun and moved on. This must have been normal pastime for them. 
 
      
 
    But not for me. I remembered those bastards well. Some of the faces were really memorable, and I made sure I wouldn’t forget them. When we met again, it would be my turn to have fun. 
 
      
 
    I also remembered the decal on the side of the hull: a black eye with a violet iris and a cat’s pupil. The design was familiar, and I had my mother to thank for it. Not my real mother, but rather the one I had had to address as such here, in my second life. 
 
      
 
    Treya Xavier couldn’t teach me any battle skills. I could hardly walk normally back in those days; swinging my fists or weapons would be out of the question. But she gave me all the knowledge I could process in my sorry condition. I learned the local languages, history, geography, philosophy, and literature. I imbibed all the finer details of etiquette and worked on my speech to express myself like a born aristocrat—which I technically was. 
 
      
 
    And Treya taught me a lot of things an aristocrat was supposed to know, including the history of the noble clans of the Rava Empire and its neighbors: how they came into existence and developed, the nuances and the timelines of their feuds, and so on. I learned about the great and the not-so-great representatives of noble families, the eras their power and influence peaked or declined, the real estate they owned, etc. Coats of arms were a significant part of that body of knowledge, obviously enough. 
 
      
 
    The black eye with a feline pupil was the easily recognized emblem of the Nil clan, one of the Empire’s most powerful families, with four branches, which all shared the same politics. 
 
      
 
    The violet iris meant the ship belonged to the Hoy branch. 
 
      
 
    That was how I made my first contact with the Imperial aristocracy before even setting foot on the soil of Rava. They weren’t friendly with the Crow clan, but they weren’t our enemies, either. A part of our former possessions belonged to them now, but one could hardly blame them. Everyone who could get away with grabbing some of a declining family’s property was eager to get their share of the spoils. If you didn’t take it, your neighbors would, so there was no point in getting on your high horse here.  
 
      
 
    But right now, today, they were my worst enemies. I was furious. My anger was incandescent. 
 
      
 
    Those swine got me drenched in seawater and almost sank my boat just because they found it fun using their dreadnought to blow small fishermen out of—or rather, into—the water.  
 
      
 
    Apart from that, I realized that my high parameters didn’t look as impressive as I thought they did just an hour ago. 
 
      
 
    Those who could sail the seas aboard such powerful ships in this world could make fun of all the numbers in my ORDER structures and not just me personally. Those people were very strong—and very dangerous. Hearing it from your mother was one thing. Seeing it for yourself, quite another. 
 
      
 
    And there I was, soaked to the bone and livid, sailing right towards the lair of the most dangerous creatures on a crippled boat. Not that venturing into the maws of monsters was anything new to me, but I felt more confident even way back when I hunted my first rukh.  
 
      
 
    What force propelled the black ship? And what else did its owners have? How could I fight them if the excellent blade I used to slash at their vessel near the end of our encounter, as I flew into a rage, didn’t even leave a scratch on the board polished to a fine sheen? 
 
      
 
    I certainly had a lot more questions than answers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Adventures Underway 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The ship sailed past, and I changed my mind about landing immediately. My destination lay a lot further south, and I’d prefer to reach it by sea. It would be quicker than on foot, and more convenient than on a horse, which I didn’t have. Besides, I wouldn’t have to reveal my presence to anyone unnecessarily. 
 
      
 
    The boat moved on obediently, but, alas, no matter how hard I tried to bail out the water, I was unable to get rid of it completely. The damage wasn’t limited to the smashed starboard plank. All the joints between planks were leaking. The lid of the storage compartment at the stern got torn off. All my supplies and possessions were soaked, and both oars had disappeared. 
 
      
 
    This was no boat anymore. It was a piteous ruin. I had to get to the shore and repair it. However, without tools, tar, and oakum that would be problematic. Even if I somehow managed, repairs could take a few days, and that was completely out of the question. 
 
      
 
    As the leaks were getting ever stronger, soon, I had to admit that if I continued to head due south stubbornly, the crippled boat would fall apart before too long, unable to withstand any more thrashing by the waves. 
 
      
 
    Once again, the original plan had to be changed. I finally steered towards the shore, which, naturally, offered no convenient places to land. In the end, I got drenched again, and the same fate befell my possessions—those of them, that is, that had somehow avoided it until then. 
 
      
 
    I unloaded everything, stripped, took out the mast, loaded the boat up with rocks, pushed it back out to sea, where it began getting deeper, and kept diving for more rocks as it moved, adding them to the load, until my poor little craft finally sank under the enormous weight. When I was completely certain that there were no signs of my arrival left, I returned to my pile of possessions onshore. 
 
      
 
    Instead of looking for a comfortable uphill path, I used the first groove I could find that rain and meltwater had left in the chalk. There were no human footprints there, which was unsurprising: a climb as steep as this one required a great deal of skill. That suited me just fine. The fewer people traveled the paths I chose, the calmer I felt. 
 
      
 
    I only sorted out my bags once I got to the top. Most of my supplies looked bad, and some were missing altogether. The hardtack had turned into unappetizing mush, the hefty pouch of krull, an expensive desert spice, was missing, the jerky had to be dried without delay, and fragrant sugar melted almost completely. I did have a few things left to chew on, but they wouldn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    Still, the bad news didn’t spoil my mood. I saw the green of a nearby forest across the stretch of barren land on top of the cliff. That was where I’d head next. I had always been able to find something to eat in the Grove. I wouldn’t starve here, either. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was wrong. The forest that had looked pristine from afar was anything but at a closer inspection. It appeared that a horde of freezing locals had combed it thoroughly; there were lots of footprints, but not a single dry twig. Everything had been taken with only live bushes and trees left intact. The only plausible explanation I could think of was that there was a massive firewood gathering operation in progress around that place. It looked like anything that could readily burn had been literally sucked out of there, which, of course, would be next to impossible. But perhaps that was the way they did things in the south. 
 
      
 
    Birds and beasts tended to dislike places where people roamed in droves (and dragged all the brushwood they could find away with them to boot). I walked for hours without encountering any game. Yes, there were a few tracks and droppings here and there, but most of those were old. 
 
      
 
    I came across some berry bushes a few times, but every berry on them that was remotely ripe had been already picked, and the measly few that remained weren’t worth the trouble. They wouldn’t fill me up one bit, and they didn’t have any nutritional value. This wasn’t the Wild Wood where you found spices nearly everywhere. Everything here was empty or almost empty, with hardly any edible stuff that could affect ORDER remaining.  
 
      
 
    There were a few roads and beaten paths here and there. I hid in the bushes a few times when I heard voices and the sound of carts. There were too many people in this forest—it was more like a park. Successful hunting here was really unlikely. 
 
      
 
    I got to an open space by the evening. There were no trees there, and all the land was divided into rectangular parcels used for growing cereals. The crops didn’t look like rye that grew in our parts, but it clearly wasn’t rice, either, since that one required lots of water, of which there was none in sight anywhere around. 
 
      
 
    I had to wait for nightfall, and then scale a large number of fences trying not to trample on the crops. It was not that leaving footprints would be such a big deal, but I didn’t want to upset the peasants who had tilled the land with such care. Behind the fields, there was more woodland. It looked a little wilder, but, perhaps, it only seemed that way in the dark since I couldn’t pick up as many footprints with Darkvision. 
 
      
 
    I had the Primordial Temple’s bonuses to thank for not having spent more than two hours on sleep. Much as I’d like to rest longer on peaceful and solid ground that didn’t rock on the waves, I couldn’t afford to; there was a long way to go, and I couldn’t waste any time, even though I did have a small cushion. In spite of a few complications, I managed to wrap up my affairs in Clonassis quickly enough, and the sea didn’t set me back by much, either. 
 
      
 
    Still, as it often happened, I started thinking of putting that extra time I still had to good use. With the right amount of effort, I could accomplish yet another part of my plan—the one I had kept in mind just in case, conditions permitting. And I would, if nothing held me back during the main phase. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As I sat in the bushes at the edge of the woods, I was watching the stretch of the road that lay some two hundred paces away from me. I had never seen anything like it before—not in this life, that is. It was a lot like the roads I had gotten used to back on Earth, only this one was cobbled rather than paved with asphalt or concrete. All the stones were of the same size and color and fit tightly. The quality of the paving was uniformly excellent, and the roadway did not seem to have any holes or ruts. 
 
      
 
    It must have been one of the Imperial highroads that Treya had told me about. There weren’t too many of them in Rava. They connected the most important hubs of the Empire, forming a logistical network. The most important roads were built by the best craftsmen. They were expensive—not even the Emperor could afford to make the network of these roads stretch out as far as the North. We were used to dirt roads at home since you didn’t find many paved ones even in prosperous cities. 
 
      
 
    It was definitely a highroad. I recalled that trees and bushes on both sides of such thoroughfares were normally cut down so as not to make life easy for highway robbers. There was a whitewashed wooden pole a little to the left, right by the roadside, with numbers etched into it. Unfortunately, in the absence of a map or good familiarity with the area, the mile marker told me nothing. I had a rough idea of my whereabouts, but it was still not enough for me to get my bearings by sight in this unfamiliar land. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t just hide in the bushes idly; I was waiting for the four men I saw in the distance to leave. One was walking around, holding his bow at the ready and looking for something in the grass. He must have been hoping to score a quail—there were two dangling from his basketlike backpack already. I didn’t see any in the woods as they kept to open spaces. But it didn’t look like he needed the bow just for hunting. The archer stayed close to the rest of the group. The other three, dressed in rags, were busy sweeping the dung away from the pavement, cleaning the highroad. They must have labored in the sun since the morning, judging by their lined and weary faces. Their feet were bare and hobbled by thick ropes as if they were the very horses whose dung they were cleaning. 
 
      
 
    That looked like a punishment—the three must have been criminals with a guard looking after them. It wouldn’t be prudent to let them see me get into the open. The guard might start asking questions about what business I had in the forest. I didn’t give a damn about him asking me, but I was a modest lad and didn’t like to attract attention where I could avoid it. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they got far enough away, another similar team showed up. There were four laborers this time, accompanied by two carts with tall sides, coachmen, and a guard. 
 
      
 
    These convicts worked with shovels rather than brooms. They collected the dung from the roadside into heaps, and then loaded it onto the carts. The purpose of the exercise wasn’t just to keep the highroad clean. The locals knew that soil needed fertilizing. The dung would probably be taken to the fields tilled by other convicts or sold cheaply to landholders and affluent peasants who didn’t have enough cattle.  
 
      
 
    I was beginning to get tired of all these people moving around. Time passed, and I kept staying put. But once I decided to move to the right through the forest to bypass the team with the carts, I immediately heard a suspicious noise ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and slowly crawled into the nearest thicket. I still had Mimicry on me, and if anything warranted it, I could also switch on Dissolution. Noticing me with this effect activated was next to impossible, even without my nighttime bonuses. 
 
      
 
    The source of the noise revealed itself before too long. There were five men aged between twenty and forty. Rabble, judging by their clothes. However, all of them were armed with serious-looking clubs, an ax, a short spear, and a simple bow. Two of them even had primitive shields—a base of woven vines with planks of wood and bone attached to it in a fish scale pattern. It was the first time I saw anything of the sort, and they didn’t look impressive. A couple of half-hearted hits with a sword would suffice to break them into pieces. The only protection they could offer would be against arrows, and that may have been their very purpose. Those five weren’t merely prowling through the edge of the woods. They kept stopping and looking in the direction of the “dung caravan”. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if they might be brigands. But what would be the point in attacking such a target? Of course, even highroad dung was worth something in the Empire, and not everyone was allowed to collect it. But a substance of such low value would hardly be of any interest to the criminal underworld. 
 
      
 
    What, then, could be the purpose of that entire exercise? 
 
      
 
    I had no idea. 
 
      
 
    The events unfolding before my eyes piqued my interest right away. Something strange was happening. These folks in rags must have been targeting the group with the carts, waiting for the “sweepers” to disappear from sight. And they were just about to do that. 
 
      
 
    Something was bound to happen very soon. 
 
      
 
    I let the five, who had suspected nothing, walk past me, and followed them carefully, trying as hard as I could not to make any noise. But I didn’t have to be so cautious. There may have been some brushwood still left somewhere, but definitely not so close to the road. Everything was cleaned up so thoroughly that the chance of stepping on a dry twig equaled that of meeting a viper in the Antarctic. Besides, those five were incredibly careless; you could follow them on stilts, wearing a clown’s costume and holding a bunch of colored balloons in one hand and a huge clapper in the other, and no matter how much noise you’d make, they still wouldn’t notice you.  
 
      
 
    I followed them for about half an hour, eventually deciding I might as well stop. Time passed by, and nothing happened. I still knew nothing about the purpose of their actions. The three convicts with the brooms were long out of sight. I might as well make tracks, too. 
 
      
 
    But that was when the action started at last. 
 
      
 
    The men stopped once again and discussed something in a low whisper. Who knows, maybe I should really have learned some ranged eavesdropping talent. It would come in handy not only in such situations, but for any scouting in the forest in general. I should have filled this gap a long time ago, but instead I worried too much about talents that hardly were of any use whatsoever in most cases. 
 
      
 
    As I was thinking this, all five men made a dash for it, making me wonder about this drastic change in their behavior. It was the first time they got out of the thicket.  
 
      
 
    Then I realized the moment wasn’t chosen randomly. The first crew was long out of sight. And as the convicts got to the next mile marker, they stopped collecting dung, split into two pairs, and started arguing, threatening each other with their wooden shovels. 
 
      
 
    The guard’s reaction was predictable enough. As he got near, he started yelling as well. But he was in no hurry to use the bow and didn’t even get an arrow out of his quiver.  
 
      
 
    And those four weren’t actually arguing—they were using one of the oldest tricks in the book to divert the guard’s attention. The coachmen were staring at them as well, and no one looked in the direction of the five brigands that were rapidly approaching. There was nowhere to hide in the open, so they walked fast, but without breaking into a run. I thought it was a wrong tactic to use; I could clearly see that the guard’s bow was much better than just a primitive piece of wood with a string. He’d be able to pelt them with arrows from afar if only he saw them. The scoundrels didn’t have any armor, and those two flimsy shields wouldn’t be enough for everyone. 
 
      
 
    The five seemed to have heard my thoughts and broke into a run as they got halfway through the cleared-up space. One of them instantly tripped and rolled, dropping his club. His fall looked feigned; he appeared to be trying to avoid participating in the attack altogether or at least elude being in the van. 
 
      
 
    The rest didn’t wait for him as they sped up. One stopped about twenty paces away from the roadside, went down on one knee, quickly stuck three arrows into the ground before him and loaded a fourth. 
 
      
 
    The guard, still yelling, was getting closer to the quarreling convicts, taking a whip off his belt. He seemed to have suspected something and turned his head. At that very moment, an arrow hit him in the side, a little above the waist. 
 
      
 
    The wounded guard cried out, threw away the whip, and reached for the quiver. He pulled out an arrow, but never managed to fire it. One of the quarreling convicts stopped pretending at once, turned around, swung the shovel, and threw it like a javelin, hitting his target easily. He had either practiced the move extensively or had some applicable talent. Although the piece of wood didn’t penetrate the flesh, obviously, it hit the guard on the head with enough force for him to drop and the dung that had stuck to the shovel to fly in every direction like shrapnel. 
 
      
 
    At this moment, the three brigands in rags that never stopped running until then pounced on him. One of them swung his club, and then I saw the ax go down and up again, already covered in blood. As the convicts got near, they joined in the fray, providing what help they could with their mucky shovels. 
 
      
 
    The coachmen exchanged glances and jumped onto the paving. The next second, they were legging it for the woods on the opposite side of the road, at the far end of the shoulder clearing. The assailants and the convicts paid them no heed. Done pummeling the guard, they began stripping him of his simple armor made of leather and treated fabric. 
 
      
 
    I pondered the scene for a moment. 
 
      
 
    The gist of what had just happened was easy enough to grasp even though I did not know all the details. Cleaning crews on imperial highroads were a serious business. They weren’t just convicts. They were working for Rava. The dung they were collecting wasn’t merely dung—it was imperial property. And the assailants were clearly in cahoots with the convicts. I would never believe they simply started a quarrel right at the milepost. They must have arranged it in advance, because otherwise, why would the five attackers have to sneak through the woods if they could attack anywhere? 
 
      
 
    Then I had a eureka moment and cursed myself for not having put two and two together earlier. The other team wasn’t part of the plan. The assailants simply did not want to fight another guard. They must have chosen several mileposts as potential assault locations, so that there would be no witnesses when they put their plan into action. 
 
      
 
    Not that any of it concerned me, one way or the other. I could just make a detour around the crime scene and carry on through the forest. However, I was already beginning to get tired of these useless woods. Besides, I was close to civilization and would eventually have to come into contact with the locals. I might as well do it sooner than later, all the more so since I was now far enough from where I had landed, and no one could associate me with that part of the shore. So why wouldn’t I emerge from that pitiful excuse for a wilderness three or four days earlier than planned? I could get a proper meal, and, hopefully, a room for the night. A horse would be great, too, but that would attract unwanted attention, and I still had a sufficient cushion of time anyway. 
 
      
 
    Either way, the moment was right: I had just witnessed some riff-raff in rags assault a servant of the Empire. Most likely, he was no longer alive, but even a dead body would serve my purpose. 
 
      
 
    I adjusted the broad-brimmed hat of black cloth that I had on my head and sped along the edge of the woods, planning to get out into the open a little further to the left, and then head for the road. I didn’t want them to see me come out of the brush. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Even though I was moving fast, the detour took me a while. By the time I got to the place where the dramatic events transpired a short time ago, there was nothing dramatic going on anymore. The guard’s bloodied body had been stripped of clothes and shoes and lay by the roadside, on the very pile of manure that didn’t get loaded into the cart. Two of the brigands were burying their victim in the dung, chuckling as they swung their shovels. The rest also wielded shovels, hastily clearing foul-smelling manure off the carts. As much as they needed a ride, it seemed, they were reluctant to share it with such a disgusting substance. 
 
      
 
    As I approached, I realized two of them were missing, but then I saw them a little further away, catching up with the rest of the crew in a regular farm wagon. The owner of said conveyance must have showed up at the wrong place at the wrong time and was relieved of his wheels. Or perhaps he was simply wise enough to have known to pick his battles and fled on his own, realizing he’d be unable to get away in a heavily laden cart quickly enough. 
 
      
 
    The imperial highroad was a curious place indeed. If these folks stayed here for a while longer, perhaps each of them could acquire personal transportation. On the other hand, they’d be substantially more likely to make a closer acquaintance with a roving patrol, of which there should have been plenty. But the robbers were probably not smart enough to realize that. That was why, it seemed, they were still around.  
 
      
 
    Still, they weren’t completely hopeless, since they noticed me when I was still some two hundred feet away and became immediately interested in my humble person. 
 
      
 
    I was walking unhurriedly, showing no interest or aggression at all, the way normal wayfarers do. At the same time, I realized I didn’t look quite normal. 
 
      
 
    In all fairness, I must have been quite a sight. I didn’t just grab anything I could find in Clonassis—my wardrobe was thought out well. No other colors but black and dark blue. My outer garment was called a heebo—a cross between a jacket and a bathrobe. The fabric was high-quality. The piece had no outside pockets and looked fairly new. Around my waste, I had a broad belt of leather and metal, the kind that was habitually worn by sword slingers and peaceful civilians alike—i.e., basically, anyone who needed to carry the tools of their trade around. Whatever that trade might be. The shirt on my back was fine silk and had a stand-up collar. Anyone who had eyes to see would know that right away. My pants were loose and didn’t encumber my movements. The broad-brimmed hat covered my forehead and a large part of my face. You could barely see the eyes underneath it. 
 
      
 
    On top of everything else, I had a sword. The Primordial Temple’s gift wasn’t particularly expensive, but it looked menacing enough, even sheathed. That was no toy. 
 
      
 
    A sword was not just any weapon. It was a status symbol, and an important one. Cheap swords were pointless since they served no purpose, and precious few could afford expensive ones. And what would a simple peasant do with one, anyway? It wasn’t fit for hunting, and you didn’t find teachers who could show you how to use such a weapon among fellow villagers. 
 
      
 
    If commoners served in an army or went to war, they were issued spears, or something of that sort. Archers and engineers were the only exception—they had their own special weapons. 
 
      
 
    A man with a sword walking through Rava was the local equivalent of someone on Earth arriving at a trendy night club in a big city in an expensive car, dressed to the nines, and with wads of cash sticking out of every pocket. You could instantly see that person was not living under a bridge somewhere. 
 
      
 
    To be sure, except for the sword, I wasn’t quite looking like I was about to hit the clubs. My clothes were fine, but they were far from fresh, and the heebo coat still unmistakably showed some whitish sea salt patches, although I did make a bona fide effort to rub most of them off once the garment was dry again. All my other clothes also needed a wash and some ironing too, perhaps. 
 
      
 
    A traveler’s pack behind my back was also at odds with the image of a rich and confident wayfarer. Really ritzy folks usually moved on horseback or in carriages instead of walking, hauling their possessions themselves. My bow with its bowstring removed, wrapped neatly in white cloth, was neither here, nor there. An inexperienced eye might fail to recognize it as a concealed weapon and mistake it for a short shoulder-yoke used to carry water—and by women exclusively. This society was steeped in primitive sexism, and an object like that on my shoulder would inevitably lead to confusion. 
 
      
 
    Thus, although I didn’t quite look like a hobo, no one would be able to easily tell what I was. As I was approaching, the convicts and the brigands that had freed them were apparently trying to answer that particular question in their simpleminded heads, but without much success, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    The tallest and the most audacious of the bunch came out to meet me, taking a few steps forward. He raised his arm, pointing a spear in my direction, and roared menacingly, 
 
      
 
    “Beat it, boy!” 
 
      
 
    I kept coming at him. 
 
      
 
    “What if I don’t?” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t, you’ll eat dung with that big mouth of yours!” 
 
      
 
    “With my mouth? Do they eat with anything else in this land of yours?” 
 
      
 
    The question must have been too hard for the bandit to process, so he cut to the chase. 
 
      
 
    “Kill him!” he barked at the two archers behind his back. 
 
      
 
    The first fired his arrow at the very same moment. The other faltered for a while, and his shot went wide off the mark, even though the distance was negligible. The looted weapon must have fallen into wrong hands. 
 
      
 
    But the first man’s prowess didn’t help him much either. Still approaching, I drew my sword and deflected the arrow in a single swift motion. There was nothing particularly difficult about that maneuver—not after I spent months practicing it. Anyway, based on what I got to observe during the initial assault, none of these guys would be able to find their respective butts with both hands in broad daylight. 
 
      
 
    One of the tramps turned around and legged it. He seemed to be the very one who had managed to fall behind the rest at the beginning. I could wager some serious money that he’d live to a ripe old age. 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t true of the guy with the spear, however. He was the only one who didn’t make a long face when my sword flashed and beat away the arrow. Neither of the archers was trying to reach for their quivers; they just kept staring, their jaws hanging all the way down to their bellybuttons. The rest of the gang tensed and took a few steps back, ready to run any moment. 
 
      
 
    A sword was serious business. A weapon like that was never lugged around by just anyone. Even if the owner was just a youth, he wasn’t to be taken lightly. And if he deflected arrows with emphasized ease, it didn’t take a genius to realize he must have had rigorous training that involved the development of talents related to heavy bladed weapons. 
 
      
 
    Boys who could slaughter half a dozen grownups with ease weren’t unusual in this world, and petty criminals knew as much. 
 
      
 
    But their leader was all fired up. He ran towards me, waving his toothpick around—quite professionally, as a matter of fact. He clearly knew how to use his weapon. 
 
      
 
    However, his speed was laughable. Given my Agility, he was the next best thing to a training dummy. I evaded the opponent easily and hit him hard on the back of the head with the flat of the blade. 
 
      
 
    The stunned bandit was still falling as I dashed to the rest of them at maximum speed, covering the distance in a second. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody move!” I barked angrily, pulling the bow out of the flabbergasted tramp’s hands and an arrow out of his quiver. The shot followed in a second, and the one who had been running yelped some fifty paces away. I wasn’t sure I’d hit him; the weapon was unfamiliar, and he had managed to get far enough. A fast runner, that one. Still, even if no one had taught me sword fighting, a bow was something different. There were lots of good archers in the Pentagon. They may not have been the cream of the crop, and some not even quite at the apprenticeship level, but they could still teach me better than any book I was aware of. 
 
      
 
    I paid no attention to the demoralized bandits as I yelled at the pair I had noticed in the bushes. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! You two good-for-nothings! Get that swine with the arrow in his leg over here! And what are you scoundrels waiting for?!” I turned to the rest of the tramps. “Get your gang leader over here! And move it, if you want to get on my good side! You miserable bunch! Robbing honest folks on an imperial highroad! The nerve of you! I can gut you all like fish and they’ll give me a medal for it!” 
 
      
 
    I wondered if perhaps I was laying it on too thick. It was customary to talk like that in the south, especially for the aristocrats, but I only knew that in theory. Could I look idiotic to a casual observer? The North was a lot easier in that respect. Grandstanding mattered precious little around those parts. But I didn’t want to seem like someone from across the Blackriver, so I figured some extra flourish may be in order.  
 
      
 
    The coachmen who were hiding in the bushes ran to obey my orders. The bandits started moving, too. Some dropped their weapons; others were still holding them, but without any display of aggression. I must have suppressed their will to resist well enough. That was strange—I wasn’t trying hard at all, and I didn’t threaten them too hard, either. I didn’t even kill anyone. You could call me the very image of kindness.  
 
      
 
    Could it be that they sensed my confidence—not just in being able to win, but to win easily? Whatever their reasons, no one tried to run anymore. Thus, from what I remembered of imperial law, I had just apprehended a gang of dangerous felons who were not only guilty of interfering with the Emperor’s “dung business” but merited other, much more serious charges as well. Imperial highroads were strategic objects, and thus subject to special laws. Anyone to turn in a captured criminal was doing a service to the Emperor himself, and such service was encouraged and amply rewarded. 
 
      
 
    That made me entitled to a few special perks such as the goodwill of the local guards, or even a special note in my travel papers. That would definitely bode well for my nonexistent legal status in this part of the empire. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Grandstanding in Rava: the More, the Better 
 
      
 
      
 
    An imperial highroad was more than just a well-built thoroughfare. The mileposts on the shoulders were there for a good reason, too, indicating distances to the nearest town, city, or way station. 
 
      
 
    Way stations were places where travelers could stop for the night, find inexpensive food and reliable guards, shoe their horses, repair their harnesses, buy supplies, and so on. Such stations were managed by government officials from the Imperial Highroads Department. 
 
      
 
    We were headed towards one of those. There were two malodorous carts with the body of the slain guard, the tied-up leader of the gang, a bunch of terrified bandits, and two coachmen inside. I went on foot, which surprised no one. A man of my standing would obviously never humiliate himself by traveling on a manure cart. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, we encountered no guards on the way. It was only once we went through the way station gate that I noticed a bunch of armed men in uniform hanging out near the porch of the building that looked the richest—obviously, the residence of the local administrator, which they were guarding. Or, perhaps, they just stood there awaiting orders. 
 
      
 
    The fact that the coachmen turned the carts in their direction without waiting for my orders made me quite certain that my guess was correct. I was faster than the unwieldy carts, so I approached the guards first, addressing them in a voice so arrogant and scornful I nearly puked at the sound of my own speech. 
 
      
 
    “Collect your execrable bandits from these stinky carts, and hop to it. At least pretend you can be useful for something.” 
 
      
 
    I turned and headed onwards, having spotted the place where one could hope to get something to eat, at the very least, and, hopefully, also a bed and a laundry service. 
 
      
 
    “What bandits?” A puzzled voice said behind my back.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t turn my head or stop as I replied with some extra scorn for good measure. 
 
      
 
    “The ones you’re supposed to be catching. The ones who killed your fellow serviceman guarding the convicts because you were here chilling instead of patrolling the road. You can ask the coachmen if you need more details.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s Shokto the Slice!” A surprised voice came from the cart with the tied-up leader. 
 
      
 
    The guards appeared to have recognized the captive at once. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so snooty with them. They did know a few things, after all. Then again, what else could I do? Those were the local customs. If you were someone important, you treated everybody else like piles of moldy feces. That was one of the many reasons the Northerners disliked the Imperials. 
 
      
 
    That was a promising start. And while the bureaucratic cogs were turning, I figured I might get me some lunch, at the very least. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The imperial inn was just as I had imagined it, albeit much filthier—almost as dirty as a pigsty. The low ceiling combined with poor lighting contributed to the sordid look. There were also clouds of smoke, which didn’t make things any better; nearly every patron was smoking the cheapest tobacco available, and they did it non-stop. My nose also caught a whiff of other substances that were illegal to consume right in the open, inasmuch as I was aware of Rava’s laws. 
 
      
 
    In general, the place didn’t make an impression of an upscale establishment. But I didn’t notice any other, and I needed food, anyway. 
 
      
 
    It was obvious that asking for a non-smoking area would be futile. I just chose a vacant table and headed right towards it, looking straight in front of myself. Gawking around would not reflect well on my status. 
 
      
 
    A serving maid headed towards me at once. She must have instantly noticed I was no commoner, and making me wait would not be a good idea. She even started wiping her hands on her filthy apron as a sign of respect. As for me, I’d rather she took her pipe out of her mouth and threw it into the furthest corner of the inn. Unfortunately, there was no convention that forbade waging chemical warfare on the unsuspecting customers. 
 
      
 
    “Good morrow, sire. Is there anything you would like?” 
 
      
 
    I gave a barely noticeable nod, and said, without looking at the woman. 
 
      
 
    “Get me the best food you have. The plates must be washed clean. And a jug of water, clear and cold. If I find so much as a single hair, I’ll keep the head it fell off of as a souvenir.” 
 
      
 
    I wondered whether I might be overdoing the arrogance part. I should have requested a menu, or at least asked her to tell me what was available, or what was good. But I had no idea how one ordered food at such places—I had no immediate knowledge of Rava’s customs. 
 
      
 
    But the woman reacted as if she had been expecting me to say just that. 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be a moment, sire. I’ll get you the very best.” 
 
      
 
    Soon I was putting away a venison roast accompanied by plenty of pickled vegetables and bread. I had seen much better food in my life, to be honest. The meat was cold and tough, and last year’s pickles didn’t look particularly appetizing, either. But what else could I expect from a third-rate imperial way station this far from the capital? People came here to eat, not to party. 
 
      
 
    Some of the patrons would probably disagree with me there. Even though it was still early in the day, there were lots of drunks around. A few of them were three sheets to the wind already, having succumbed to gravity and slid onto the wooden floor. I did hear about the southerners being hardened alcoholics nearly to a man but thought that folks in the North were exaggerating again, as was their wont. But, apparently, no exaggeration was needed in this case. 
 
      
 
    A man approached from the direction of the second exit; he was drunk, but still squarely on his feet. There were two more following him, both in a similar state of inebriation. None of the three were commoners; their clothes clearly weren’t the kind a peasant would wear, and they had knives and daggers on their belts. It was also obvious they usually fielded heavier weapons, which they must have taken off so that such bulky hardware wouldn’t get in the way of their drinking. 
 
      
 
    The one in front almost passed me by, but then stopped and stared at me unpleasantly, scratching his forked black beard. I paid no attention to him, concentrating on the roast as I cut pieces off of it with a cheap knife and a similarly sorry excuse for a two-pronged fork. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the man pointed his finger at me and barked, 
 
      
 
    “Who are you, and what are you doing at my table?!” 
 
      
 
    I offered no response as I kept on slicing and chewing. Which, in itself, was an excellent response. 
 
      
 
    The bearded man approached and placed himself in front of me unceremoniously, while his friends occupied positions behind his back. 
 
      
 
    The drunk pointed his finger at himself this time and said very proudly, 
 
      
 
    “I am Gaos of the Ketao Family. I was a sergeant in the Second Ice Army. Who are you? And where did you steal those clothes? Answer me, you brat, or you’ll be picking your teeth off the floor! Fear my fist!” 
 
      
 
    I realized you couldn’t overdo it with grandstanding here, considering the pomposity of the first rowdy idiot I came across and how much he enjoyed running at the mouth. 
 
      
 
    This tragically dim twat also tried to thrust the instrument he had threatened to use on my teeth in my direction. I was indeed staring at the slow approach of a sizable fist so that I could appreciate the magnitude of the threat. 
 
      
 
    Things escalated quickly, and not the way the former sergeant had planned. He was forced to witness that his Agility would be no match for mine even if he was sober, and the gap became abysmal when he was drunk. 
 
      
 
    My hands became a blur, and the big guy’s pompous soliloquy was cut short. Not that he went silent—he yelled in pain and great surprise, looking at his fist pinned to the tabletop. The crappy knife went right through it, going deep into the wood, with just the hilt sticking out above. That must have been unpleasant and unexpected. 
 
      
 
    Having treated his hand in such a rough manner, I instantly jumped up, pushing the bench back so hard it flew all the way to the next table. It was a heavy bench, too. Most people wouldn’t even be able to lift it on their own. 
 
      
 
    The sword was already in my hand, and it pointed at the other two—the ones standing behind their injured companion. I feared that they would try to help him, but I must have overestimated their reflexes greatly. Both stood there frozen and looked at me like two sheep who had just witnessed a docile shepherd dog turn into a rabid wolf in the blink of an eye. 
 
      
 
    I felt somewhat silly, having frozen there in a threatening stance without a clue about what to do next. Had they rushed me, I’d have reacted at once. However, attacking people who didn’t seem eager to join the fray would be fraught with unnecessary problems that would be hard to solve without revealing my true identity. 
 
      
 
    However, standing there doing nothing didn’t seem right, either. 
 
      
 
    A voice from the door broke my reverie. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody freeze! Stop fighting at once! Sheathe your weapons!” 
 
      
 
    I turned my head to see three guards hurrying behind a short and stocky man with a broad and extremely arrogant face. Even if one disregarded the guy’s posh garb, it was clear he was someone important—most likely, a representative of the local administration. The silver plaque on his chest wasn’t mere jewelry, but something like a cop’s badge. If you knew the local rank insignia, you could probably tell his. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I wasn’t familiar with those, but what I had seen sufficed for me to sheathe my sword unhurriedly. Waving a weapon around in the presence of a Rava official without a good reason was something only a handful of the most powerful clansfolk could afford to do with impunity. 
 
      
 
    One of the guards pointed towards me. 
 
      
 
    “Sir! This is the man!” 
 
      
 
    I called out, pretending to have no interest in the guards that were approaching me. 
 
      
 
    “I need a chair! And a new knife! This one’s all filthy!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get a chair, but the serving personnel instantly returned the bench to its rightful place. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I perched on it, the fat man, who had approached from the opposite side of the table, pulled the knife out of the wounded sergeant’s hand with a casual gesture and then kicked him just as casually, but with enough force to make the man roll all the way to the wall, crashing into it loudly with his forehead. 
 
      
 
    The bearded guy’s friends rushed to help him at once, throwing nervous looks back, while the official rested his hands on the bloodied table without thinking twice about it and said, gazing at me intently,  
 
      
 
    “My name is Tso Magdun of Talso Clan, Second Overseer of the Coastal Highroad. May I learn the name of the noble sir whom I would like to express my gratitude to?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” I said benevolently as I accepted a new knife from the serving woman. “I am Lee, of… of Bruce Clan. Just Lee. Just Bruce. If you would like to thank me for making a hole in this scoundrel’s hand, no gratitude is due. This worm got his just deserts, and it would be superfluous to waste words on a nobody like him.” 
 
      
 
    The fat man grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “As for Gaos, you can chop off his entire arm if you think he deserves it. He is of no interest to me. But you’ve captured that pesky Shokto, and he’s one of Bagulai’s people. I came here for the very purpose of exterminating their wretched gang. The local way station’s overseer lacks the required strength of character and failed to perform his direct duties. The fact that I had Shokto brought to me as soon as I arrived here is a good sign. This execrable pustule of a man will tell me all about his filthy companions. As for you, Sir Lee, you can receive your well-earned reward at the prefect’s chancellery or from the head overseer. You also have my most profound gratitude.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “You can keep the reward, or give it to whoever’s responsible for catching criminals. I… My family… The Bruce family does not involve itself in such business.” 
 
      
 
    I made a grimace as I said it, once again hinting that I wasn’t a Bruce, and at the same time letting him know in earnest I was no headhunter and had no interest in petty criminals. 
 
      
 
    “All right, sir,” the fat man nodded understandingly. “In that case, I would still very much like you to accept my personal gratitude. And, if you wish, I can leave a record of this event in your travel papers.” 
 
      
 
    I barely stopped myself from cracking a smile. Everything went even smoother than I had expected. 
 
      
 
    The thing was that I wasn’t in the North anymore, where civil liberties were valued. These were old imperial lands. In other words, I was in a territory that was subject to multiple rigorous restrictions and prohibitions. 
 
      
 
    What did that mean? A lot of things. Peasants and craftspeople who weren’t shudras still belonged to someone formally. It was similar to serfdom where people were tied to a certain area and its lords. They were only allowed to move freely across a very limited territory. Getting too far away from it without permission, they ran the risk of being taken for runaways, which was fraught with a lot of trouble. 
 
      
 
    Thus, all the locals had to use standard travel papers, which were a simple and effective means of migration control. Theoretically, everyone had to have such papers on their person, including the aristocrats, but if the serfs had their numerous limitations outlined there, clan folks could use them as their get out of jail free cards to travel anywhere they wanted without having to report to anyone. 
 
      
 
    But in reality, aristocrats did not always bother about such formalities. No official in their right mind would mistake a nobleman for a commoner even without such papers. Moreover, they’d be weary of asking them for such a document, since it was difficult to foresee a nobleman’s reaction to such a request. Lots of low-level officials had failed to retire the proper way, receiving an imperial pension, because of such unfortunate missteps. 
 
      
 
    Tso Magdun held the rank of a Second Overseer of an Imperial Highroad. That made him quite a big shot in this area. And apparently experienced. Even bad lighting didn’t prevent him from instantly spotting a detail that the drunken sergeant overlooked.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the clothes, or even the sword. All of that could be stolen. But I had eyes of intense cerulean blue. In theory, commoners could have them, too, but that would be as rare as violets in hell—about one in a million, or maybe not even that. 
 
      
 
    My clothes weren’t to be overlooked, either. Though not in top shape, they didn’t look anything like a commoner’s garb. They may have looked drab, but they were expensive. The big guy who got a hole in his hand for his troubles was correct to spot their sorry state, but a journey over an imperial highroad wasn’t exactly a short walk in the park. It took time, and lots of things could happen along the road. There were all kinds of ways for a young aristocrat to get his attire dirty. It may well have happened in the fight that ended up in the delivery of a certain Shokto to the guards. 
 
      
 
    Besides, clothes could be worn in different ways. A nobleman would remain a noble even dressed in rags, and a commoner still wouldn’t look refined if you wrapped him up in golden foil. Commoners were never taught to present themselves right, whereas folks of my ilk got it drilled into them since childhood. They never had a shortage of examples they could emulate. 
 
      
 
    And that wasn’t all. Swords weren’t only accessible to aristocrats, but few commoners ever carried them. Even though the Primordial Temple’s sword was decorated very scantly, without any excessive ornamentation, anyone who knew their weapons would instantly see that was not an ordinary blade. 
 
      
 
    My bearing, my speech, my behavior, and everything else proclaimed in no uncertain terms that I was not raised in a pigsty. Obviously, some commoners, if they were smart enough or had relevant experience, could credibly enough pass for noblemen. However, in my particular case, the former did not easily come to mind on account of my young age. That left a casual observer with immediately presuming blue blood. 
 
      
 
    Besides, Bruce wasn’t simply a family no one had ever heard about. The name I had chosen was decidedly odd, with an air of mystery and foreignness about it, and it didn’t sound remotely Ravan (small wonder, considering I just borrowed the name of a kung fu movie star from Earth). Tso Magdun wouldn’t know about it, obviously, but it was clear that he didn’t believe that was indeed my real name. He was no low-rank clerk, and, therefore, naïve wasn’t part of his job description. 
 
      
 
    But why, then, would I run the risk of trying to feed him an obvious lie? 
 
      
 
    Because there was no risk. Everything about my person screamed young aristocrat traveling incognito. That was convenient if your family was feuding with other aristocratic clans of Rava, and if you had to travel through their lands or close nearby. Young scions were immune in many cases, especially if they didn’t ask for trouble, but it would be a loss of face to let them walk around just anywhere. However, it was poor form to dig for details if one went incognito. 
 
      
 
    That’s how Lee Bruces and Chan Jackies appeared, travelling with papers issued hastily by obsequious prefects or even clan chancelleries. There were quite a few families whose imperial privilege permitted that. 
 
      
 
    I made my own travel papers—or, rather, had someone else make them for me (Ingarmet happened to have a good calligrapher), In all fairness though, there was no real need to bother. This place was still at least a few hundred years away from hard to forge biometric passports, and besides, no one would ever suspect a bona fide noble of forging anything. 
 
      
 
    With a deliberate air of savoir faire, the good Second Overseer accepted, without so much as a look, the oblong piece of expensive parchment I handed him. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Lee, the Bruce family shall be proud of you. My calligrapher will leave a detailed record of your glorious deed, and I will personally put my Second Overseer seal upon it. You can wait for us to do it, or you can tell us your destination, so that a courier with your papers could deliver them to you.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t too eager to mention my plans, but what did I stand to lose? Nothing at all. My current identity was completely false. Lee from the Clan of Bruce would soon disappear just like Ingarmet’s spy Ger did a little earlier. I could only be recognized from a detailed description, but without photography that would be a tall order. 
 
      
 
    “It is my intention to find Great Master Tao. Or simply Master Tao. He prefers to call himself a man with no roots, and his modesty is as great as his mastery.” 
 
      
 
    The official’s mien changed a little, and he asked me in a voice that suddenly got tense. 
 
    
“Might I inquire whether it might be the very Tao known as the Great Master of the Seven Strikes Technique?” 
 
      
 
    “The very same.” 
 
      
 
    The official went pale for a while and nearly slumped onto the table, but he instantly took a hold of himself and said in a contemplative voice, 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long way. State-owned peasants have run amok. They rob and kill travelers. They had a crop failure last year, and now, for some reason, they decided it made them exempt from this year’s taxes. So one has to use force to make those ungrateful swine pay their debts. Would you allow me to order two armed soldiers on horseback to accompany you? I wouldn’t want to worry about your safety.” 
 
      
 
    “I travel on foot and I do not intend to procure a mount along the way. I intend to keep my oath on my way to the Great Master.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. But, Sir Lee, would you allow me to send two footmen to escort you?” 
 
      
 
    A persistent one. But it wouldn’t behoove me to turn him down. 
 
      
 
    I nodded benevolently. 
 
      
 
    The official straightened, took out his handkerchief, and started to wipe the blood off his palm, declaring as he did so, 
 
      
 
    “The riffraff that was accompanying Shokto will be hanged now. Them and the state-owned peasants we found at the station. A great sight to behold. I advise you not to miss it.” 
 
      
 
    “But why the peasants as well?” I didn’t understand him. 
 
      
 
    The official looked at me somewhat quizzically. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Lee must have forgotten me explaining that many of them failed to pay quarterly dues since autumn, citing last year’s crop failure as a reason.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t. But you said you’d hang all the peasants you found here. Did all of them fail to pay up?” 
 
      
 
    Tso smiled patronizingly. 
 
      
 
    “Community affairs are always extremely convoluted, and I have no time to find out who did and who didn’t pay. Also, why would I? These are no shudras. They’re state-owned. All those scoundrels need to be taught a lesson right now—and they will. The wives and the children of the executed will return to their villages and tell everyone of what had just transpired. The rabble will instantly start thinking straight. Such measures may be excessively wasteful, but what is one supposed to do? Taxes must be collected quickly, or we’ll be held responsible as well. We are already late, thanks to the incompetence of the local management, and this is the fastest way of reminding the commoners that they have to be punctual. So be sure not to miss it, Sir Lee. They don’t hang so many in just one day, even in the capital. And if we run out of rope, we’ll impale the rest. It’s even more fun, and they fear it a lot more than they fear the noose. There’ll be a great show for you to enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t accept the offer with mirthful laughter, nor did I grab at my heart and plead with him ardently to cease the atrocities and embrace the value of human life. You could not be guided by Earth ethics here. State-owned peasants were the lowest of the low. They weren’t even the Emperor’s people—they were a workforce owned by the state and assigned to different institutions or even individual officials, provided they shared some of the profits with the state. 
 
      
 
    And those often worked said force to the bone, squeezing the peasants dry, and then demanding more. If they failed to receive it, they didn’t think twice before resorting to the most draconian measures imaginable, forcing the hapless populace to do whatever they could just to cough up whatever they could. It was little wonder then that crime was so rife in the Empire that I witnessed a criminal act as soon as I got here, even before reaching any densely populated areas.  
 
      
 
    There were occasional peasant uprisings, too, or, rather, short-lived local revolts; however, large-scale insurrections hardly ever happened. The unarmed and untrained low-level omegas couldn’t do anything even when facing regular guards. And if real soldiers were brought in, just a small squad of professionals could leave no man standing in the entire area. It would be like using tanks against savages with wooden spears. 
 
      
 
    State-owned peasants weren’t actually owned by anyone. And no one would be held accountable for their death. Their temporary overseers only cared about stripping as much skin and meat off their bones as they could, and seeing if they could also use the bones eventually. The officials didn’t care about what would happen next. The fat man could be Second Overseer here today, and in a year he’d be made prefect a thousand miles away. The empire was large, the officials were few, and there was a constant shortage of management cadres. Therefore, by local standards, it was all business as usual. 
 
      
 
    However, I decided against watching the execution. I knew from some rather unpleasant past experience that ORDER could even reward you for looking, and some of the rewards could be rare. The onlookers were therefore considered accomplices to murder, in a way. Which they were, by and large. And I wasn’t the only one aware that potentially, the business was profitable. And you didn’t have to do anything but stand and watch a person being tortured and put to death. And then you might just find a little something in your loot receptacle later on. 
 
      
 
    But I was sure they’d do without me just fine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The Fearsome Man Who Lived On the Mountain 
 
      
 
      
 
    We only managed to make a small part of the way over the imperial highroad. Unfortunately, the place I meant to get to wasn’t exactly located in the most salubrious area, and the situation with the roads was dire. This coastal region wasn’t very fertile, and it was hard to cultivate even small plots of land there since there were more rocks in the soil than there was actual soil. This was where the remnants of an old mountain ridge descended towards the sea from the west, and the place had plenty of rock and rock-strewn wastelands, with some parts so barren that not even the scraggliest kind of grass grew there. 
 
      
 
    My escorts were a pair of utter morons by the names of Shatao and Quian. These allegedly sentient bipeds competed with each other in idiocy all the way. Despite their assurances that they’d take me to my destination without a hitch, they were the kind of guides you’d only want to use to find the Grim Reaper himself. Besides, the very idea of traveling to Cape Gaddoques made the guards glum for some reason. As is often the case with the alternatively intelligent, they eagerly believed every old wives’ tale about these near-barren lands being infested with monsters of every shape and form as well as hordes of alpha bandits with Degrees of Enlightenment ranging in the hundreds. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help asking them once about why they thought such formidable criminals would roam a barren land where there was no one to rob. This simple question drove Shatao into a state resembling coma, while Quian made a clumsy attempt at putting his brain in gear which resulted in an uncertain suggestion that you could allegedly harvest wild honey and shilajit in local gorges. So the all-powerful bandits were providing for themselves in that manner. 
 
      
 
    In other words, both were completely hopeless. My impression was that roadside guards were all victims of botched lobotomy attempts. I did not converse with these sorry excuses for human beings at all so as not to waste time and breath, constantly regretting having acquiesced to the overseer’s insistent offer. 
 
      
 
    This honorary escort was of no use whatsoever; moreover, the two were a constant source of trouble. 
 
      
 
    When I caught the two stealing vegetables from a patch near some lone farmer’s hamlet, I felt like beating seven kinds of crap out of them, but restrained myself and only gave them a mild trashing, having promised them that if I caught them doing something of the sort again, I’d send them back to walk all the way to the way station on broken legs. 
 
      
 
    The guards’ rudimentary intellect hardly sufficed for them to appreciate the threat properly. Fortunately, we made our subsequent stops in fairly barren places where they didn’t have any opportunity to display their more unsavory proclivities. 
 
      
 
    By the fourth day we reached a low ridge of hills. That was as far as my knowledge of the local geography went since I hadn’t been able to obtain a detailed map of Gaddoques as I was preparing my plan. I had a hunch none existed in the first place; there was no point in conducting geodetic surveying in an area of so little interest to anyone. So I only had a vague notion of where the residence of the person I was looking for might be located.  
 
      
 
    However, this was where my escorts managed to surprise me by displaying some remote semblance of collective intelligence. 
 
      
 
    Shatao was the first one to speak up. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, it would be best for you to avoid that path over there.” 
 
      
 
    My surprised equaled that of a person who had just had a tree stump speak to them. 
 
      
 
    “Did you just say something clever?” 
 
      
 
    The guard stopped, instantly resting on his spear, and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I said that the path over there was best avoided. You were heading right for it. So I had to warn you.” 
 
      
 
    “So why shouldn’t I go there?” I asked, still trying to overcome my surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We went there once, and we didn’t like it at all,” Quian chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly was it that you didn’t like?” 
 
      
 
    Both guards started jabbering at once, as was their wont, hastily choking on their words, and complementing each other with incredible harmony, as if their microscopic brains merged to get the information to me in a constant flow of verbiage. 
 
      
 
    “A really scary man lives there.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t seen him.” 
 
      
 
    “But he’s scary.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even doubt it.” 
 
      
 
    “Very scary.” 
 
      
 
    “We were accompanying Sir Tso Magdun’s son that time.” 
 
      
 
    “The young master visited this horrible man.” 
 
      
 
    “He wanted to learn a secret warrior’s art from him.” 
 
      
 
    “He really did.” 
 
      
 
    “The young master’s horse couldn’t make it up the path.” 
 
      
 
    “So the young master left us down here, and went up the hill without us.” 
 
      
 
    “He had two bodyguards with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Strong ones.” 
 
      
 
    “And scary.” 
 
      
 
    “Very scary.” 
 
      
 
    “Even the two of us were scared of them.” 
 
      
 
    “And we’re no cowards.” 
 
      
 
    “The young master returned soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Without bodyguards.” 
 
      
 
    “Beaten up.” 
 
      
 
    “All covered in bruises.” 
 
      
 
    “And his nose was broken.” 
 
      
 
    “His clothes were dirty.” 
 
      
 
    “There was a dirty mark on his pants.” 
 
      
 
    “Right where the pants begin.” 
 
      
 
    “On his behind.”  
 
      
 
    “The young master was angry.” 
 
      
 
    “Very angry.” 
 
      
 
    “We asked him who treated him so rudely.” 
 
      
 
    “And he replied.” 
 
      
 
    “But not with words.” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t speak at all.” 
 
      
 
    “He just shouted.” 
 
      
 
    “Very loudly.” 
 
      
 
    “The young master beat us up.” 
 
      
 
    “It hurt a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “We cried.” 
 
      
 
    “Then his bodyguards came down the path.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone beat them up, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Gave them a trashing.” 
 
      
 
    “They were worse off than us.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot worse.” 
 
      
 
    “They were very angry, too.” 
 
      
 
    “And they were also frightened.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Lee, we all got beaten up.” 
 
      
 
    “Those who remained down here and those who went up there.” 
 
      
 
    “So there’s no difference, then. You get beaten up wherever you are.” 
 
      
 
    “But those who went up the path got beaten up worse.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a scary place up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Worse than down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Really horrible.” 
 
      
 
    “And they beat you up really hard up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t go there, Sir Lee.” 
 
      
 
    “A really horrible master lives there.” 
 
      
 
    “They say he beats up everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Every single person who comes to him.” 
 
      
 
    “So why go there if you get beaten up so badly?” 
 
      
 
    “Humiliated, too.” 
 
      
 
    “No one should go up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’s the same path?” I interrupted the pair who were really getting carried away. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “How could we forget something like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Over there was where we got beaten up.” 
 
      
 
    “It still hurts just to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “It really does.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s where everyone who’d gotten beaten up by the scary man came down from.” 
 
      
 
    I took a look at the path and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, you can return. Tell Second Overseer Tso Magdun that you’ve delivered me just where I wanted to go.” 
 
      
 
    “But Sir Magdun will want to find out,” Shatao muttered disconcertedly. 
 
      
 
    “Find out what?” I didn’t understand him. “Will you speak properly?” 
 
      
 
    “His son got beaten up there.” 
 
      
 
    “And humiliated.” 
 
      
 
    “Terribly.” 
 
      
 
    “He got kicked.” 
 
      
 
    “Right in the butt.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Tso Magdun will definitely want to find out.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll demand that we tell him how exactly you got beaten up.” 
 
      
 
    “Whether or not it was humiliating.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll compare how you get treated and how his son got treated.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll ask us.” 
 
      
 
    “He definitely will.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll really want to know about something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “So what shall we report to Sir Tso Magdun?” 
 
      
 
    “If we leave right away?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, no problem,” I said with a smirk. “Feel free to wait for me down here. But let me tell you one thing: I’m not going there to get beaten up. And I might stay a long time. Too long for you to wait.” 
 
      
 
    The guards exchanged glances and nodded in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sir Lee. We’ll do just that.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wait until the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t come down here by that time, it’ll mean you didn’t get beaten up.” 
 
      
 
    “Or got beaten to death.” 
 
      
 
    “And mortally humiliated.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I didn’t need those two clowns to tell me that Master Tao wasn’t the most genial of people. As you can see, I didn’t travel all the way there randomly; I had collected all the available information beforehand. And I managed to pick up a few extra details, too, some of them useful. I stayed true to my usual information-gathering method—hiding the questions I really wanted to ask among a bunch of those that were completely unimportant so that no one with hostile intentions involving yours truly would find out what exactly I was trying to learn. 
 
      
 
    The person I was looking for was only well-known among a selected group of people, so even finding out his approximate location would be a formidable task. You didn’t pick up such information just anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Still, a person as extraordinary as he was no needle, and Rava was no haystack. And I was almost one hundred percent certain right from the start that he hadn’t left the empire. All the information I had managed to glean hinted that the person that interested me holed up in some quiet place and wasn’t feeling particularly communicative. 
 
      
 
    Tso Magdun’s son had by no means been the first to try meeting the famed master, and it was completely unsurprising that he returned in a foul mood. Master Tao didn’t see anyone, to put it mildly. Everyone who visited him for the purpose of training received a very cold welcome and got sent back with even less cordiality and without delay. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t actually been planning my visit to Cape Gaddoques all that seriously. It had been part of my original plan, but having to leave the trading post with such haste forced me to trim down my to do list quite a bit. I wouldn’t be able to accomplish everything on schedule without certain preparations I no longer had time to finish and without third-party assistance. And I didn’t want to waste a whole year. 
 
      
 
    So the part of the plan involving Master Tao went into the wastebasket. 
 
      
 
    However, despite my sudden departure, I managed to finish my business in the Grove a lot faster than I had expected, and Clonassis didn’t take that much time, either, my initial hardships notwithstanding. Besides, the sea had been kind to me on both voyages. Even though both ended a bit on the rough side, neither took as much time as I could have wasted trying to find a suitable vessel and waiting for the right winds. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, having weighed all the pros and cons, I decided it would be worth a try to take a risk with the great master instead of receiving near-guaranteed training from a qualified journeyman. 
 
      
 
    This may have looked like choosing two birds in the bush instead of one in the hand, but even if nothing came out of my plan, I’d just lose a couple of days. There were enough journeyman-level teachers in Rava, and I could get access to an acceptable one without any trouble. My education would obviously be far from elite in this case, but it would be well-assured, and it would be fast. 
 
      
 
    Yet I wanted more—and those were no pipe dreams since my chances of success weren’t zero. I wasn’t just wading into something unknown; I had spent months in preparation for this meeting. I had some understanding of Master Tao’s state of mind, and nearly every step I took over the last couple of days was based on said psychological portrait, including my dusty clothes, beat-up shoes, and refusal to travel on horseback. I was trying not to miss anything, and I would soon find out whether my estimate of the master’s worldview based on books and rumors was accurate. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The path looked like a place tightrope walkers might use for training. It wasn’t just horses that wouldn’t get through here—few omegas would manage it. I even started to doubt the veracity of the information I received from the two stupid clowns that had somehow managed to become highroad guards. 
 
      
 
    However, once I got all the way up, I realized I was in the right place. 
 
      
 
    A strange-looking lone house stood at the edge of a nearly barren stretch of land adjacent to the side of the ridge. The round structure seemed to have been hastily thrown together using pieces of rock and clay. The walls didn’t look like much, but, for some reason, my very first glance made me certain it would be hard to smash through them—or to break the door made of crooked but well-fitted bars of wood. The steeple roof tiled with shale didn’t look flimsy, either, and the tiny elongated windows resembled embrasures. There were two rows of them, which meant it was a two-story building. 
 
      
 
    The house was more like a miniature tower. Vegetation was sparse in the clearing in the first place, but here there was none at all, with the exception of a lone stubby tree with a small but lush canopy. All the other trees and shrubs could have been chopped down for firewood over the course of many years, but I doubted that was likely. It looked more as though someone had cleared the space deliberately to make sure no enemy could take cover from the arrows fired through the ports. 
 
      
 
    There was a lone bench underneath that single tree left intact. Someone was sitting on it, and at first I took the person for a really old man since his hoary shock of hair was the first thing that caught my eye. The hair was luxurious, and longer than what even most women would be comfortable with. It reached all the way down to the man’s waist—some of it free, and some braided, with thin bands of leather interwoven into those locks. 
 
      
 
    However, once I stopped gawking at the old guy’s mane, I realized that his face was nowhere near as ancient as may have been suggested by the dominant grey in his hair, mustache, and beard, which were just as white. The man wasn’t young, but you’d never call him an old-timer. Perhaps, he had undergone a rejuvenation procedure that was only partially successful, or maybe he was just trying to look timeworn. 
 
      
 
    There were no weapons to be seen anywhere, and the man’s clothes didn’t look like what a warrior would wear, either; there was, however, a heavy staff leaning against the tree. If you knew how to wield one of those, you could defend yourself against several opponents, dealing them substantial damage—up to and including the fatal kind. 
 
      
 
    As I looked at the staff, I recalled the unsophisticated story told by Shatao and Quian. I shivered inside and headed towards the man, trying to walk with ease. I didn’t want to look like someone ascending the gallows. My psychological assessment of Master Tao suggested he might take it amiss. 
 
      
 
    I approached, stopped a few paces away from the man, looked at him unperturbed, and started talking. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Master Tao. If you should feel like conversing with me, you can call me Lee of Bruce Clan. It is possible that you might decide to beat me up and throw me back onto the path right away. But before you rise to proceed with that, I ought to tell you that I came here on foot, walking for many days, in the same way as you did on your quest for wisdom. Not even my failing feet could persuade me to get on a horse. My hardships were no match for yours, of course, but still I tried. I did this just to meet you. If you still decide to get rid of me after what I have just said, it is your right. But I would really like you to understand that I made this journey on foot out of respect for you. I ask for nothing in return but to be heard out.” 
 
      
 
    Tao, who had previously pretended not to notice that he had company, didn’t raise his head to look at me now, either. He looked at some distant point in space behind me, and said softly, 
 
      
 
    “How long did you travel to get here?” 
 
      
 
    “Hundreds of imperial miles,” I answered at once, looking as honest as I could. 
 
      
 
    Technically, it was true since Clonassis was far away. I walked to the harbor there, and then traveled further with no help from a horse, albeit in a boat. After that, having disembarked at the chalk rocks, I only walked on my own two feet without so much as touching a horse or a cart. The fact that most of the journey was made by sea was of little significance. 
 
      
 
    Master Tao did not like to be called Great Master. I didn’t know that for certain, but it seemed more likely than not to me, so I omitted the unnecessary honorific. 
 
      
 
    I also knew that when Master Tao was my age, he traveled from one teacher to another on foot exclusively, staying true to this rule no matter how long his journey. Even when he had his leg broken fighting the Gem Ridge brigands, he cut himself a heavy staff of precious ptoo wood, notoriously hard to work with, and never parted with it since. Oh, and once the staff was ready, he continued his journey on foot before his leg fully healed. A tough cookie, that one. 
 
      
 
    I hinted at being familiar with that part of his biography, and suggested I followed his example as a token of respect. I wasn’t sure he’d like it, but still felt obligated to try. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if I should have broken my leg, too, for extra respect. Then again, it would have been going over the top. 
 
      
 
    As the master heard out my nearly impeccably truthful answer, he asked me a new question, also without raising his head. 
 
      
 
    “The sword on your belt. How long has it been with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Over a month,” I replied, unable to recollect at once just how many days went by since I received the sword as a reward from ORDER. 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Your words don’t sound too plausible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet they are true!” I was adamant, unable to fathom what issue he had with what I had just said. 
 
      
 
    “I know that you spoke the truth. Lee of Bruce Clan, you have the Primordial Temple’s sword on your belt. It is hard, but not impossible, to take it out of the holy place. Yet it cannot be used in that case. It is a special sword, and it has a soul. Its soul is bound to a single place. The sword will have its revenge on anyone who breaks that bond, and that revenge will be brutal. It will fail to obey you at the most critical moment, turning against you. But I see no wounds or chopped-off fingers. Therefore, you speak the truth. But I may err. Everybody errs.” 
 
      
 
    “I have earned this sword, having passed the temple’s challenge. I know it may sound strange, yet it’s true.” 
 
      
 
    Master Tao went silent for about a minute. Then he continued in just as measured a tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    “There are three types of people who come to my house. The first are the ones I instantly beat up with this staff and then send them down the path without any respect. The second are those I tell to take this rock to the top of the mountain over there. Then they must bring an identical rock from the top of the mountain back with them. When they fail to so much as lift the rock by a hair’s breadth, I beat them up with the staff and send them down the path without respect. The third receive the same offer. Some manage to lift the rock. Others carry it for a while and fall down exhausted. Others still comply, but fail to meet the deadline or act really stupid, failing to understand the simplest things. I beat them all up with my staff and send them down the path rather rudely. What type are you, Lee of Bruce Clan?” 
 
      
 
    Tao brought his head up and finally looked at me. His eyes came through as perfectly serene, and his irises were a bright blue, although not quite of the same vibrant hue as mine. It was as if they had faded, and he now had strange veins of silver running in every direction from his pupils. But we did look alike, if only a little. 
 
      
 
    I met his gaze firmly and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I am the fourth type, Master Tao.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded as well, pointing at a rusty-colored boulder. 
 
      
 
    “Get to it, Lee of Bruce Clan. You have to bring a rock just like this one from the mountaintop before the shadow of the tree touches my left foot.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Step by Step Towards the Great Goal or The Accursed Boulder 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Even looking from afar, I could tell right away that the rock would be heavy as hell. As I approached, my frown grew deeper. I used to get up to all sorts of things in the Pentagon, including mining and associated talents I thought I might need in the future. Therefore, I knew a thing or two about rocks. The rusty coloring put me off instantly and, as I approached the boulder, I found myself liking it less and less with every step I took. It clearly wasn’t just a random piece of rubble, but rather some mineral with high iron content. There were possibly other metals in the mix as well. Ores usually had high density, so lugging the piece around wouldn’t be easy. 
 
      
 
    I tried lifting the stone when I got to it. It was hard to budge, yet I realized I’d be able to carry it, after all.  
 
      
 
    It was a strange rock, and heavier than any comparable chunk of ore I had ever come across. It also looked like a part of a much larger piece split evenly in half. I wondered if it was valuable; it could well be a meteorite, perhaps containing rare minerals or super pure metals. I had no idea since I had never seen anything like it before. 
 
      
 
    I did, however, realize that the test would be anything but easy. It didn’t surprise me one bit though; the more accomplished a master, the more demanding he was. That’s how things were in this world. And Tao was among the very best. Everyone agreed on that much. 
 
      
 
    Someone really smart would grab the rock at this point and start dragging it towards the forbidding-looking mountain in any odd way they could. However, not being one myself, I didn’t hurry. 
 
      
 
    I studied the rock from every angle to get an idea of its size, and took my backpack off my shoulder.  
 
      
 
    How exactly did Master Tao put it? Deliver one part to the top, take the other one from the top and bring it back here? But he didn’t say anything specific about how exactly you were supposed to transport such an unwieldy weight, which gave a wider range of opportunities to those who used their head for thinking, if only occasionally. 
 
      
 
    The life of a teenager roaming through the Pentagon a lot was full of trouble and hard work. And it got even harder when one had to carry spices one harvested over long distances. Ditto for all other kinds of stuff one planned to store in a number of secret caches all around. Long story short, you needed to be prepared and equipped for such specific eventualities. And I sure was. Unfortunately, my most excellent haversack remained on the Green Gull, and I never managed to collect it later. The ship didn’t stay in the Clonassis harbor for long, leaving on the first foggy night, slipping right past the relatively small blockade fleet. The replacement, hastily thrown together by a craftsman in Ingarmet’s camp, was inferior in every way, even though I tried to explain all the details to that hack and even gave him an excellent draft. However, it was still a sturdy item, and I had enough time to get properly used to it, placing a large number of items in the various pockets and the extra section. I had accumulated a wealth of those, but the weight was negligible when carried on one’s shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The sack was designed like a modern backpack, and it retained one of its main functions: if need be, you could attach an unwieldy object to it securely—say, a deer carcass to drag to your camp in the woods or a record-sized horned bear skull you could mount on your door at the trading post for all the neighbors to admire. 
 
      
 
    I took out everything I didn’t need, spread the backpack on the ground, rolled the stone onto it, making sure it would stand upright, and began looping a thin but sturdy rope around it, threading it through the leather eyelets that the backpack had been equipped with for that very purpose. I could have done without the extra rope as the straps alone held the stone well enough, but the load was too heavy, and the steppe craftsman’s work was far from the best, so I wanted to play it safe. 
 
      
 
    I feared the straps might break, but they didn’t so much as creak. Perhaps I was unfair to Ingarmet’s artisan. His work may have lacked finesse and the resulting backpack was too heavy, but the quality of the materials and the stitching was just fine. 
 
      
 
    First I started walking slowly, getting used to the weight, but the further I went, the more I accelerated, eventually switching to a slow run. The weight was heavy, but bearable, since the load was distributed evenly. I figured I’d reclaim the time I spent fiddling with the backpack halfway to the mountain. If I had to carry the unwieldy weight on my shoulder, I wouldn’t be able to move at a third of my current speed. 
 
      
 
    Soon enough, I felt like I could pick up pace a bit more. The test wasn’t overwhelmingly hard so far, but it was too early to relax. I was just getting started. There were bound to be catches and unpleasant surprises further on. The great master would definitely have something else in stock for me, other than a slow run up a mountain that wasn’t among the tallest. It would take the sun a while to move the shadow of the tree to Tao’s foot, and he wasn’t the kind of person to cheat by moving his limb. So, if I managed to get the right kind of start, I’d make the deadline without breaking a sweat. Which, of course, would be too easy. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I had to prepare for some unpleasant surprises. 
 
      
 
    What could it possibly be? 
 
      
 
    I had no idea. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of the mountain, it looked rather strange—something like a cross between a Mesoamerican earthen mound and a tailings pile of the kind one sees near mines. The pyramids were square or rectangular, though, while this mountain had a circular shape, and instead of ledges there was a path coiling around the sides all the way up to the flat top. It was clearly man-made—yet another relic of times immemorial, the likes of which were abundant in Rock. As a matter of fact, I had only recently spent quite some time looking for one of those on a distant alien shore. However, mine was an unusual case since the abandoned Primordial Temple was hidden underneath a modern city. Over here, there were no doubts or ambiguities—the enormous structure openly dominated all the other hills in the nearby ridge. 
 
      
 
    In my mind, I tried to estimate the distance I had to go. If my take on the size of the mountain was correct, it had to be at least a few hundred feet high. Semi-forgotten geometric formulas all jumbled into one in my head, so I couldn’t be sure about the results I got. But they certainly didn’t look good. 
 
      
 
    I would obviously lose speed ascending, and I’d have to run for a while. The total length of the winding uphill road was about three times the distance between the lone tree and the foot of the hill, and that was a conservative estimate. The mountain’s lower part was really wide, and the road coiled itself around it gently, encircling it many times. Each new circle was shorter than the previous, as geometry suggested, but the difference only became ostensible close to the top. Some of the circuits were at a negligible distance from each other—I could probably spit that far, or at least close. The length of the winding road was therefore greater than the height of the mountain by a few orders of magnitude. 
 
      
 
    So that was the catch. Master Tao must have calculated this all in advance, knowing that a strong man capable of lugging around a stone two times his weight would not be able to do it running, and therefore wouldn’t meet the deadline. 
 
      
 
    And yet the challenge wasn’t supposed to be impossible, especially for me with my excellent backpack, decent physical shape, and overclocked embodiments of many attributes. 
 
      
 
    As I reached the mountain, I obediently turned left and followed the road at a much slower pace, my right side almost scraping the vertical rock. But not quite fifty paces into it, I began climbing. Time wasn’t gentle to the mountain, and a part of the upper circuit had eroded here. This was no proper path, but you could try scrambling up if your hands weren’t busy. 
 
      
 
    And mine were free. How fortunate. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t spare my clothes and patiently bore the pain caused by small shards of stone driving themselves into my palms. Thus, it took me a minute at the most to get to the circuit above me. Had I continued along the road, it would have taken five or six times longer.  
 
      
 
    The gain was considerable, but it wasn’t enough to lift my mood. Such convenient shortcuts were few and far between. I could only count about half a dozen on the part of the slope I could see. There could be more on the other side, but that remained to be seen. Therefore, I wouldn’t be able to take shortcuts all that often, and I’d have to walk hundreds of feet along the road to get to such convenient places. There was a possibility I wouldn’t make it at this rate. 
 
      
 
    I stopped, took my backpack off hastily, and went to do something that could have struck a hypothetical observer as foolish—untying all the knots and re-threading the rope through the eyelets, thus freeing the load I had spent so much time securing in the first place. 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t going insane. I had a different plan now, or, rather, a modified version of the old one. I could climb anywhere, including vertical rock walls. I had the Mountaineering talent mark, although I never learned the talent. I regretted it now as it would have been most convenient. But the mountain wasn’t that tall, and I had Agility in heaps. I’d make it—but only if I didn’t try to climb with such a load on my shoulders. That was why I had to untie it. 
 
      
 
    I moved separately from the rock from that point on. First, I’d climb to the circuit above me, and then pull the load up. Fortunately, the rope was long enough. I only had to make sure not to rub it against the rock. It may have been sturdy, but if subjected to such a stress, it would wear through before too long. 
 
      
 
    I spared no effort, and soon both my hands were raw and bleeding. The rocks I climbed were just too sharp-edged, and then the thin rope would add to my misery as I pulled up the rock. But I had no better options. I just had to tough it out. 
 
      
 
    The fact that I no longer had to carry the weight on my shoulders made the route a lot shorter, and I managed to save a lot of time. But only in the beginning. The higher I got, the narrower the mountain became, and the circuits got shorter and shorter. Soon, I got to the point where my climbing began taking about as much time as walking a full circuit—and then I would have to drag the stone up, too. 
 
      
 
    I stopped and reattached the stone to my backpack, the way I did it the first time. Given my previous experience with it, I managed to do it a lot quicker. 
 
      
 
    Walking at a brisk pace, from one circuit to the next, I activated my healing talent to mend the substantial damage the skin on my palms suffered despite my best efforts. Occasionally, I would break into a run but could not keep at it long enough. My parameters, high as they were, proved to be insufficient—the load was just too heavy. I began regretting not having invested enough in Strength and Stamina. I should have been more generous with them at the expense of other attributes, because now I was clearly short of both. But who could have guessed the old master had such quirks? 
 
      
 
    The accursed mountain kept getting narrower, and the circuits became steeper near the top, each new one seemingly twice as long as the previous, even though the reverse was actually true. 
 
    Accursed indeed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I finally got to the top, it took me a while to realize as much. I had been in overdrive for the last few minutes, moving on autopilot and thinking with my legs, straining them as much as I could. Then, finally, they sensed they were no longer ascending, and there was suddenly space on the right as well as on the left. 
 
      
 
    My mind started to engage—slowly and reluctantly. It took a huge effort to banish the overwhelming desire to sit down and rest for an hour or two. And then it hit me. I shook my head and immediately forgot about my weariness.  
 
      
 
    I looked around and rubbed my eyes—to no avail.  
 
      
 
    There was no second half of the stone anywhere. The top was ideally flat and the size of a basketball court. There was no grass on it, and no bushes grew anywhere, so there was really no place to hide anything, however small.  
 
      
 
    I activated the Deep Scrutiny of Necros and couldn’t believe my eyes: the scanning talent didn’t reveal anything, either. There were no stones hidden here. 
 
      
 
    So what was I to make of it? Heck, I even looked down the abyss below. There was no stone! None whatsoever! I was fooled! 
 
      
 
    My mouth opened of its own accord and let the world have it. Every curse and profanity I knew, or thought I knew, or learned from Stubs or the Green Gull’s salty sailors got stage time at least twice, and then twice more. Add to that some very specific vocabulary I had picked up from the criminal underground of Clonassis and the 4-letter words from my past life, and you’d get the picture. If nothing else, I’d now be the baddest champion foul mouth in the entire history of Rock. 
 
      
 
    But at least I could now think clearly again. Who could have thought uninhibited cussing could have such a profound beneficial effect on one’s own self, hehe? I was not hired as a porter. I was undergoing a challenge. And all those great masters, even those of them who were not all that great, in all fairness, loved playing tricks. Anything and everything invoking logic, allegory, or doublespeak would be fair game. Anything to make their poor disciples even more miserable than they already were.  
 
      
 
    How did Master Tao word it exactly? “You have to bring a rock just like this one from the mountaintop before the shadow of the tree touches my left foot.” So what was I supposed to do if there was no rock there? Descend unencumbered by any load and report that someone had stolen the challenge prop? I had no doubts about the outcome: he’d give me a painful staff treatment and see me off by means of applying his boot to my coccyx. That was the cunning plan. And I wasn’t sure I’d manage to withstand a fight with him. My abilities may have been well above average, but those were only potential abilities. Besides, Master Tao was a most unusual man. His fighting technique was famous for a good reason. He regularly wiped the floor with dilettantes such as myself, only strong by virtue of their basic stats. 
 
      
 
    So a fight was out of the question—I would prove nothing by a display of force. My only chance was to bring back something that wasn’t here. But how would I accomplish that? 
 
      
 
    I examined the rock once again, running my hand over the smooth surface of where it had been allegedly cut. No saw or blade had ever touched it. Someone had just smoothed one of the sides out and polished it roughly. I strongly doubted there was another half anywhere that matched this one. And why would there be? I had just thought it up, having been trapped by some foolish associations. 
 
      
 
    So, alright, I had to bring back a rock just like this one back from the mountaintop. But why would I look for a heavy “twin” when there already was a rock here—the very one I had brought on my back? I just had to follow Master Tao’s instructions to the letter.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I had to sweat a lot on my way back, too. The fact that I was going down didn’t make the process much easier. Faster, yes, but not less demanding. Now that gravity was basically bringing that rock down for me all by itself, my palms had an even more exacting job—slowing me down.  
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t the hardest part. From my first steps on the way back, I had to fight the desire to just hurl that godawful blob of metallic compounds down. It would roll under its own power all the way to the bottom, jumping from ledge to ledge, and I’d pick it back up once I was back on the flat. 
 
      
 
    It was a great plan, actually, but the boulder was not solid metal and would definitely sustain major damage as it went down. Perhaps it would even shatter into small pieces. What would I tell the great man then? “Sorry, Master Tao, I broke that iron ball of yours?” No, that did not sound like such a great idea. 
 
      
 
    With every new step, I hated the damn thing more and more. I loathed it like I never loathed anything or anyone—not even the sorcerer who had sliced my chest open to extract my still-beating heart back when this whole sorry affair started. And yet, I had to guard that non-sentient chunk of horror as the apple of my eye. Such, my dear friends, is life, and such is the thorny road to honor. And wisdom. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I finally reached the round dwelling, all covered in sweat and dirt, the shadow of the tree was about three fingers away from Master Tao’s foot. So I managed to finish a little earlier. Good. I placed the stone just where I had taken it from, untied it from my backpack, and put my things back inside. Then I rose and approached the bench. 
 
      
 
    “I brought an identical stone from the top of the mountain. It is the same as the one that had been lying here earlier.” 
 
      
 
    As before, the master never even raised his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You shouted something at the top of the mountain. What was it?” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to let my surprise show. The mountain was a long way out. It may have not been the tallest, but it wasn’t short, either, and it was windy enough even at the bottom. At the top, the wind was almost strong enough to knock you off your feet. Did he have finely-tuned acoustic sensors instead of ears? How could anyone hear anything at all at such a distance in the middle of the day with all its noises? 
 
      
 
    I firmly suppressed the confusion in my thoughts before speaking back. 
 
      
 
    “I was overjoyed at having completed the first part of my journey so quickly. It wasn’t easy.” 
 
      
 
    “What I’m hearing from you now is commonly known as balderdash. I don’t need any. I want the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Master Tao. As I got to the mountaintop, I used some words that weren’t particularly pretty to express the depth of the emotion I felt when I realized there was no second rock.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee of Bruce Clan, how exactly would you interpret what has just happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “A teacher’s words must be understood correctly, rather than literally.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not your teacher.” 
 
      
 
    “That much is true. But I came here in hope of you becoming one.” 
 
      
 
    “So what do you think I could teach you?” 
 
      
 
    “Master Tao, you are called a Great Master for a reason. I know that you dislike this title, but one has to admit that you’ve earned it. You are the creator of the legendary Seven Strikes Technique and the only person alive to have achieved such great mastery of the Chi Flow Technique. ORDER itself has marked you. I would very much like to learn what you know. And I would like to receive that knowledge from you directly since you are both the creator and the greatest practitioner of that skill. The clearest water is at the source of the river. The clearest wisdom comes from the one who had found it first.” 
 
      
 
    I gave myself a mental pat on the head. There was just enough pomposity there to show respect without going overboard; I was brief and to the point. And I didn’t even work on my speech. Everything I said was pure improvisation. 
 
      
 
    The master, who kept looking anywhere but directly at me, asked a question that I hadn’t exactly expected, but I still thought he might do something like that. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with my Seven Strikes Technique?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing—and everything,” I said without missing a beat. 
 
      
 
    “Explain.” 
 
      
 
    “There are seven types of weapons and body parts used for attacking—the sword, the spear, the guandao, the ax, the dagger, the hand, and the foot. The enemy has got to be struck down by just one of them, and at the very first attack. If the first attack isn’t completely successful, you must be doing something wrong. Your technique should have been called the One Strike Technique. That would represent its true meaning better and speak to me personally.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly speaks to you, Lee of Bruce Clan?” 
 
      
 
    “What speaks to me is the ability to defeat the enemy with a single deadly attack instead of hitting away at them uselessly many times.” 
 
      
 
    “So you expect that my technique will help you when you are facing a foe that is much stronger than you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Master Tao, I’ll try to make do even without your technique whenever I have to deal with someone much stronger than me. I know the best secret employed by the world’s most renown methods that was invented for that very purpose. None other surpasses it.” 
 
      
 
    The master raised his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Lee of Bruce Clan, I have to admit this is the first time in years that for a brief moment, I stopped thinking of how nice you’d look rolling down the path once you leave this place against your own will. None of those who came before you spoke to me like that. You were right. I am indeed called a Great Master, but even I know nothing of that mysterious move to help against an enemy much stronger than yourself. I’d like to know what it is. You’ve got my interest. If I like the answer, we shall continue our conversation. If not, well, you know what will happen then. So, speak.” 
 
      
 
    “Will Master Tao allow me to answer with a short parable?” 
 
      
 
    “Only if it’s really short. I’m incredibly weary of sitting on this damned bench waiting for someone to surprise me at last—or at least pique my interest a little.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Master Tao. So, once upon a time, there was a certain young nobleman on a quest for wisdom and power who set off on a long and perilous journey to see a famed master. His way was long and fraught with much trouble, yet he managed to overcome every obstacle with good grace. He came to a cave at last, which was the dwelling of the wise old master who had lived there for forty years, far from worldly vanity. After pleading for a long time and passing the old master’s challenge, the young man became his apprentice. And, as the master admitted eventually, he was the most apt pupil the sage had ever had. He was a very quick learner, and mastered even the most difficult battle techniques with speed and ease. He even managed to surpass his teacher in some of them. The young man spent twenty-four years in the old master’s cave, having grown into a man in his prime. Then came a day when his teacher summoned him, standing before him like an equal, and told him, ‘O apprentice! I have taught you everything I knew. Absolutely everything. There is nothing for me left to teach you but one final technique.’ So his apprentice asked him what the technique was. And the master replied, ‘Oh, my best and brightest apprentice, this technique is very simple. People invented nothing simpler over the many centuries of human progress. And yet, simplicity notwithstanding, this technique is truly the greatest.’ His apprentice was amazed. How could it possibly be? And the wise teacher explained. Watch me closely, he said, and I will show you. And then the master began running away. ‘But master,’ cried the apprentice. ‘Where are you off to?!’” 
 
     
 
    I was not quite sure how well I had managed to preserve and present the humor and the wisdom from the many similar tales I had read in numerous books back on Earth. But what was done, was done. I gave it my best anyway.  
 
    The master remained silent. 
 
      
 
    So did I, expecting him to react. 
 
      
 
    The silence dragged on, hinting that the attempt to send me down the path could happen any moment. 
 
      
 
    I could bear it no longer and decided to offer an additional explanation. 
 
      
 
    “Fleeing. The master from my story was referring to running away. It’s the main technique if the opponent is too strong and fighting them would be hopeless. It’s the only way one might hope to survive.” 
 
      
 
    “I realized as much,” Master Tao replied calmly. “I remain silent because your parable didn’t surprise me. Surprise is a mind’s reaction to the discovery of something new. Unfortunately, you haven’t told me anything I didn’t know. And I’m not quite sure whether or not it would be of any interest for me to continue our conversation. I am inclined to think that it wouldn’t. While I sit here and think, you still have time to influence the conclusion I will come to. I am not your teacher and I cannot order you to be silent. You are free to talk whenever you feel like it.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I nodded. “Please teach me. Be my Master. I promise I’ll surprise you sooner or later. I am almost certain that it will be sooner rather than later. And if I don’t manage to surprise you every day, I’ll certainly be able to do it every other day. Don’t doubt me.” 
 
      
 
    “That sure sounds cocky. Let’s assume I’ll teach you for twenty-four years. Are you really sure you’ll be able to surprise me for twelve years out of twenty-four?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Master Tao, learning for that long is out of the question. I haven’t even got a year.” 
 
      
 
    The master raised his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Lee of Bruce Clan, are you a reasonable man? I think not. Such abilities are no laughing matter. And they are nothing like the ‘supreme technique’ you just mentioned. My first impression of you was that you weren’t stupid, but what I hear from you now leads me to a different conclusion.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again. 
 
    
“Master Tao, your first impression was correct. I am no idiot, and I am no weakling. Admit it—few men, no matter how strong, would be able to complete your challenge. I realize that it would take at least a couple of months to come to grips with the very basics of your technique. But I don’t have these months. I only have twenty-six days. I will master the Seven Strikes Technique over this period. Rest assured about that. If my words don’t surprise you, I believe that you might get surprised when I do just what I’ve just promised. And I foresee the inevitable question. If I fail, you’re free to send me rolling down that path as many times as you like. And, by the way, it would be best if we started right away, or I’ll only have twenty-five days left.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Theory and Practice 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the third hour I spent flailing away at the wood trunk. In other words, I kept on doing the same thing I was doing all day yesterday. Valuable time was wasted on monotonous chopping-down of one tree after another. The barren place didn’t have much tall vegetation, but what grew here would be enough to keep me busy for a few weeks. That fact saddened me. 
 
      
 
    I was, however, glad that I managed to chop down two trees yesterday with my bare arms and legs, and today Master Tao was generous enough to let me use a whole range of different weapons. They were all of the same type, and not exactly what one would call convenient, but the effectiveness of my dealing with vegetation grew enormously. 
 
      
 
    The weapons in question were metal bars—a short one, a long one, and a minuscule one, the length of just two palms. There was another bar that could hardly be called a bar at all. It was so thick that you couldn’t even get both your palms around it. Fortunately, it had a handle on one of the sides, which made it look like a sawn-off rolling pin. 
 
      
 
    I managed to bend that very handle. I hit too hard, and the metal the unassuming weapon had been made of was of low quality. The strain proved too much for it. I thought Tao would give me a piece of his mind about it, but he remained silent. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t say anything at all. He’d hand me the new weapon in silence, and take me to the next tree in silence, too. Nearly all the time he just stood a few paces away with his hands folded behind his back. Sometimes he didn’t even look in my direction at all, turning his head away. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t understand the point of this monotonous tree-felling operation, but I had to keep silent. Since I got the status of an apprenticeship candidate, I was supposed to comply with my teacher’s orders and do what apprentices did, which involved complying with the master’s requests without questioning them, among other things. 
 
      
 
    After one of my blows, the trunk swayed in a characteristic way, and I knew from experience that it was the right moment. I took a step back, swung, and hit the trunk during a jump, trying to reach as high as I could for the tree to start falling in the right direction. 
 
      
 
    My calculations were correct; the tree cracked and fell just where I had directed it. 
 
      
 
    I put down the heavy steel bar that weighed about as much as I did and turned towards the master. I froze in place, waiting for him to proceed to the next tree. At this rate I’d provide him with enough firewood for three winters in twenty-six days. 
 
      
 
    As Tao was boring the fallen trunk with his eyes, he asked an unexpected question. 
 
      
 
    “Just what is wrong with you, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Master Tao?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, certainly not the fact that you’re not Lee and that you don’t come from any Bruce clan. It’s your life, and you’re free to call yourself anything you want. Attack me, Lee.” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?” I was confused for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Tao pointed his finger right at me. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the one who expressed a strong wish to become my apprentice in the right and proper way. I ordered you to attack me. That means you have to attack me using the weapon you have at your disposal right now. It pains me to be forced to explain such obvious things to you again. And now, get to it.” 
 
      
 
    I naturally wanted to dispute the order, finding it rather problematic. But, alas, the master was right. I had to act and keep quiet. Those were the rules. 
 
      
 
    However, I did not want to attack Tao with a long and thick steel bar; killing or maiming him would interfere with my plans, and besides, I had nothing against this person. 
 
      
 
    I feinted, moved in, twisted around a little, and initiated a blow which may have looked menacing, but which I could always stop at the very last moment, just slapping the master on the side a little. It wouldn’t even leave a bruise. Besides, he surely did have well-developed protective talents, didn’t he? I recalled the leader of the gang of killers I had encountered back in the Pentagon—a man named Pence. He easily deflected blows of expensive steel weapons with his bare hands. There were many such talents, and high-level warriors never tried to save on those. I didn’t think a master of Tao’s rank would neglect them, either. 
 
      
 
    Tao had plenty of opportunities to amass a wealth of rare things and talents; he didn’t spend his entire life a recluse, after all, and his biography was rich and eventful, even though I didn’t know all of it. 
 
      
 
    For example, I couldn’t see all of his ORDER parameters. The master could hide them, and all I was getting was the familiar seal of the Primordial Temple, which meant he had completed the supreme challenge somewhere in Rava or one of its satellite states. “Data protection” was one of the obligatory bonuses in such cases. One could usually see through it with the aid of a special scanning talent, and there were plenty of those. However, such specialists were rare, and I certainly wasn’t one of them. However, I had reasons to believe that his Agility embodiment wasn’t incomparably superior to mine, which meant I had good chances of succeeding. 
 
      
 
    I learned this attack from books. They were a dubious source of knowledge when it came down to combat, and it was nearly impossible to learn technique from them, but this particular combination was always one of my fortes. I used it many times in battle armed with the ari, and it was nearly always a success. So I was pretty certain that even if I failed to reach the master’s side, I would at least surprise him and make him jump away, or use some rare talent to withstand the blow. I didn’t know just what he intended to achieve by giving me such an order, after all. 
 
      
 
    But the master didn’t jump away or let the blow land. He flicked his hand, as if trying to wave away a pesky fly, and touched the end of the metal bar with his finger. 
 
      
 
    And the massive piece of metal nearly got torn out of my hands. I barely managed to hold on to it at the cost of losing my balance. I fell to one knee, marveling at why I didn’t get thrown some twenty feet away together with the bar.  
 
      
 
    It was a powerful counterblow—as if the finger was the arm of a shooting catapult. But it was just a finger! A human finger! And it managed to stop a bar that weighed dozens of pounds! 
 
      
 
    The master shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I told you to hit me, not to pet me. Lee, I’ve had enough disappointment for a single day. Hit me. Give me all you’ve got. Try landing a single blow at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    Just like that? Give him all I could? All right, Great Master Tao, you asked for it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next fifteen minutes could be summed up by just a single word—humiliation. And to add insult to injury, no one was even hitting me. I was the only one doing the hitting. Although “hitting” was an exaggeration. And a big one, at that. 
 
      
 
    I missed by fractions of a fraction of an inch. I fell onto the rocky ground or ran to pick up the heavy piece of metal when Master Tao would just brush it away casually, not even bothering with his finger anymore. He used his thick braid as a flail, demonstrating why he had woven bands of strange-looking leather into it. 
 
      
 
    By the end of it, the great master of assorted techniques got so brazen that he just folded his arms behind his back and dodged so artfully that I kept losing balance, unable to deal with the momentum of the unwieldy weapon, occasionally falling. The more tired I got, the more errors I made. 
 
      
 
    And I didn’t have enough Stamina. Too much strength was wasted on such an intense use of this parody of a weapon. If I had a heavier version of a training sword, I could keep this tempo for two or three hours. 
 
      
 
    However, Tao had everything calculated just right. He wasn’t stocking up on firewood. He was observing me for the second day in a row, apparently trying to form an opinion of my abilities. For some reason, the false ORDER structures that I had put up as a disguise failed to satisfy him. Either he didn’t see them, which would be odd for someone like him, or he simply refused to take them at face value. I tried not to think about that particular explanation since in that case most of my plans were done for, and I’d have to alter them drastically. 
 
      
 
    Apart from everything else, my strategy relied on no living person being able to read my true parameters. As someone who was first to have completed the Primordial Temple’s main challenge on one of the levels, I had the right to conceal all the ORDER structures inside me completely. And it would be incredibly hard to see through what was concealed in such a manner since everything looked inconspicuous enough. There were hardly a handful of people in all of Rock capable of defeating my inner incognito. 
 
      
 
    Apart from concealing the information, I could also create an illusion of something else entirely, which was what I referred to by being “inconspicuous”. Otherwise, it would seem rather strange to anyone capable of seeing the structures of ORDER that that they were dealing with a “zero” that had nothing but the Primordial Temple’s seal on him. The closer the illusion was to the actual values, the easier it was to maintain it. If I tried to display values exceeding the real ones, though, I’d most likely fail, or get drained of Shadow and every other kind of energy in seconds. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, to a casual observer I looked like a young man who had reached the twenty-first Degree of Enlightenment and opened three Circles of Power. That much was perfectly true. Discrepancies between what was seen and what was real started further on. In terms of the number of attributes, I was an average alpha—slightly better-endowed than most, but vastly inferior to anyone who had been trained to the maximum from the earliest childhood. My embodiments were displayed in a similar way. I knew those were harder to read, but I was certain that Rava had specialists capable of doing just that. They were rare, but not exceptionally rare. Most of my talents were concealed completely, and those visible were presented in a trimmed-down form. There wasn’t a single sign of anything related to Death or Chaos. There were some states, but they looked ridiculously unimpressive. 
 
      
 
    In reality, though, there were most likely very few alphas of the fiftieth degree in this world with parameters close to mine, even if that didn’t mean they’d have a hard time fighting me. Unfortunately, all the parameters of ORDER only amplified what you had initially. For example, what would be the reason of raising a passive swordfighter skill if you never held a long blade in your hands? If you had to use it in battle, a capable fencer with negligible ranks and levels of the same talent would make short work of such a dilettante. 
 
     
 
    That was why teachers capable of raising the “foundation skills” that didn’t rely on numbers were held in such great esteem. But I digress. 
 
      
 
    Could someone with parameters looking as inconspicuous as mine use his bare hands or implements unsuited for the purpose to chop down gnarly trees that had grown up withstanding harsh winds? I couldn’t answer that question. So what was the master after? Did he intend to see what I was really capable of as opposed to what my numbers suggested? I wondered if he had noticed the discrepancy and was now testing me to the maximum, gauging my real ability from experience. He must have certainly had other apprentices—many of them, most likely, back in the days when Tao had not yet become a recluse of his own volition. But he was unlikely to have forgotten anything and must have suspected there was something off about me, so now he was trying to make my disguise slip. 
 
      
 
    That was unpleasant. On the other hand, results belying my fake attributes could be written down to things that bore no relation to ORDER. There were all kinds of people, after all. Some were strong but didn’t have any staying power whatsoever, and some were resilient, getting a second wind before too long, and then, a third. It would be really difficult to drive someone like that to exhaustion. 
 
     
 
    But no matter how strong my natural potential might be, it couldn’t account for absolutely everything. I’d look weird enough due to my incredible speed of learning, so there was no point in multiplying my numerous oddities right from the start.  
 
      
 
    I’d have to weasel out of it somehow. Could I deceive the master, I wondered? It might not be a very moral thing to do, but I guessed I’d have to. 
 
      
 
    I tried to pretend I was dying and that I would drop down on my own, unable to take yet another swing, but Tao saw through it instantly and raised his voice again, telling me to stop fooling around. 
 
      
 
    He demanded that I apply myself completely to the task and somehow managed to see even through my best attempts to pretend to be more exhausted than I actually was. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how long this sorry display lasted. It must have been an hour at least. In my attempts to reach the master, I trampled the area around him considerably and broke a few rocks where my blows landed when they missed or got parried. I bent the second rod a little, and my clothes got torn in a few places. Yet not a single attack of mine succeeded. 
 
      
 
    But all things come to an end, and this one was no exception, either. Another desperate strike, which could easily smash a normal person’s ribcage and break their spine, ended up hitting thin air. I didn’t even try to hold back—why would I? The master didn’t parry with his finger or step back this time. He just bent his back backwards a little and let the heavy piece of metal pass a hair’s breadth away from him without as much as touching his clothes. Just as he did every previous time. 
 
      
 
    As for myself, the momentum of my weapon dragged me forward, and I turned around awkwardly, barely managing to check my forward motion. 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” Tao said. “I have seen everything. I won’t keep asking what is wrong with you. For some reason, you’re unwilling or incapable of answering this question. But I’ll answer it myself, if you allow me.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, Master.” 
 
      
 
    What else could one possibly say under those circumstances? 
 
      
 
    “Lee of Bruce Clan, I have seen many things in my life, including those you couldn’t even imagine, no matter how you strained your imagination—and it must be really powerful since you deceive with such ease you could pull the wool over anybody’s eyes. I was even beginning to think you were no human being, but an incarnation of the power of Deceit. Have you heard of it?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I have, Master. It’s one of the powers described in the ancient apocrypha. It is considered false, just like nearly everything described in the apocrypha.” 
 
      
 
    “The apocrypha may be correct in your case. You’re the strangest person I’ve ever seen. I’m not just talking about the ones I taught. I’m talking about all of them. And I’ve seen quite a few. Someone with your physique and your ORDER parameters wouldn’t have been able to do a quarter of what I’ve been watching you do for nearly two days in a row. You weren’t supposed to pass my challenge yesterday. It implied a different outcome and other conclusions with completely different consequences, which would not necessarily have been bad for you. You shouldn’t be able to fell trees with such ease, be it with your bare hands or with unwieldy weapons. You might not know what trees you see before you. You see them, but you don’t understand just what it is that you see. I’ll explain. This land—everything you can see around you if you turn your head—belongs to me. It was granted to me by the Imperial Chancellery, and the deed bears the personal stamp of the Great Emperor Qabool, may his reign last forever and be covered in glory. Everything that grows on this land belongs to me, too. The trees you are destroying are called kakho. Have you ever heard of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master. They have excellent wood and produce valuable sap in the spring used for making the spice known as tosa.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. These trees have been providing me with sap for a couple of years and grew exhausted as a result. Kakho trees restore their strength very slowly. It’s easier just to squeeze them dry and chop them down. Then the stump is used for planting a new sapling, which quickly grows into a new tree abundant with sap. Kakho grow in open spaces where there’s a lot of sunshine and wind. The soil here isn’t fertile, but it’s rich in minerals required for the soul of the sap to come into existence—something absolutely vital for good tosa. So this challenge did not involve a waste of precious trees. However, kakho trees are resilient. Even an experienced lumberjack finds it hard to chop them down. Their wood is like twisted steel wire; it’s so tough that axes go dull easily, and saws lose their teeth. And look at you felling them with simple iron rods and bars quicker than any experienced lumberjack. You have almost managed to surprise me. Almost, because I have, at some level, been waiting for something of this sort. Do you want to know why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you realized I was strong and stubborn after that rock?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Lee. I read it in your eyes. They don’t allow anyone to read you fully, but I saw enough to start thinking, and then give you an iron rod and send you to chop down kakho trees. The way you handled that task didn’t surprise me. But I was completely astonished by the way you attacked me. I’ve never seen anything like that in my life or heard of it. I didn’t even realize it was possible. What do you think I’m referring to now?” 
 
      
 
    “The fact that I was incredibly fast and strong like a team of bulls?” 
 
      
 
    That’s when it was my turn to be surprised. But only at the master’s first words. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, Lee of Bruce Clan. Exactly. You were quick. You were incredibly quick. You were speed manifest. And you were strong. Strong enough to wield a heavy weapon easily, and your blows made the air part with a loud whoosh every time. And when you missed, the momentum almost lifted you into the air. When your weapon hit the ground, it buried itself deep and it smashed hard rocks into rubble. And, notwithstanding your abnormal speed and strength, you were utterly hopeless. You were clumsy and pathetic. I felt like crying when I was looking at you. It pained me to see a sight like that. You looked like a cack-handed painter who was trying to create a work of art on a precious Banai canvas using a broom that he had to dunk into a cesspit for the lack of paint. You were a diamond set in manure, a magic sword wielded by a paralyzed man, an exceptionally intelligent youth who couldn’t read but found himself in a library where the world’s entire wisdom was collected. I’m not asking you who had trained you. Such hideous incompetence could not be the result of any training. I couldn’t but surmise you learned from uncouth commoners with the most basic knowledge, which is, of course, impossible. But I have to tell you that you’ll never manage to learn the Seven Strikes Technique. You’re good, obviously—too good, perhaps—but you’re ignorant, and you’ve picked up all kinds of garbage. If you were a blank page, it would actually be to your advantage, but you’re a page tainted by filthy knowledge that has no place here. You need a simpler teacher with ordinary techniques. I could recommend a few. Given your potential, in two or three years you’ll be able to master easily what it takes others much longer to learn.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Master Tao. I know such teachers myself, but I came to you specifically. Rest assured that I will manage to master your technique. Have no doubts about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I have no doubts. What I have is a certainty. You believe that my technique is all about defeating a foe with a single strike, right?” 
 
      
 
    “In general, yes,” I admitted. 
 
      
 
    “How about in particular?” Tao asked. 
 
      
 
    “In particular, I have been led to understand that your technique implies getting your opponent into a condition where he exposes himself to the single perfect attack, or never failing to use an opportunity where he exposes himself on his own.” 
 
      
 
    “Just what has given you this idea?” the great master asked. 
 
      
 
    “Books. There’s a lot written about you and your technique.” 
 
      
 
    “Who could have thought that gratuitous waste of parchment could lead to confusion even about such a matter as this? You’re right, Lee—and completely wrong at the same time. One can choose one of the seven ways of reacting to an attack—jump away and change the distance, dodge without leaving one’s place or change one’s position slightly, block an attack, use a shield or some other item as cover, including other foes or one’s allies. One can also use a talent that protects one from attacks of a given kind. Apart from that, one can be under the effect of a talent, a rare potion, some external influence, or a magic property of an item one wears on one’s person, and thus protected against the attack. Finally, one can altogether fail to react or take cover, thus bearing the full brunt of the enemy attack. It is easy enough to realize that my technique, just like any other technique, is focused on the seventh option, where the enemy’s attack harms the enemy. But the way you describe it makes one think of a mechanical process. If that’s what you have in mind, you should try another master. There are many of those who could teach you the correct mechanical implementation of this option. It isn’t that hard.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t quite understand you, Master Tao, but whatever it is that your technique conceals within itself, I must learn it. And I haven’t got years. All I have is twenty-six days. To be more precise, twenty-five minus part of today.” 
 
      
 
    “I am trying to think of you as persevering and not stupidly stubborn. Which is why I’ll try to use simple words to explain a few things that are really far from simple, so that you would realize that you’re asking for the impossible. So, Lee, what exactly do you know about chi?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s energy in the form of rays that permeate the very fabric of creation in every direction. It is the foundation of Rock that keeps its every particle in place, preventing the world from falling apart and merging with disorganized Chaos.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you learn that from books as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone would do humanity a service by burning all those books. Alas, it’s too late. Many promising minds have already been corrupted. They should have done it before you touched them for the very first time. The thing is, Lee, that there are just two ways of advancing in martial arts. One is strict adherence to the way of ORDER. This way involves the development of parameters and the unlocking of techniques wholly dependent on these parameters. The other is handling Chi directly and ignoring the parameters of ORDER. It doesn’t mean neglecting them—it’s just that they’re viewed as useful but optional extras. Do you understand what I’m referring to?” 
 
      
 
    “The Way of ORDER and the way of the ancients,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Great. So you do know quite a bit, after all. Now, tell me, Lee, do you know that the ‘way of the ancients’ is always written in lowercase letters and pronounced with a derisive intonation?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Master Tao. That was just the way I pronounced it.” 
 
      
 
    “And why do you think the way of the ancients is supposed to be treated derisively?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’s long been obsolete. When people learned the Way of ORDER, they received advantages they could not find in the way of the ancients. The old dies off, and the new thrives. That’s the way of the world, Master Tao.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the way of the balderdash you’ve filled your head with. And you’re by no means the only one… Lee of Bruce Clan, you must have read and heard a lot about the ancient times. All kinds of legends about the first incursions of Chaos, the first heroes who touched ORDER, the first great victories over the evil that was destroying our world. But have you ever thought of what was there in the beginning? Before the ones who had touched ORDER appeared? The world had existed before them, too, you know.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Very little is known of the first humans apart from the legends. And those legends aren’t considered particularly reliable sources.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’s your own opinion? How did it all happen? What did people use to fight back the first incursions?” 
 
      
 
    “What could they have used against something like that? Everything they had at hand, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not much of an answer. They didn’t have ORDER—it hadn’t revealed itself to people yet. So how did they manage without it?” 
 
      
 
    I thought hard about it, failing to see what it was the master wanted of me. 
 
      
 
    “Master Tao, people still had hands then. And they had simple weapons. The primitive kind, made of regular rock, metal, bones, and wood. They also had the old martial art—the very way of the ancients we mentioned earlier. It must have involved techniques memorized mechanically, to use your term, such as attacks, combos, moves, and so on. People were weak without ORDER, but they still could fight. It is common knowledge that even an alpha with a Degree of Enlightenment equaling two hundred isn’t immortal, and an army of simple omegas could defeat such a warrior, albeit with tremendous losses.” 
 
      
 
    “Now tell me, Lee, did Chi exist in those times as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Master Tao, Chi has existed since the dawn of time. It’s been holding the world together for as long as it’s been around.” 
 
      
 
    “Great, Lee. Excellent. Now, do you insist Chi was around when the ancient martial art flourished, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, that’s what I just said.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry for chewing it out like this, Lee. I just want you to focus your attention on this important issue. And let us take a step forward. Do you think the ancients could use that which holds the world together?” 
 
      
 
    “But how did they do it? They didn’t have ORDER, after all. They couldn’t even see how much Chi they could accumulate. They didn’t even have any…” 
 
      
 
    I checked myself, and the master smiled back. 
 
      
 
    “Well, carry on, Lee. You wanted to say they didn’t have any chi—what we know as reservoirs. An execrable word that is more misleading than revealing, but since it’s in common use, let us use it, too. Since you have not finished your sentence, would you care to tell me why you decided against finishing it?” 
 
      
 
    “Master Tao, I realized anything I might say further would be erroneous. Since Chi had always existed and since it’s the force that holds the world together, it existed in every human, too. So the ancients did have access to this energy.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re absolutely right, Lee, they did. And, yes, they lacked a convenient instrument for controlled interaction with said energy—the one we refer to as ORDER. We are not talking about the force that streamlines all the others, but rather about the abilities it gives to every person living. However, humans can still operate without ORDER. Have you heard anything about it?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t remember ever reading anything of this sort, not even in legends. On the other hand… I did encounter a few hints in the works of Follatt. But I have to admit that what this most esteemed philosopher says often resembles ravings of a lunatic. I am, in particular, referring to the period when Follatt succumbed to dementia or a similar condition. It was after a series of experiments with poisonous mushrooms when he tested extracts made from those mushrooms on himself. His students wrote down all the idiocies he had generated word for word and then presented them as revelations of their teacher’s ultimate wisdom. And you can find anything in those, including hints at the possibility that wooly toads might fly on sunlit nights to the accompaniment of a deaf and mute jellyfish choir singing a merry funeral song.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Lee. I’ve never read Follatt. But I am one of those who had heard certain echoes of the ancient wisdom. The very wisdom passed from teacher to apprentice for hundreds and thousands of years. The wisdom of the historical epoch when Chi was approached directly, without ORDER acting as an intermediate. I have managed to build up on this knowledge and adapt it to the realities of our times. But my input there is negligible. Many generations of masters did the same before me. The Way of the Ancients was never forgotten—it was just forced to adapt. And without touching it you will not master the Seven Strikes Technique.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I would touch volcanic lava for such knowledge. Teach me.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “It’s too late… Way too late. You’re talented, Lee. Talented without a doubt. You’re everything any teacher could dream of. Had you approached me five years ago, I may have started teaching you at once, without asking a single question. My chances of success would be negligible, but it would be worth a try nonetheless. Had they brought you to me as a toddler, I would have almost certainly managed to teach you, although I must admit that guiding toddlers would be taking it too far. They’re unpredictable, and I’m not used to them. But you came now, being hopelessly late. I find your development strange. You are clearly a phenomenon, which is, doubtlessly, interesting. And I’m sure I would have gotten interested in you five or ten years ago, too. Back then, there would have been some reason to talk about teaching you the Seven Strikes Technique. Now it’s already too late. Everything’s hopeless. Clay that contains a rare kind of sand can be turned into beautiful porcelain, but it can also dry up from long storage and become useless. You’re excellent material that has let its chance pass it by. I am truly sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Master, could you please explain what the matter is? Why can’t I make up for the knowledge I haven’t had access to earlier?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to explain in just a couple of words, and you won’t accept the complete explanation. You’d need to be a part of it to understand…” 
 
      
 
    “Then, please, explain it in a few couples of words. You can do it. Don’t make it overly complicated, just tell it to me as it is. I’m sorry, Master, but I need to know. I have really counted on becoming your apprentice, and I have sacrificed a lot to get here. I really need this.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, Lee, I’ll try. What do you know about the Shadow of Chi?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a reflection of the energy of Chi. And no human can contain more of this reflection than the maximum of Chi they can hold in their reservoir. The Shadow of Chi is necessary for many talents to work. When it becomes depleted, it restores quickly, demanding nothing in return.” 
 
      
 
    “So you believe the Shadow of Chi to be nothing but mere reflections?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t delve too deep into the theory and dumbed down the description a lot, but, yes, that’s the gist of it. I use the Shadow of Chi and I know that it behaves in a certain manner.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t even ignorance. This is a great deal worse. Yes, I realize that’s the way it was described in the books that you’ve read—which goes to show you shouldn’t believe everything that you read. Lee, there’s light and there’s shadow; they are parts of a whole, and one cannot exist without the other. That’s how it is, that’s how it’s always been, and that’s how it always will be. The energy of Chi isn’t mere light—it is something greater. But it also needs shadow. You cannot remove the light that pours from above, but you can remove the obstacles that prevent it from traveling, and the shadow will dwindle. What you call Shadow is a trace of the barrier created by ORDER to make it easier for people to handle its parameters. Handling Chi directly used to be the privilege of a few chosen ones back in the old days. People who were far from such matters must have thought the ancient masters were charlatans—or they trusted them without understanding just what they did, since you cannot explain everything with words alone. But ORDER is a lot easier since it’s accessible to everyone practically from birth. Everything is clear and accessible. You follow the way of ORDER, you develop, and you become stronger. But if you removed ORDER, Chi would still be there. It doesn’t require ORDER. It’s always existed, and it always will exist. Before there was ORDER, the first fighters against Chaos drew their strength from Chi. And before that, they were the world’s elite fighters. Where simple warriors would operate with nothing but raw power of their muscles and primitive versions of the simplest modern contact combat techniques, warriors capable of working with Chi directly used it to attack, defend themselves, and maintain harmony between the world inside them and the outside world. The initial benefits of doing it were dubious. But time went by, the masters of Chi perfected their methods, and passed them on to their acquaintances, who would enter the path of wisdom and make their own contributions to the wealth of knowledge amassed before them. And then…” 
 
      
 
    I listened to Tao idly as his “brief account” became at least half an hour of long-winded explanations decorated lavishly with philosophical vignettes. I didn’t need any. I had a relative clear understanding of what he was talking about. Even if I was wrong about something, that didn’t matter. The main thing was to make him agree to teach me, and I would sort things out later. 
 
      
 
    However, the master managed to kindle my interest by the end of his speech, pointing out to me a phenomenon I had noticed before and couldn’t explain. 
 
      
 
    “If you paid any attention at all, Lee, you must have noticed that the so-called reservoir of the Shadow of Chi would sometimes shrink. Not by much—just by a few points—but without any obvious reason. Have you ever observed anything of this sort?” 
 
      
 
    “I have, Master. And, according to the books I’ve read, this is explained by the fluctuations of the Shadow of Chi.” 
 
      
 
    “Those aren’t fluctuations. That’s balderdash. What you’ve seen are the most insignificant manifestations of what the ancients could handle with ease. ORDER has simplified everything greatly, and it’s tied the use of the Shadow rigidly to its own parameters. Let us, for instance, consider the Piercing Strike talent. It works with swords and other weapons of the same category. It is popular since it allows the delivery of a powerful direct blow that can pierce an opponent’s armor relying not just on the parameters of ORDER, but also on direct interaction with the flow of Chi via its Shadow. If you just wave your sword around, without using this talent or similar ones, your amount of the Shadow of Chi isn’t supposed to change. But it does. Rarely, and not by much, but it still does. It usually happens in the moments when one’s thoughts freeze and the brain cleanses itself. Instincts begin to dominate over the mind, appealing to the primordial foundation of all. And they occasionally succeed. What beasts do naturally, by virtue of being beasts, is much harder for sentient beings. The mind gets in the way. So it shouldn’t be a part of the process. Chi, the Shadow of Chi, and specialized derivatives of Chi, such as Warrior Energy, can be spent on something other than the talents they’re associated with. Energy can—and should—be used everywhere. You have to flow in it, making use of all its currents, and not just flail about like a drowning kitten, reaching for anything close enough for your tiny paws. This harmony allows you to do more than fight effectively—it helps you with everything. Even the Shadow and other kinds of energy will restore quicker if you master this way. The Seven Strikes Technique is open only to those who follow that path. And yours is blocked, so, alas, you cannot be taught.” 
 
      
 
    “Master Tao, but you just said that as recently as five years ago you’d have been able to help me get started on this way. Why can’t I do it now? What has changed?” 
 
      
 
    “Your ORDER habit has corrupted you. ORDER has become your crutch, without which you can no longer take a single step. You need to be taught before this habit is formed. It’s too late at your age…” 
 
      
 
    “But you haven’t even tried.” 
 
      
 
    “I have, Lee. Many times.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Master Tao, I mean that you haven’t tried it with me. Trust me on this: I have not been corrupted by ORDER. I may not be a baby, but I can handle my problems without resorting to it. Teach me. And have no doubt, you’ll succeed.” 
 
      
 
    “I sense certainty in your words. You really believe in what you’re saying. But I lost such faith a long time ago. You don’t even realize how dangerous it is. I might, after all, damage the crutches you’ve received from ORDER without managing to teach you to use your own legs. You risk losing years of your life and some of your power. It’s too risky and too pointless. Why would you want that? You’re strong, and you can handle ORDER well. You can learn the best techniques of ORDER from regular masters, and become strong like few other people. Use that, and don’t aspire to more.” 
 
      
 
    “But I cannot make myself stop aspiring. This is my life and the risk I take is mine. You’ve tried it before with other apprentices. Why don’t you try again? You’ve admitted it yourself: I am talented. It might, after all, help me achieve something my predecessors haven’t.” 
 
      
 
    I could see the doubt in the master. He was questioning his certainty, if only a little. And I was certain that in an hour of two of working on him like that he’d give up and acquiesce, tired of reiterating the same thing over and over again, agreeing to give it another try. He was, after all, interested in what was wrong with me himself, and must have wondered about whether my oddities could be adapted to his technique. 
 
      
 
    He could also detect falsehood, and the certainty in my voice wasn’t feigned. I was indeed almost completely certain I could learn to handle Chi directly, and then master the incredibly effective Seven Strikes Technique. 
 
      
 
    The basis of my certainty was twofold. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, I wasn’t your average local. I only learned to use ORDER two years ago. So I was at the level of a toddler according to Master Tao’s classification. And he opined that children were not yet rigid and didn’t quite develop their “crutches” yet. They could be taught to handle Chi directly. 
 
      
 
    My arrested development period worked in my favor here. 
 
      
 
    Secondly, I had developed Chaos states, which was a great rarity. They included one that seemed to be of little use at first approximation—Perception. Mine was at Level 26, which was an incredible number even for ORDER states, which were a lot easier to develop.  
 
      
 
    But anyone who did not think Perception to be particularly useful was hopelessly stupid. Apart from other things, it allowed one to learn from others more effectively. I was always a real quick study when I picked up woodsman skills from Stubs, always to his surprise. 
 
      
 
    Those skills were obviously a lot simpler than techniques of great complexity and operations with Chi. So what? They might take me five attempts to learn instead of just one, but I’d learn them nonetheless. I still had time for that. 
 
      
 
    Just a little under twenty-five days. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Apprentice and Worker 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I used to be completely indifferent to crabs. In my first life, they were but an exotic and expensive food that I didn’t eat often, or small scurrying creatures I saw on my visits to the seaside. In my second, I only encountered them once. And the encounter was anything but pleasant. 
 
      
 
    The crabs that dwelled on the dirty beach of Clonassis had existed near a very powerful energy field anomaly for thousands of years. This led to major mutations in their genetic code, and that was how clumes came into being—unpleasant beasts that hunted me underneath the city wall, much to the delight of the soldiers that were observing the show from above. They even made wagers on how long I’d survive on the strip of filthy sand. 
 
      
 
    I had disliked crabs since then. I realized it wasn’t their fault, but those events did leave a very nasty aftertaste. 
 
      
 
    Today Master Tao sent me to catch some crabs. That was great; my hatred for the species received the news with a standing ovation. Besides, it was much better than chopping wood with my bare hands or clearing rocks from the path that led to the Master’s house in the valley. 
 
      
 
    Alas, training didn’t just mean listening to theory and attempting to apply it in practice. An apprentice was a creature with no rights whatsoever, and thus obligated to help his master with daily chores. I read that the reason for that wasn’t just to provide the master with unpaid labor; the routine allegedly established a specific connection necessary for an effective transfer of knowledge and gave one higher chances of receiving rare talents. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, talents could be unlocked merely in the process of learning. The chances were a lot lower than when one hunted dangerous monsters, but they weren’t nil. Given that youngsters spent years learning, eventually nearly all of them got the full set of what their teachers had at their disposal. 
 
      
 
    And the stronger the teacher, the quicker and easier one learned. 
 
      
 
    The process was greatly accelerated in my case, so I didn’t see any point in wasting time on chores. However, Master Tao was unaware of it, and I didn’t intend to divulge all my oddities to anyone. Therefore, I would just nod in reply and comply with his requests. 
 
      
 
    And today I did it happily. 
 
      
 
    The ridge, including the mountain I had had to drag that damned stone onto, wasn’t merely a low and dense mountain ridge. It was the very spine of Gaddoques. The peninsula reached far to the east, and the further it went, the narrower it got, its height, however, remaining almost constant. The sea was really deep where the distant tip of the ridge finally broke off; few sounding weights would reach the bottom a mere hundred paces away from the shore. As far as I understood, a strong local current ran through these waters, creating a specific microclimate in the area and a constant strong surf on the shore. 
 
      
 
    If it wasn’t for the ridge of hard rocks, the sea would have washed that barrier away a long time ago, forming extensive shallows dotted with reefs. If the currents didn’t change, it would still happen eventually, but one would have to wait a while to see that. 
 
      
 
    The sea had always been at war with dry land, and it won quite a few battles. The narrow strip of even, dry land under the sheer drop that marked the eastern border of Master Tao’s domain was strewn across with enormous rocks. They were almost completely covered with water at high tide and only became fully visible when the water receded. But in either case they formed an obstacle course where even a very nimble person could break his legs easily. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, it wasn’t exactly the right place for quiet walks. 
 
      
 
    I had to descend using what Master Tao called a “path,” which, if you asked me, proved to be tantamount to running the gauntlet—a pastime only someone with strong suicidal tendencies would indulge in. And once I reached the rocks, I had to adapt to hunting from them and not just walking. The only weapon I had on me was a long pointed stick, and local crabs weren’t remotely as bold as clumes. They didn’t approach you on their own, and they didn’t let you get too close. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the master strictly forbade me to use the talents of ORDER. I was having a moratorium of sorts. Tao was hoping that by refusing to use “crutches” I might learn to feel the underlying fabric of the world. 
 
      
 
    The fact that I didn’t merely feel it, but was already learning to handle it, remained unknown to him, and I was in no hurry to let him know that, afraid that the master might have a stroke upon finding that out. After all, he had prepared for years and years of futile attempts, followed by a sad disappointment. A triumph after mere days of learning could affect him in an unpredictable manner. 
 
      
 
    I was trying to protect him from stresses that could result in a health emergency. 
 
      
 
    According to Tao, the local crabs weren’t all that simple. They contained a certain salad green spice. The name wasn’t referring to the substance’s color, but rather to its standing in a popular classification in Rava, according to which all the biologically active substances associated with ORDER could be sorted into twenty-six colors and hues. Not simply from the rarest to the most common, but in terms of what they contained. Therefore, one had to have the whole spectrum represented in their diet for maximum effect. 
 
      
 
    And Master Tao was no fool insofar as stuffing his gut was concerned. Being his unpaid workforce, I already had a chance to witness that his larder was crammed with all kinds of stuff. Either someone supplied the teacher with rare and expensive foodstuffs, or he went to get them himself occasionally. But I doubted the latter. This area only looked deserted, and an unguarded house could easily get burglarized. 
 
      
 
    Another crab got careless as it crawled from under the rock on which I had been standing motionless for a few minutes now. There was water underneath the rock. Not much, but enough to use my Fishing Connoisseur skill, which was against Master Tao’s orders, but only in a very minor way. That’s how I noticed this crustacean. It was a rare specimen—much bigger than any I had seen within reach so far. 
 
      
 
    I let the crab move away from the rock a little and struck, piercing its carapace right through. The sharp end of the stick was a lot worse for the wear already, but the bodies of these walking sources of spice were fragile, so I didn’t have to worry much about the quality of my weapon’s business end. 
 
      
 
    I dragged the convulsing carcass closer, removed my primitive weapon, sighed sadly, and whacked the poor thing’s body against a rock twice. I wasn’t hugely into crabs, but I saw no reason to make them suffer longer than they absolutely had to. 
 
      
 
    All I needed to do now was to remove the legs and the claws. I would place them in my bag, and throw the body, which wasn’t edible, in such a way that it would lure a new victim. Local crabs were no strangers to cannibalism. 
 
      
 
    But before I got to the dismemberment of the carcass, I grew wary. There were new notes of the kind I hadn’t heard before in the roar of the surf. To the uninitiated, water always spoke in the same voice, but I distinguished hundreds of intonations in it. ORDER skills had nothing to do with it—I had simply spent a long time catching valuable fish on the Blackriver. It wasn’t the sea, of course, but the difference was academic, and my old knowledge could be applied here as well.  
 
      
 
    As I turned around, I nearly fell off my rock. What I saw crawling into the shallows a few dozen feet away was a creature you couldn’t even scare children with lest they develop a nervous tic and a stutter, which wouldn’t be very pedagogical. Even I felt a twinge of unease, my experience with monsters notwithstanding. 
 
      
 
    It was some hideous crossbreed of a centipede, a mole cricket, a scorpion, and a crab—or, rather, a spider, and a poisonous one at that. If one disregarded clumes, crabs, come to think of it, were likeable creatures. Even cute in a way. As I looked at what was emerging from the sea in front of me, I regretted my former prejudice. 
 
      
 
    The monster must have not felt quite at home on dry land, even though its locomotor system was well-adapted to walking. It was possible that its natural habitat was deep sea, and a drastic change of pressure affected its vestibular apparatus adversely. However, its motions became more and more confident with every second. 
 
      
 
    In an instant, it was already heading in my direction on its few dozen pairs of legs, some short, and others longer, and raising its segmented tail with a menacing-looking sharp stinger at its end. 
 
      
 
    I was no great expert in otherworldly biology, but I was certain this was no overgrown crab. More than that, it was too unusual a creature to dwell just anywhere. Their like belonged in “ghettos” like the Grove, where there was a constant shortage of serious hunters who could exterminate the dangerous beasts on a given territory in their entirety. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Gaddoques was no center of the civilized world. It was a boring land on the western coast of the North Sea. There was no agriculture worth mentioning here due to the scarcity of fertile soil, and no easily accessible minerals that could be mined, or abundant quantities of wood for construction or crafting. Master Tao’s house might have been the only inhabited and relatively affluent place within a day’s walking distance. Still, this wasn’t a location so remote that you had to expect coming across monsters the size of a herd bull that looked like your worst nightmare brought to life. 
 
      
 
    Something wasn’t right there. But I could think about that later; right now I had other priorities. 
 
      
 
    My first reaction was predictable. I’d open my hidden receptacle, pull out Reaper or Destroyer, and explain to the beast that it wasn’t welcome on my peaceful crab-hunting grounds. Or even try dealing with it without magical weapons. I had enough talents, and some of them were highly developed. If I tried hard, I could dispatch it with my bare hands, using talents for defense. 
 
      
 
    My second thought was a lot more weighed. 
 
      
 
    I was sent to hunt crabs in a place that was promptly visited by an obviously dangerous beast. And the creature looked out of place there. It could be mere coincidence, but I was accustomed to using my head for thinking—rather than any other part of my body—which made the coincidence version less than plausible to me. 
 
      
 
    I was almost one hundred percent sure now that Tao didn’t really intend to restock his larder; He counted on the monster to appear. Besides, he told me in no uncertain terms not to activate any talents and not even think about the ones that worked on their own without the need for activation. The fact that I had used Fishing Connoisseur was already a blatant trespass against his orders, even though it wasn’t a combat talent. But at least it could not be registered by an outside observer since it wasn’t accompanied by any visual effects. 
 
      
 
    If I started using everything I had in my arsenal, the observer would notice. In other words, Master Tao would realize I didn’t give a damn about his orders. After all, he was the only one who could observe me there. 
 
      
 
    I also felt reluctant to use my magical weapons. I’d prefer to keep those well-hidden. They drew attention and could be associated with the events in Clonassis. Not everyone who had seen me wield the magic weapon was dead. They could be found and questioned, and their reports would provide a link to Gaddoques. And then the diggers would dig even deeper. 
 
      
 
    I had already acted recklessly way too often for someone sought by unknown powerful enemies. There was no need to add to any such follies. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, after some wavering, I realized I had but two options: retreat in haste or defeat the monster using my bare hands, feet, and the useless stick. 
 
      
 
    The second option wasn’t very appealing. I had always hated spiders and scorpions, let alone centipedes. Just coming close to such a revolting creature seemed thoroughly unappealing, and fighting it with my bare hands was something I’d rather avoid at any cost. 
 
      
 
    However, running away like a coward would yield me no honor. Besides, there was the risk I might not manage to climb as high as I’d need to fast enough. And there was no guarantee it wouldn’t follow me, scaling a vertical surface with the ease of a fly running across a window glass. I wasn’t as agile and would be in a vulnerable position on the rock. The beast got visibly better at moving from rock to rock, and a lot faster, too. Its coiled tail looked terrifying, and it must have been about ten feet long. If it could jump and attack at the same time, it would reach far. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the sharp end of the stick, which was fairly chewed-up by then. Not remotely a formidable weapon. Then I looked at the beast. That one was formidable all right. Its mandibles would snap me in two easily, and its jagged pincers wouldn’t let me go if they grabbed me. But the creature’s stinger would reach me way before that since it was much longer than the thing’s body. 
 
      
 
    I’d need a lance or a heavy spear to deal with it. Otherwise, I’d have to get too close for comfort if I wanted to get past the thick layer of chitin, which looked as serious as any plate armor. 
 
      
 
    I looked around, examining the nearby rocks, and then took off. No, I wasn’t running away—it was a tactical maneuver. I was heading for a spot that had few large rocks and lots of relatively small ones, which was fairly unusual for that place. 
 
      
 
    As I got there, I grabbed the first rock I could reach, turned around, and hurled it as hard as I could, without bothering to take aim. My Agility and other parameters wouldn’t let me miss at this distance unless I explicitly intended to miss. 
 
      
 
    The rock hit right where I intended, banging on the chitin loudly and bouncing off without leaving a single mark. I expected that. The beast’s armor was indeed very strong, and I had no weapons and no talents to get past it. 
 
    
Or, rather, I did have talents, but I wasn’t allowed to use them. As my teacher told me, “Lee, you have everything the ancients had. And they somehow managed without allowing Chaos to exterminate them. You should be able to manage, too.” 
 
      
 
    I picked up another stone and threw it, hitting the creature in the same spot with the same result, or lack of such. Some crab-hunting expedition this was turning out to be… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I got back home in an hour and a half. About half that time was spent on scaling the monstrosity that Master Tao cheerfully called a path. Funny guy, that one. Crawling up a bluff carrying even a light load was no mean feat even for me. Many of the stones barely held. In fact, they couldn’t even be touched with a little finger, let alone used to support the weight of one’s body. 
 
      
 
    The teacher was sitting on his favorite bench under the lone tree, indulging in his other favorite pastime—smoking his pipe, in flagrant disregard of the stereotypes that prescribed people of his ilk to be committed health freaks. Incidentally, what he had in the bowl seemed suspicious. It was clearly something other than the usual tobacco blend folks smoked over here. 
 
      
 
    As I approached, I placed the bag with the small fry on the ground first, and then put the bundle of legs and pincers it took me a lot of effort to tear off the creature’s carcass right on top, crowning the composition with the end of its tail, complete with the stinger. I adjusted the shirt that got torn in the fight, rubbed the chafe on my cheek, and reported, 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, I have complied with your request. But one of the crabs turned out to be big. Too big. Its limbs wouldn’t fit in the bag. It also had a tail with a stinger. A strange kind of crab. I’ve never seen anything like it before. If I knew such crabs lived in this area, I’d have taken a bigger bag along. I barely managed to get all its parts up the cliff. Please warn me next time since I’m not from around here. I wouldn’t want to be sent to catch perches in some pond only to discover they were the size of whales, while all I’d have at my disposal would be a small pail.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I’m not listening to you. I’m not interested in your tales of an overgrown crab. Now is the time for questions, and all I am getting from you is idle talk. Loud flatulence makes a lot more sense than your waste of words.” 
 
      
 
    I zipped it and decided against providing another sarcastic observation about the specific traits of the local fauna. Much as it rubbed me the wrong way to ignore having been set up to fight a venomous monster instead of harmless crabs, I’d just have to bear with it. 
 
      
 
    An apprentice’s questions to the teacher were important. Not just any questions, obviously. Once a day I was supposed to ask about something special. I had to think about such questions in advance, formulating them with precision, up to the very last word. Idle talk wasn’t really encouraged, to put it mildly. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Master. Sorry, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need your apologies, Lee. Have you prepared your question?” 
 
      
 
    “I have, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “In this case, I’m all attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, if there are so many advantages to what you call working with Chi directly, why do aristocrats disregard it? I haven’t read of any clan scions given to masters such as you in their childhood. If my surmise is correct, the methods you have used as a basis for the Seven Strikes Technique were developed by people such as yourself. In other words, there were plenty of teachers before you, including good ones, capable of inventing something new or improving old knowledge. And yet aristocrats always strive to get the best. How am I to understand this, then? Did they all consider working with the energy directly unnecessary, thus erring? Or am I making a mistake believing your technique superior to all the rest?” 
 
      
 
    The master nodded. 
 
      
 
    “An excellent question, Lee. But why did you ask it?” 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, I don’t understand you. I have a question, and you say it’s excellent. So why wouldn’t I ask it? What have I done wrong here?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. But you’ve answered the question yourself. You were correct to point out that the aristocrats always strive to get the best. It is inevitable, and it’s the basis of their power. But what exactly does “the best” imply? To send a child to someone like me to study would mean to make said child divert their attention away from the traditional ORDER training for years. And ORDER is a lot simpler, as well as more reliable, and, unfortunately, more effective. A warrior with high parameters trained to use them to the maximum will easily defeat a warrior who applied himself exclusively to direct handling of Chi. You can get the necessary advantage only by developing both harmoniously. And splitting one’s attention two ways would give an advantage to someone who had worked with ORDER exclusively. Since it’s easier to learn and provides more, competitors end up in a better position.” 
 
      
 
    “But, teacher, aristocrats have long lives. Why wouldn’t they give a child to you for training for ten years, and then have this child work on ORDER? There’d be the inevitable loss of a few Degrees of Enlightenment, which would get filled with Chi on their own without any system or method. Those wouldn’t be used to develop that many attributes in terms of quantity and embodiment. But it’s difficult enough to develop parameters seriously in one’s childhood, anyway. Wouldn’t the art of handling energy directly compensate for this loss?” 
 
      
 
    “Balderdash. Lee, you’re not paying attention. Besides, you forget that this art cannot be mastered by just anyone. It’s really very exclusive. It doesn’t matter at what age you begin your training. There is no absolute guarantee—only a higher probability. I am the son of my father, and he was the son of his. The ability to master Chi innately is passed down from one generation to another. We protect our blood, which often leads to inbreeding. And even that doesn’t guarantee that my children will understand the true nature of this energy. Others don’t have this advantage, and it would be harder for them. ORDER, on the other hand, is accessible to everyone, with very few exceptions. Aristocrats cannot risk their future or the future of their offspring. Their life is constant growth. Slowing down or stopping is out of the question. To forestall your next question, I’ll mention commoners. Dealing with them would be of no interest whatsoever, and they would have no interest in me, either. Those who live by the plow and till the land do not need to spend years learning such things. Besides, commoners are usually poor material. They are raised to become workers from generation to generation—not warriors or thinkers. Their blood quality is poor. In the rare cases when this is not true, one can occasionally pass the technique on to the apprentice. This is valuable, but has limited applications. The usual lot of those like me and those I train is to protect. It is very hard to use ORDER talents against our senses since we receive our information directly from the flows of Chi. We notice threats to those we protect where others notice nothing. That’s what makes us the best bodyguards. The elite. You know who I worked for, after all. Indeed, Chi, or, more precisely, disturbances in its flow, can warn one of danger, which is of paramount importance when you’re responsible for someone’s life. Would-be assassins can block or deceive regular protective talents, but they can’t fool us since no one can fool or block energy itself. You can only fail to pay attention, or fall prey to some ruse to an extent. No one’s insured against that, but the further you advance on the way of mastering the essence of Chi, the fewer mistakes you make. Those who require protection and can afford to keep the likes of me in their service know and value our skill.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, teacher. Now I understand everything.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great, Lee, even though I don’t quite believe you do. Did you kill the crabs without ORDER talents?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, teacher,” I answered with a perfectly honest mien. I was telling the truth, after all. I defeated the nightmarish creature with my bare hands, having made an estimate of where its vulnerable places would be. I feinted and dodged to make it strike rocks instead of my body, time and time again. I dashed this way and that in front of its ugly snout until it smashed its stinger on the rocks. The rest was a matter of technique and passive talents such as Hand-to-Hand Combat. But I couldn’t fully disable them, so everything was fair. 
 
      
 
    As for Fishing Connoisseur, I didn’t use it in battle. Besides, it would be of no use to me—I wasn’t fighting a shark underwater, after all. 
 
      
 
    Tao raised his eyes, peered at me, and asked, 
 
      
 
    “Did you kill every single crab without using any ORDER talents.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, master. Each and every one,” I confirmed, and added, unable to help myself, “Why make exceptions? Crabs are crabs. They’re all the same, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done a good job,” Tao answered after a short pause, without displaying any reaction to my hints that some of the crabs weren’t as ordinary as others. “You’ll meditate tonight. And you’ll meditate a lot. Until late. You’ll meditate with the sword. Get used to having it with you in any state. The weapon is a part of you, and it is also a conduit for energy. Before you learn to merge your energy with the energy of your weapon, you shouldn’t even think about techniques that involve direct manipulations of Chi.” 
 
      
 
    Frankly, I considered meditation a gratuitous waste of precious time. I needed to train seriously instead of observing the intricate interplay of the flows of energy for hours without the use of vision. On the other hand, I could do with a rest. The day was hot, I had to climb a steep cliff, and fight a very unpleasant monster. Not having to exert myself for a while wouldn’t come amiss. 
 
      
 
    “My wife and daughter will arrive tomorrow,” the master said. 
 
      
 
    I nearly jumped in surprise. This gruff recluse had a family? And there I was thinking that the likes of him reproduced by mitosis or found their progeny in the cabbage patch. Incredible news. 
 
      
 
    “Therefore, go inside the house and tidy it up as well as you can. It should be spotless by the time my wife and daughter arrive.” 
 
      
 
    So there I was, demoted to a cleaner. But I was in no position to refuse dirty work. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, master. There won’t be a single speck of dust left. Everything will shine like the carapace of that slightly overgrown crab.” 
 
      
 
    “And make sure you’re quick about it. Don’t forget that you’ll still need to meditate.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    The Family of Master Tao and Old Acquaintances 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lee, did you manage to see Chi?” 
 
      
 
    I barely refrained from replying with something like, “Yes, teacher, I’ve seen absolutely everything, including that which doesn’t exist at all.” 
 
      
 
    I was ready to confess to absolutely anything now. This morning the master decided to test how well my joints and ligaments stretched—and stretching was one of my problems. I didn’t get to practice it much before the age of thirteen for obvious reasons, nor did I exactly try to become one of those gutta-percha boys who could pack themselves into boxes that shoes found too confining. I realized it was an important matter, but I had never quite got down to it. 
 
      
 
    As one of the trading post’s best fist fighters used to say, “My foot only needs to go as high as the balls. I can use my fists for everything that’s above that.” I couldn’t say I agreed with him completely, but I saw no point in overexerting myself—unlike Master Tao. He completely disregarded all my protestations and made me twist my body into a shape that would be problematic even for an experienced yoga practitioner. I managed but found the exercise anything but enjoyable. It was painful, too, and I nearly howled. But that was only the beginning: I actually had to stay in that contorted position. Judging by where the sun was, I spent an hour at it; however, it felt as if the torture had lasted for at least a week. 
 
      
 
    I got a chance to revisit everything during that hour. My eyes may have been open, but they didn’t really transmit the picture to the brain, and I had all kinds of things flickering through my mind. In particular, the day when I first met Master Tao. I kept seeing myself turning back and heading west instead of taking the path to his house. It was a pleasant sight. No wonder it haunted my mind, making me see it time and time again. 
 
      
 
    I gathered all my strength, putting the picture out of my mind, and managed a solemn reply, 
 
      
 
    “Our eyes are Chi. Our vision is Chi. The whole world is Chi. You cannot see everything that exists. You can merely feel being a part of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, Lee. Now, do you feel you’re a part of Chi?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, teacher. I am a part of Chi. I exist in a never-ending flow of Chi. I am Chi. Everything is Chi.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “This answer cannot be true coming from you. It wouldn’t be even after five years of training.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not lying, Master. I am indeed a part of Chi.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’re sure everything around you is Chi as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, let’s test the truth of your response. Get up.” 
 
      
 
    That was an easy thing to say, but accomplishing it was quite a feat. My muscles, joints, and ligaments, stretched so hard for so long, were slow to obey my commands; besides, my body was so numb it could have easily been wooden. So I rose with great difficulty and limped behind the master in the gait of a crab who had lost half its limbs. 
 
      
 
    Tao paid no attention to my suffering as he approached the pile of wood that I cut on the first day. He took a section of a small trunk and casually drove it into the ground, deep enough to appear hammered in by multiple blows of a heavy axe. 
 
      
 
    Having stepped some three paces away, the master swung his staff in a single motion—so fast it could hardly be seen at all. And his stick easily sliced the top of the log right off. A piece about half an arm’s length flew aside, leaving a momentary trail of fine sawdust in its wake, which was blown away by the wind the next split second. 
 
      
 
    My jaw nearly dropped to the ground. No mechanical wedge ax could perform this task better, but that wasn’t what had surprised me. 
 
      
 
    The master’s staff didn’t look outlandishly strong. Nevertheless, it seemed to have suffered no damage, even despite having just gone through a much thicker piece of wood with ease—and not just any wood, but kakho, which was used to make excellent shafts for spears and poleaxes of various kinds. They could withstand blows of swords and axes easily, even without being reinforced with metal—unless, of course the weapon had special properties and was in the hands of a top-tier professional. 
 
      
 
    In other words, it was high-quality material. 
 
      
 
    “What is it you just realized, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “That your staff is harder than steel.” 
 
      
 
    The master sighed sadly. 
 
      
 
    “This is wrong. Fundamentally so. The staff is Chi. The wood is Chi. Everything is Chi. Chi is always the same. One flow of Chi cannot be harder than another. That which is supported by Chi is merely a form. Remove the support, and any form will fall apart. You cannot speak of the strength of the all-permeating energy in various containers. You can merely evoke the harmony between its flows and their shape. I perceived the staff as Chi. I could sense the air that the staff was going through. Even a simple stick in your hand can easily slice through air. But you cannot use it to slice through the trunk of a kakho tree. And I can. Because the trunk is also Chi, and, fundamentally, it has the same nature as the air. Destroy the foundation of a house, and it will fall apart. Whether it’s a marble palace or a tower made of rocks, the result will be the same. You surprise me, Lee. I am honest with you when I say this. And you’re not. You don’t see Chi. You merely repeat what you’ve heard from me. There are silly birds like that. They bring them from the South. They also memorize everything and repeat it unthinkingly and incongruently. Such behavior saddens me.” 
 
      
 
    “But, master, you haven’t tested me. You haven’t verified my words.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you believe there’s any point in it? Well, I did indeed mention a test.” 
 
      
 
    Tao took another step away and pointed at the kakho tree trunk. “Come on, show me how you feel Chi. Even if your passive weapon skills had ten times your current embodiment, it wouldn’t help you. To break the tree and to demonstrate the way one works with Chi are completely different things. You’ll only be able to break the trunk.” 
 
      
 
    As I stood before the target, I looked at the master’s stuff with some doubt. It was an unwieldy thing for chopping down a tree, or at least I never tried anything of the sort. But there’s a first time for everything. 
 
      
 
    “Master, shall I hit with your staff?” 
 
      
 
    “And why would you do that? You have a weapon of your own. I really dislike the fact that you carry around a thing so dangerous to its owner, but if you do, why don’t you use it?” 
 
      
 
    Tao was indeed uneasy about my sword. I saw him look at the temple weapon funny many times. He still didn’t believe it wouldn’t cause me any harm. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the sword out of its sheath and gave it a good swing to get rid of the residual numbness in my wrist. I had nowhere to hurry, and my body still wasn’t back to normal, so I started to circle around my target, looking at it intently and trying to maintain a mysterious and menacing look, pumping up the tension, as it were. 
 
      
 
    The master was wrong to doubt me. I didn’t know whether it was the state that facilitated learning or one of my other oddities, but I understood most of what he talked about really well. I wasn’t sure whether I truly felt I was a part of Chi, but the principles of using that energy were no longer a mystery to me. 
 
      
 
    Of course, it didn’t make me a master of the ancient combat technique. It was like having learned the rules of soccer without touching the ball so much as once. In other words, I understood the theory perfectly well but lacked practice. And I didn’t know how long it would take me to get such practice. 
 
      
 
    Thus, even in the best-case scenario, I’d be unlikely to repeat what the master had just shown me. But I couldn’t fail miserably, either. I had to demonstrate I didn’t just keep my ears open but also retained some of that knowledge, lest Tao should decide there was no point in wasting any time on me any further since I was hopeless, despite all my assurances to the contrary. After all, the proof of the pudding was in the eating. 
 
      
 
    And it would be a hard pudding to swallow. 
 
      
 
    It would take an experienced woodcutter a few swings of the ax to chop down a tree like that. And said woodcutter would have a special talent for it. On the other hand, I had attribute embodiments far exceeding a hypothetical woodcutter’s, an excellent weapon, and a skill from ORDER allowing me to use that weapon faster, with better vigor, and without tiring as much. 
 
      
 
    Thus, I had an excellent foundation that I could now supplement with what I managed to learn from Tao so far. 
 
      
 
    I’d need to grab the hilt in such a way that it would become an extension of my hand, holding the weapon as far to one side as I could. This would normally be a strongly deprecated stance since it left one wide open, but this was no swordfight, and I didn’t expect the kakho trunk to strike back at me. Then I needed to imagine there was no target, no sword, and even no me. That left nothing but a swirling mass of the thinnest currents running in every direction, creating ascending and descending streams as well as a variety of turbulences. Then I needed to feel the sources of this multitude of streams as part of the same nothing that was my nature, too. I had to cajole them into bending and parting in just the way I needed them to, so that the interwoven parts would tense in some places and slacken in others. 
 
      
 
    Then I had to strike with a tightly-woven plexus of energy lines supporting the structure of my sword—and not just anywhere, but at the time and place where the streams of the kakho trunk would allow the sword to pass through them with minimum resistance. 
 
      
 
    There was a whooshing sound as the steel parted the air, and the thud of metal hitting wood. The hilt vibrated for the briefest of moments, and then continued on its trajectory completely unencumbered. 
 
      
 
    The blade passed through the obstacle easily as the narrow energy flow of its edge passed between the flows of the target, which had obligingly taken a step back. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened for a few seconds. Only the wind blew and some bird sang somewhere high up in the sky. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the master spoke. 
 
      
 
    “What was that talent? How did you do it?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t reply at once. It was strange to see what I had wrought with my own hands, especially considering I had been certain I wouldn’t manage anything of the sort. 
 
      
 
    Not that I didn’t expect something like that to happen—I did. But I thought it would look a great deal more modest—just a pile of wooden chips and sawdust with a badly trashed stump looking as though it had been gnawed through by a beaver with rotten teeth. 
 
      
 
    In reality, there were no chips or sawdust. The blade, which wasn’t all that thin, went through the hardest wood like few knives went through butter. The cut looked smooth—almost polished. But that only concerned the bottom cut. The top one, left by the master, looked the way I had expected my own to look. Namely, like the work of the abovementioned beaver. 
 
      
 
    In general, I realized that I had learned a few tricks even without practice, based on theory alone. It may have been slow and awkward, but I was only getting started. Eventually, I might find myself capable of cutting down whole forests. 
 
      
 
    Tao was right. Combined with what one could get from ORDER, the ancient “proto-technique” could work wonders. 
 
      
 
    Trying to conceal my bewilderment at what I had just learned, I answered with an icy calm. 
 
      
 
    “Master, I only have a single talent for using the sword. It is passive and works all the time. I cannot activate or deactivate it. If you mistrust me, your apprentice, test me. I can chop wood like this for a long time. If I have an active talent that remains concealed from you, it won’t be able to work without energy or Shadow, and I’m bound to run dry sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, you’re forgetting something. If your strike was a result of your work with Chi, you would have lost some of your supply regardless of your talents.” 
 
      
 
    I froze, hastily delving into ORDER. The master was right—I had less Shadow than before. Just a measly five points, but I knew for sure that I hadn’t been using anything on talents. Therefore, my strike was indeed driven by Chi, just as I’d declared. It was the only thing that worked consuming the supply directly, ignoring all my talents. 
 
      
 
    “Master, I’ve used up some Shadow. Just a tiny bit. I am not deceiving you.” 
 
      
 
    Tao thrust his arm out. 
 
      
 
    “Do it again.” 
 
      
 
    Once wasn’t enough. I kept hacking at the tree again and again, cutting off one slice after another. Not every attempt was ideal, but I didn’t botch any of them all that badly. Neat and not so neat wooden “pancakes” covered everything around us. 
 
      
 
    The master didn’t stop there. He took another trunk and ordered me to slice it up just as mercilessly. I suspected he was really trying to check whether I might be using some uncanny talent in that manner, since in that case it was bound to consume a lot of energy, which would leave me drained pretty soon. 
 
      
 
    But he had no idea how many different kinds of energy I had or how deep my vaults were. Even if I was blatantly deceiving him, it would last me a while. And going as I was, using up a few measly points of Shadow every time, I’d slice up every tree in the area into dime-sized discs before my reservoir ran dry. 
 
      
 
    Having made sashimi out of another trunk, I decided I could try convincing the master of my honesty once again. 
 
      
 
    “Master, I can turn every tree under the hills into such slices. I don’t need any talents for it. But it would be a pity. This is valuable wood. What I’m leaving of it isn’t even good for kindling.” 
 
      
 
    Tao nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s enough, I think. But don’t get too excited—that’s only enough for today. I’ll check you again, and I’ll check you well. What I’ve just seen is impossible. Or there’s something I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything is possible in my case, Master. Don’t doubt me.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure don’t lack for conceit, Lee of Bruce Clan. Be careful. It can lead to bursting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take good care of myself, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “See that you do. Learn some humility. In the meantime, get inside and change.” 
 
      
 
    “Change?” I was puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Have you forgotten, Lee? My wife and daughter arrive today. We’ll go and meet them. And I don’t want them to see you wearing filthy clothes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It certainly was a day of discoveries—and they had nothing to do with my newfound ability to slice up hard wood. 
 
      
 
    It was all about the outside world. 
 
      
 
    Behind the plateau where Tao’s house stood, there was a path meandering across the hillside—the very one I cleared of rocks at the very beginning of my apprenticeship. After walking down the path for about a half hour, we came to a wider space hemmed in by the hills—a small valley where there was another house of similar construction, as well as two sheds and a sty. All of it was surrounded by a formidable-looking palisade made of the same kakho trunks.  
 
      
 
    Two calf-sized wolfhounds met us as we approached. They wagged their tails at the sight of the master but looked at me as if I was a juicy bone they’d gladly gnaw on as soon as someone allowed them to. 
 
      
 
    An elderly couple lived in the house. As far as I understood, they were Tao’s servants, and, apparently, the master’s connection to the outside world and main source of basic comestibles, such as vegetables, milk, and cheese. 
 
      
 
    We had a snack there and headed on along a barely-traveled road, which was nonetheless kept in pristine condition—most likely, by the same pair of servants. 
 
      
 
    Thus, my first discovery was that the master wasn’t as much of a recluse as I had assumed him to be. That much was clear before; besides, I recently found out that he had a family. But I didn’t know the details until now. 
 
      
 
    The second discovery was that the area wasn’t as uninhabited as I thought as recently as yesterday—and I didn’t just mean the servants’ house. I imagined there’d be no other human dwelling for dozens of miles around, but already in an hour we reached a well-traveled road, which led us to a small village some fifteen minutes later. There were about thirty houses lining both sides of the road. The inn with a garish sign stood on its own at some distance. I thought the sign was a waste of advertising material; it would be impossible for any passer-by not to notice the inn. But it was up to the innkeeper, of course. 
 
      
 
    They knew the master there. The owner himself jumped out when we came close and started bowing so hard his back nearly broke in two. It looked like the man just couldn’t apologize enough for the sad fact that there was no sign of Tao’s family yet, and he regretted said circumstance immensely. In the meantime, he offered the honored guest a meal of the best dishes the establishment had on the menu as a token of goodwill. 
 
      
 
    The master displayed a vivid interest in the offer, which didn’t surprise me. I had long noticed he was quite a gourmet. However, I didn’t get the same treatment, much to my chagrin. As Tao followed the innkeeper, he ordered me to head to the stables for a standing meditation with a focus on controlling olfactory streams. 
 
      
 
    I licked my lips mentally, drew a heavy sigh, and went to the stables as directed. I instantly understood the purpose behind the master’s order. I didn’t know whether they kept horses or a different kind of animals there, but the beasts produced manure in prodigious amounts, and the stench was overpowering. Having been sent there amounted to a punishment. I’d need to learn to work with smells whether I wanted to or not, or I wouldn’t last there long. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, young master.” 
 
      
 
    “May your years be long.” 
 
      
 
    “We missed you so much.” 
 
      
 
    “We really did.” 
 
      
 
    “What a joy to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    The relentless barrage of words in two separate voices at once tore me out of the world where I worked with energy streams right at the moment when I almost convinced myself that the yard behind the stables smelled of roses and not what it actually smelled of. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and looked at the pair of bowing guards with great surprise. We didn’t part ways all that long ago, but I had already forgotten all about the fools and clearly wasn’t expecting to see them here. 
 
      
 
    “Shatao? Quian? What are you two doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, young master?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re standing here.” 
 
      
 
    “Right in front of you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re here to greet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Lee of Bruce Clan.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about. What are you doing here, at this inn? You’re supposed to be heading back. To the north.” 
 
      
 
    “We wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, we did.” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly.” 
 
      
 
    “But we got scared.” 
 
      
 
    “Very scared.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re afraid of Sir Tso Magdun.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we fear his anger.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it. Why are you afraid? Have you done something he didn’t approve of?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Tso Magdun will always find fault.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s good at it, he is.” 
 
      
 
    “And he won’t even have to look for it this time.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll get very angry when he finds out you didn’t get kicked out.” 
 
      
 
    “Like someone else did.” 
 
      
 
    “His son received a good kick, and you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s most unfortunate.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll get very angry.” 
 
      
 
    “He really believes in his son.” 
 
      
 
    “No one believes in the young master, but he does.” 
 
      
 
    “They say the young master isn’t very bright.” 
 
      
 
    “And he doesn’t look like a wise man, either.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s best not to say any such thing when Sir Tso Magdun is present.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll get furious.” 
 
      
 
    “Even from the slightest hint.” 
 
      
 
    “And the fact that his son got a kick while you didn’t is as good as a hint.” 
 
      
 
    “He may punish us.” 
 
      
 
    “He really likes to punish.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why we’re afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “But we didn’t come to you to complain.” 
 
      
 
    “We realize you cannot save us from Sir Tso Magdun’s anger.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not your business to save us.” 
 
      
 
    “We came to warn you.” 
 
      
 
    “What about?”  
 
      
 
    I got completely confused. No matter how mentally stable a person is, he or she will invariably start feeling discombobulated under such a verbal barrage coming from two directions at once, never losing the rhythm of the ceaseless litany for a second. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a special day for Great Master Tao.” 
 
      
 
    “His family is coming here to see him.” 
 
      
 
    “Everybody knows it.” 
 
      
 
    “The whole inn does.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve overheard a conversation of four men.” 
 
      
 
    “By accident.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t know that we heard them.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we heard it when we were out of sight.” 
 
      
 
    “It has just reached our ears by chance.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite by chance, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “A man called Guillume was saying bad things.” 
 
      
 
    “Horrible things. About Great Master Tao.” 
 
      
 
    “He spoke of him with complete disrespect. He used bad words.” 
 
      
 
    “Insults.” 
 
      
 
    “And he also said that Great Master Tao’s family doesn’t live up on that hill.” 
 
      
 
    “The winds up there get really strong in the winter.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s bad for his daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “She is of frail health.” 
 
      
 
    “Everybody says that.” 
 
      
 
    “His wife and his daughter live at the foot of the hill.” 
 
      
 
    “In the lower house.” 
 
    
“Where the servants and the guard dogs are.” 
 
      
 
    “Master Tao has been missing his family.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be spending the night down there. In the second house.” 
 
      
 
    “There’ll be no one left in the house on the hill.” 
 
      
 
    “Guillume says there are valuable things in the upper house.” 
 
      
 
    “Rumor has it that Great Master Tao is rich.” 
 
      
 
    “And everybody knows he can’t be robbed.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s so terrifying, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “But since he won’t be there tonight…” 
 
      
 
    “No one will be guarding the upper house.” 
 
    
“You can come right in.” 
 
      
 
    “And steal everything.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot of valuable stuff there.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough to buy up all the rice wine in the village.” 
 
      
 
    “And there’ll even be some left.” 
 
     
 
    “But Guillume doesn’t know that Great Master Tao has an apprentice.” 
 
     
 
    “And we do.” 
 
      
 
    “Because we’ve been waiting for you a long time down below that day.” 
 
      
 
    “And you never came.” 
 
      
 
    “So we were bold enough to come up there and have a look.” 
 
      
 
    “We saw that the horrible master didn’t kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “And we realized he took you on as an apprentice.” 
 
      
 
    “But Guillume knows no such thing.” 
 
      
 
    “He never waited for you down below.” 
 
      
 
    “He knows nothing of you, Sir Lee of Bruce Clan.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll visit you tonight with his friends.” 
 
      
 
    “There are four of them, counting Guillume.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll have sticks and knives on them.” 
 
      
 
    “And maybe something else, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s best that you don’t sleep tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Or sleep elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s this Guillume and the others?” I interrupted their ceaseless logorrhea. 
 
      
 
    “They’re sitting in the common hall.” 
 
      
 
    “In the corner.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve spent all their money on rice wine.” 
 
      
 
    “And they’d like to keep drinking.” 
 
      
 
    “But they don’t have enough money.” 
 
    
“They’re hoping to get some tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t have much.” 
 
      
 
    “So they won’t be very drunk tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it,” I said, reaching into my pocket and producing a handful of Symbols of Chi. “Thank you. Here. These are for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you shouldn’t have, Sir Lee.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t have to thank us.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s so nice that you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Very nice.” 
 
      
 
    In a split second, the symbols were gone, and I turned around and hurried towards the main entrance. 
 
      
 
    The voices were coming from behind me now. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Lee of Bruce Clan.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be here for a bit longer.” 
 
      
 
    “In this village.” 
 
      
 
    “And we’re in no hurry to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d love to change employment.” 
 
      
 
    “To anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re ever in need of servants…” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be happy to serve you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re freemen.” 
 
      
 
    “No one will claim us back.” 
 
      
 
    “And you aren’t a cruel master.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a generous one.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep us in mind if you need us.” 
 
      
 
    “And we’ll never forget you, that’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I got to the master at a very awkward moment when no strangers were supposed to be here. He was reuniting with his family. 
 
      
 
    His wife and daughter resembled him in some vague manner, although I couldn’t quite say what it was. The eyes, perhaps? No. It was something else—something I couldn’t quite pinpoint. The master’s wife was a pleasant young woman, and his daughter a slightly chubby girl, some two years younger than me, with a sweet face. If one could describe a person with a single word, hers would be “serene”. 
 
      
 
    However, serene or not, she didn’t miss the chance to dart a glance at me as soon as I rounded the corner, as if she had been expecting me. 
 
      
 
    I automatically smiled back, but then the very notion of happy thoughts disappeared from my mind and from my face. The glance I received from Master Tao was glum and heavy as an anvil. 
 
      
 
    I stood at attention nearby, my entire posture conveying that I had important news to deliver. 
 
      
 
    However, a family reunion after what I surmised must have been a long period apart was too important an event. I had to wait for all the stages of the ceremony to run their course and for the master to usher his family inside. 
 
      
 
    He came out in a few minutes, and got right down to business. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I know I was supposed to keep meditating, but…” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, cut it short, I have no time for unnecessary words.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Master. I’ve been told that a group of people intends to rob your house on top of the hill tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “So they don’t merely intend to trespass, but also pay me a visit? Such brave people… And who might those great heroes be?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of them, but the ringleader is someone called Guillume. I have no idea who he is, but my sources tell me he’s in a long and intimate relationship with alcohol.” 
 
      
 
    “That idiot has lost what few wits he had to drink,” the master shook his head. “Small mind, great envy. A lost man. I know him.” 
 
      
 
    “So what do we do now, master? Are there any guards here? Or shall we take care of them ourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “We?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes. You’re my teacher, and it is my obligation to help you protect your property. Besides, those people spoke ill of you. It behooves me to defend your honor.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    “Lee of Bruce Clan. Since times immemorial, masters of Chi have followed certain… why, they’re not even rules; they’re basic principles. It is not only the ways of energy in space that we learn. It is also the way it creates turbulences in people’s minds. We vie to solve problems between fellow humans by means of philosophical thought and wise conversation—not brute force. Possessions, even the most valued ones, mean nothing to us. And it is so base to fight people whose minds are corrupted by alcohol. What did they do, after all? Just spoke ill of me? But I may have never found out if it wasn’t for you. There is no insult to honor if ill things are spoken in dark corners.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Master, it isn’t just their words. They intend to rob you.” 
 
      
 
    “So what about it, Lee? They are merely trying to take a part of my property. Words, possessions—all of it is transitory. Just like everything else. Only Chi has meaning. I am a master following the Way of Chi. It is my obligation to be above it all. Do you understand me, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly, master. And, at the same time, not at all. If one only thinks of Chi, it’s the surest way to lose even one’s pants and freeze off one’s behind during the winter. But, fine, I won’t talk of Chi. I still don’t know what I’m supposed to do about these people, which is the most important thing right now.” 
 
      
 
    “What is there to understand, Lee? You’re under no obligation to think of nothing but Chi. Your hands aren’t tied, and you’re free to act as you please.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I’m still not sure I understand you one hundred percent…” 
 
      
 
    “Just wait here. When these not-so-respectable members of society exit the establishment, do not engage them in a debate or try to appeal to their conscience. You are no master, and I do not demand this of you.” 
 
      
 
    I was still not quite getting him 
 
      
 
    “In that case, what do you want me to do? 
 
      
 
    “Lee, wait for them and break their legs. Without any philosophy or remonstration. And, yes, the same rules apply to the use of ORDER talents as before. My apprentice has got to be able to make do without them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    The Surest Way Without Any Philosophy 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I had to wait for a long time. Long enough for me to have to fight the temptation of speeding the events up a little. The only thing that held me back was the master’s direct order to wait for the would-be criminals here. I was beginning to understand Tao little by little and could instantly tell when his words were to be interpreted literally and when I could look for loopholes. 
 
      
 
    Dusk fell already, but the local bonesetter’s future patients were still nowhere in sight. I didn’t go anywhere, and I couldn’t have possibly missed them. Having entered the inn’s main dining room earlier, along with a bunch of pack train caravaneers who made a brief stop for a pot of tea, I could have a good look at my quarry. I ordered some tea myself and took my time to study the miscreants unobtrusively. The whole gang was sitting around their table with just a single lonely jug on top. They drank without any abandon—slowly, trying to extend the pleasure as much as they could. 
 
      
 
    But weren’t they taking it too far? There was a pitiful amount of rice wine in that jug. They should have come out long before nightfall, so that they’d arrive at the upper house at dusk and have the whole night at their disposal. 
 
      
 
    Could they have changed their minds? Or could the clueless former guards have misunderstood the situation? 
 
      
 
    As I was thinking that, the door swung open. It was already dark outside. The first two people out were two considerably inebriated caravaneers who had mistaken the front entrance for the backdoor. Having found no privy, they began relieving themselves right off the porch. 
 
      
 
    I was about to relax, but at that moment the door opened again and the long-awaited procession appeared. They had a spring in their step. The alcohol didn’t seem to have affected their coordination much. But nothing would change even if all four of them were completely sober. 
 
      
 
    They were no fighters. An experienced eye can tell as much at once. 
 
      
 
    I came out from around the corner and stood in their way in such an obvious manner that they stopped at once, realizing the stranger was there for a reason. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, boy?” The one in front asked in a booming voice. 
 
      
 
    “Your legs. I was given orders to break them.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” The would-be thief gaped at me bewildered. 
 
      
 
    “I said I was going to break your legs. So that you wouldn’t do something as stupid as going all the way up the hill to Great Master Tao’s house.” 
 
      
 
    I was indeed instructed to avoid philosophy and polite words, but I decided it wouldn’t be fair to leave the hapless criminals wondering. They’d have to know why they were being punished, or there wouldn’t be any point in punishing them.  
 
      
 
    Frankly, it was an unpleasant mission. I’d have declined it, given the opportunity. It felt like a henchman’s job, only I was an unusual kind of henchman. It would be one thing to meet them inside the house when they tried to break in, and quite another to do it before they even attempted anything. 
 
      
 
    That seemed wrong, and it certainly would have been illegal in any civilized society. 
 
      
 
    Here, though, it was a perfectly logical thing to do. No one would hold the apprentice of someone as respected as Tao responsible for a few broken bones. 
 
      
 
    “Whaddya say we cut this joker’s tongue off?” The talkative one suggested, pulling out his knife. 
 
      
 
    He must have considered it a lightning-fast move. However, I was no village bumpkin who had never seen anything but manure in his life, and to me his movements lasted as long as any decade-spanning TV series way past its prime. I felt even worse about what I had to do. It would be like bullying children. 
 
      
 
    But I had my orders. 
 
      
 
    I took a step, accelerating at once. In a few more steps, I was already a blur to the drunken gazes of my opponents as I reached them in a fraction of a second. 
 
      
 
    A kick. 
 
      
 
    A crack. 
 
      
 
    A howl. 
 
      
 
    Another kick. 
 
      
 
    It only took a few seconds. My first victim barely reached the ground when the last one yelled while his leg got bent in the wrong direction. 
 
      
 
    Having stepped back from the foursome , I glanced at the two caravaneers who still stood there on the porch with their pants down and their private parts in plain sight. Both froze, staring at the scene before them with flabbergasted and suddenly sober eyes that displayed a burning desire to be anywhere but here. 
 
      
 
    I was done with my business and it was time for me to go. 
 
      
 
    That’s where I encountered an unexpected twist in the plot. I was more prepared to see a meteor fall than to have a new opponent jump out at me from the dark. And he was so good that he became a blur before my eyes—and I was no drunk with criminal proclivities. I knew my fighting. 
 
      
 
    Someone that good had no business at a two-bit inn like this one. 
 
      
 
    But despite the new opponent’s speed, I still managed to react. Unable to meet him properly, I simply evaded, just in the nick of time. As I rolled away, I arched my back at the last possible moment, thus saving my kidneys the grief of a kick from such a completely impossible position that I thought my new foe might dislocate his leg in the process. He still got through, but it was a measly glancing blow that mattered none. Still, I could feel the impact and I knew right away he wasn’t just fast—he was also very strong. 
 
      
 
    Without missing a beat, I jumped up and drew my sword. I didn’t know who the person was and why he attacked me, but his skill was disconcerting. I had no reason to fight unarmed. It wouldn’t be a problem if I cut off his head, either. Showdowns involving displays of blood among those who knew how to use their steel were a special phenomenon that law and order ignored in most cases. 
 
      
 
    Besides, law and order here? What a ridiculous thought. It was a flyblown village that no guard would ever care about. The only complaints could arise from the aristocrat who owned the land where the conflict took place. But, as I had found out in advance, no serious clan was interested in these territories, and smaller families didn’t like to make enemies of those capable of defending themselves. If you behaved like someone important and your bearing hinted at your aristocratic background, you might even get thanked even if you slaughtered a bunch of their peasants. 
 
      
 
    And this one was no peasant, by far. I had seen enough street fighters back at the Pentagon to know the difference. And I was certain this guy bore no relation to the local aristocracy. Thus, no one would care about him. I had a gut feeling, and I trusted my gut. Besides, there were a few telltale signs. My adversary was a figure dressed in black with nothing but a narrow slit for the eyes left open. The fingers were free, too. I remembered such costumes from way back, when the manor was attacked. Thus, I felt an initial rush of panic, immediately thinking that perhaps those I had taken such pains to avoid for so long finally found me. 
 
      
 
    But the cut of the garment was different, and it seemed to be sloppily made. Or perhaps it was still some old acquaintance of mine who had simply changed tailors. 
 
      
 
    The opponent circled around me, approaching gradually. His both hands flexed as he reached into a black scabbard on his back, unhurriedly producing a slightly curved short sword. Moonlight shone on the blade with characteristic wavelike patterns suggesting it was no regular metal. It was an expensive weapon that spoke volumes of its owner’s status. Few provincial nobles could afford one of those. 
 
      
 
    So what was this rich guy doing in a place like this? 
 
      
 
    And what did he want with me? 
 
      
 
    There were no further contemplations as the mystery foe attacked. And some attack that was indeed! I felt as if I was being pounced on by a propeller turning at the speed of sound. The sword seemed to be everywhere, and at the same time, the man’s other hand, his feet, and even his head were part of the action too, striking blows left and right. In just a few seconds I had a bleeding cut on my forearm, followed by a smashed nose and a black eye. My passive defense talents mitigated the damage, but I couldn’t avoid it altogether. The opponent hardly made any slashes at all—he jabbed and cut. It was an unusual fighting style, and he was so quick it was really hard to offer any good defense. The man wasted no time on swinging and feinting. If he was a man at all, that is. This could well be a relentless sewing machine with a deadly weapon instead of a needle. 
 
      
 
    I restrained myself from using an active skill at the very last moment. I wanted to hit him with Exhaustion and Roots of Chaos. That would bleed off some of his strength and slow him down, and I’d manage to take a breather after such a relentless attack while he’d be standing there motionless. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, none of my previous attempts to put some distance between myself and the enemy yielded any result. He was indeed faster than me. A lot faster. Most likely accelerated by some combat talent, while I was holding on using nothing but raw Strength and Agility since I had been forbidden to access ORDER. 
 
      
 
    But that could well cost me my life. 
 
      
 
    And yet I resisted the temptation. Realizing just what I was risking, I stopped myself at the very last moment, trying to jump away once again—and once again unsuccessfully. Then I got a message that put paid to my intent to use some talent. 
 
      
 
    Intuition. 
 
    Don’t use any talents. 
 
      
 
    If my intuition was of this opinion, my decision to avoid the use of talents was correct. So I had to trust in my ability to get by with what I had. I still had to understand how, though. 
 
      
 
    I allowed my foe to drive me to the part of the palisade I had chosen in advance, dallied a little while blocking another blow, and predictably went down in the exact spot I wanted to. As I rolled away from the blade, I deftly threw a handful of loose earth from a molehill next to me into my opponent’s face, without swinging or turning around. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, that didn’t work. But it was only a part of my plan. As I rolled further, I slashed through the ropes holding together a stack of logs prepared for the construction of an annex to the main building. It came apart, predictably enough, and my pursuer got hit with dozens of cubic feet of timber. I barely managed to avoid the avalanche of wood I had just caused, casting a quick glance behind me. Lo and behold, my opponent was running over the rolling wood with all the nonchalance of an athlete during his morning jog. 
 
      
 
    That was bad news. Real bad news. I didn’t know who he was, but his Agility embodiment wasn’t any lower than mine. Most likely, a lot higher. I could have made my way across loose logs from a stack of wood, too, but I’m afraid it would have looked a lot less impressive. 
 
      
 
    I realized that all the bonuses accumulated over the last two years still didn’t make me “the highest peak on Rock”. People with lots of opportunities and time at their disposal could have exceeded me in a great many respects. Besides, after my experience at the Primordial Temple, I kept running into problems developing parameters as there was nothing written about those in any of the books I had read. 
 
      
 
    But running into such a dangerous opponent in a place such as this, and out of the blue like that… 
 
      
 
    It was unexpected. And scary.  
 
      
 
    And the fact that my far-reaching plans were about to get squashed with such ease was even scarier. 
 
      
 
    This fighter wasn’t merely well-trained. He could also think on his feet. A truly formidable enemy. 
 
      
 
    But the fight went on, and this was only a part of my plan. The logs didn’t stop the figure in black, but they did slow it down for a while. And in the meantime, I managed to grab a scythe that was leaning against the wall, turning around to swing it at the same time. No, I had no hopes of slicing off his feet with a blade of low-quality steel such as this one. Even Iron Skin, a simple and popular talent, could protect from something like that. Still, the scythe should have dealt some damage at the very least—after all, I knew what I was doing.  
 
      
 
    The enemy, however, didn’t express any wishes to be mowed down like grass. He managed to jump, still pressing on, to predictably get impaled on my sword, which was what I had actually counted on, using the ridiculous scythe merely for distraction. 
 
      
 
    Only he didn’t get impaled. He should have. I was used to the fact that if someone jumped, that was it, and their further flight was guided by gravity rather than muscle. 
 
      
 
    Not this time, though. I didn’t even understand what my opponent had pulled off and how he managed it. His body didn’t simply bend—it avoided contact with the blade in flagrant disregard of the laws of physics. 
 
      
 
    Damn! I was facing a master, compared to whom I wasn’t merely a pitiful cur—I was a miserable embryo of one. 
 
      
 
    Hello, Intuition, are you nuts? How could anyone hope to deal with such a fighter without any talents? 
 
      
 
    Then I checked myself, realizing that the fighter didn’t use any talents, either—up until the very last moment. What did failure to obey the laws of physics imply, after all? Only that the opponent, when facing a strange situation, used some of this world’s special features. And those ignored absolutely everything, not just physics. 
 
      
 
    Trying to avoid the opponent’s sword, I fell once again in order to repeat my rolling maneuver, during which time I’d select a bunch of talents I could use. Screw Intuition, it must have been malfunctioning tonight. 
 
      
 
    As I fell, I managed to swing the scythe once again, not really expecting much. I just didn’t want to leave my enemy completely free to act at will.  
 
      
 
    Instead of hitting emptiness, or meeting soft flesh, which would have been quite unlikely, the scythe encountered something hard for a brief moment, cracking and suddenly losing most of its weight. As I jumped up, I saw my hand holding a hacked-off piece of the handle. Perhaps, it could be used as a javelin, but that would hardly be of any use against a serious fighter whose very skin could be as tough as any chain mail. 
 
      
 
    However, instead of letting me find out how the scythe handle would behave in flight, my opponent did something unexpected. It seemed he suddenly lost interest in sending me to a better place as he took a step away and began putting his sword back into his scabbard in a leisurely manner, as if the training bout was over and everyone could now relax and leave the dojo. 
 
      
 
    I held my attack talents back. It would feel silly to keep fighting and try to get your opponent in any way you could when he wasn’t attacking. As I watched the man in black’s new, unexpectedly casual demeanor, I realized even without Intuition that there was no longer any reason to go on the offensive. I didn’t quite know why, but I would in a moment—just as soon as my conclusion cleared and I could think in a coherent manner again. 
 
      
 
    That proved unnecessary, however. Having placed his scabbard behind his back, my opponent took the mask off his face in just as casual and relaxed a manner. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Master,” I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t reply, bringing his finger to his lips in a gesture that suggested that I should stay silent, then turned around and waved his hand, clearly inviting me to follow. So follow I did. 
 
      
 
    We went down a narrow passage around the main building, getting to the corner of the palisade that Master Tao jumped over with such ease as if it was a curbstone on Easy Street rather than an obstacle half again his height. 
 
      
 
    We proceeded through some bramble, crossed a field overgrown with weeds, and finally came to a familiar place where the very road we took to the village was going around a pile of boulders. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the master spoke. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a tough nut to crack, Lee. I still don’t understand you, and I find it hard to trust you. I couldn’t be sure you weren’t disobeying me, so I had to test you. I tried to provoke you to resort to your talents during the fight, which you nonetheless didn’t. That much is good news. It might well be that you are really doing everything right.” 
 
      
 
    “I was a second away from activating my talents,” I admitted reluctantly. I was still coming to my senses after the battle and wasn’t particularly circumspect about what I was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lee. You were driven to the threshold beyond which no promise would hold you back. I understand that.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, the people I have punished… What will they think? Someone attacked me, and then we disappeared. Others saw it as well.” 
 
      
 
    “It really doesn’t matter who saw what. Come morning, everyone will be telling scary stories of how those wishing to cause harm to me and my family were punished. There will be a lot of fiction mixed with the truth, resulting in a story that will be rather far from reality. Commoners are ignorant and prone to believe in any old wives’ tale. The less they understand, the more they’re scared, and the less they care about the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good way of making sure your house stays safe,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    We got off the road and approached three enormous boulders with a small creek running from underneath them. 
 
      
 
    Master Tao sat down on the low bench by its side and invited me to join him. He was suddenly geniality itself. 
 
      
 
    “Make yourself comfortable. But first, pull out the bag of supplies from under that rock. You could do with a snack.” 
 
      
 
    “At night?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    I was indeed hungry, but up to that moment Tao had always been strict about the meal schedule. I wasn’t allowed so much as a morsel after dusk. 
 
      
 
    “Tonight it’s allowed,” the master declared. 
 
      
 
    He was so kind as to pour me a mug of some herbal drink while I was stuffing myself with cheese on walnut bread. 
 
      
 
    Then he broke another rule. Before that, we never spoke at meals. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, now I know for sure what’s wrong with you. You don’t look like anything special, but you are. Your attribute embodiments are through the roof. I can’t even imagine how high they are, but they’re clearly up there in the clouds. I don’t know how you managed to pull that off on your current Degree of Enlightenment, but I know for certain that you use this advantage wantonly. It’s like giving a simple farmer an expensive halberd and ordering him to cut down a large hardwood tree with it. In the best-case scenario, he won’t damage the blade, but it will be a sorry sight in any case.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t deny it, realizing he wasn’t voicing a suspicion, but a certainty. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master, I do indeed have high embodiments—and more attributes than you can see. I have reasons to conceal my ORDER structures. As for my wantonness and ignorance, it was my intent to overcome them with your help. As I’ve already said, I’m prepared to pay any sum for it. You still haven’t given me an answer, though.” 
 
      
 
    Having ignored a more than direct hint once again, the master changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    “The way you conceal them… I don’t know any details, and I have no right to ask. It is your secret. But I must say I suspected something of this sort from the start. It’s just too obvious. If you intend to conceal yourself properly, you’ll have to learn to hide not only your high attributes, but also the abilities they give you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be very happy if you could teach me that.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you’d need someone else for that—not me. Although I might recommend someone who could be of assistance. If you entrust yourself to him, that is. And you’ll have to if you expect to achieve any success.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is this person?” My curiosity was piqued. 
 
      
 
    “I can give you no specifics at the moment. I haven’t decided yet. All I can say is that I trust this man completely. He’s a unique specialist in such matters. He could have made a great fortune at the expense of my life once. It would have only taken saying a few words. Yet he never said them, and wouldn’t even under torture. He’s special. And he knows a lot, including things no one else knows. Some of them might be useful to you. Are you interested?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I nodded, although I didn’t get my hopes too high since I doubted anyone could really help me. 
 
      
 
    I believed my case to be unique, with all the implications. However, it would be silly to disregard the master’s nebulous offer. After all, it wasn’t just my strange numbers. I had other problems I couldn’t quite understand, too. For example, I still didn’t know what was wrong with my talents. They progressed slowly and painstakingly, exhausting me completely every time I made another attempt at additional development. Raising them by just a little was an excruciating task. It resembled my last months as a zero. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t raise my numbers any further. I was flat out afraid to risk unlocking any new talents. Any such attempt would either fail or render me unconscious for a day or two. Things had been going awry ever since that incident at the deserted island, even though I had plenty of space for talents now, and my limits were way up. Everything should have progressed with ease, only it didn’t. I even considered heading back to the Primordial Temple and the reservoir with the Dew. I didn’t have such problems there. 
 
      
 
    For about a minute, we sat quietly, if one disregarded the sound of me chewing. I was indeed ravenous. My body was young, it just got a lot of exercise, and the only things it was given today was a couple of whacks and punches. 
 
      
 
    “I have a secret, too…” the master said at last. “A secret that could cost me anything, including my life. Now that I’m beginning to understand something, I think I might trust you eventually. You’ve got a serious reason to keep your own secrets, haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have indeed,” I nodded, still chewing. “Master, nothing you tell me will travel any further. Have no doubt about that.” 
 
      
 
    “It is too soon to say. Way too soon. You’re unusual. You’re incredible. No one can learn to handle energy that quickly, period, and yet you are somehow making considerable advances. That said, you are still essentially a blank page. You still have a lot to learn. And in the meantime, I have little faith in you or myself. Once I am certain, I might enlist your help for something. We might consider it the payment you keep mentioning.” 
 
      
 
    “As you say, Master. But don’t forget I don’t have much time. As soon as I learn, I’ll have to move on. If you require my help, it will have to be soon.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No one can learn that fast—not even you. How about you reconsider what you’ve said? I’m talking about that ridiculous twenty-six-day deadline. It’s balderdash. We have to speak of years.” 
 
      
 
    I thought for a while and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Make it thirty-five. But that’s my last reserve to a day.” 
 
      
 
    The master sighed. 
 
      
 
    “You are indeed impossible. But have it your way. However, in this case I’ll have to start teaching you properly.” 
 
    
“Master, I’m only too happy to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Lee, you’ll be anything but happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Have no doubts about it.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t have any time for sleeping. You’ll rest as you go, making use of every minute you can spare for it during learning.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll manage.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get injured a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem. I know how to heal myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Your thoughts will clear. You will constantly be busy. You’ll have no time left to think of trifles.” 
 
      
 
    “But I don’t think of trifles, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    As the master rose, he said, 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you’re right. But even if you do think of something inconsequential, your body won’t be able to respond to any lewd thought.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly are you talking about?” I asked, surprised. “What lewd thoughts? I am not getting it.” 
 
      
 
    Tao replied without turning around. 
 
    
“I saw you smiling at my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “What about it? I only smiled to be polite.” 
 
      
 
    “Polite, my foot,” the master said sternly. “It’s just your age. Too much silly stuff in your head and in your body. But don’t worry about your body anymore. I fixed that part.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, fixed?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, Lee. If you get any lewd thoughts, your body won’t be able to act on them. The name of the drink I gave you earlier translates from a certain little-known language as Diligent Apprentice with No Thoughts of Bodily Things. Us masters know a thing or two about that.” 
 
      
 
    Intuition. 
 
    You really shouldn’t have drunk that… 
 
      
 
    
“Uh… What exactly did you give me, Master?” I nearly cried out.  
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you heard me? Do you want me to repeat the name of the drink? It doesn’t do anything bad to you at all. It’s just that if you decide to do something silly with my daughter, or my servants’ granddaughters, or even some easygoing village girl, your body will not answer your impulses. More specifically, a certain part of your body. The very one so many men use for thinking.” 
 
      
 
    “Master! What is this poison you’ve given me?! Does the effect last long?! Is it reversible?! Master! Master!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Some Secrets Get Revealed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some would call the subsequent events a boot camp in hell. Including myself. 
 
    And the underhanded effects of the drink had nothing to do with it. To be honest, I didn’t even notice any effects. I might as well have drunk a glass of water. No lewd thoughts visited my head. Corpses had no lewd thoughts. 
 
      
 
    And I felt like a corpse every morning, day in, day out. 
 
      
 
    Not that daytime reanimated me much, either. 
 
      
 
    What Master Tao called “proper teaching” was more like a crash course in a henchman’s arts, with him being the henchman, and me, his victims. 
 
      
 
    Not one victim but many. A single person would be unable to live through what I had to bear. The master brought me to the brink of exhaustion and to the threshold of pain, and then relentlessly pushed me to the next level, where things were even worse. A lot worse. 
 
      
 
    And no matter how rotten I felt, I needed to control Chi constantly, in any condition, always remaining a part of it, yet adapting to the streams of the all-permeating ocean of energy and trying to alter their patterns to some extent. That left no room for any stray thoughts in my head, let alone lewd ones. 
 
      
 
    But that still wasn’t the hell I was talking about. 
 
      
 
    Real hell began when the master allowed me to use my talents at last. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I had to give it my all just as with everything else I did. My head was constantly loaded to capacity, with zero room left for any thoughts unrelated to training. I had to fight hard against everything I learned over the last two years when I was teaching my body to act automatically, which included the use of talents without wasting time on making conscientious decisions, relying instead on reflexes alone. 
 
      
 
    Tao called all of it balderdash. In his view, a fighter was a faceless creature whose body was but turbulences of energy streams, and, therefore, existed in constant motion. I needed to forget about everything, including my own personality. Nothing but Chi existed. Everything else was superfluous. I had to drown in it and reemerge at the same time. To dissolve in it and to absorb it all. Also at the same time. 
 
      
 
    The fact that ORDER hardwired certain amounts of energy loss into the use of talents no longer meant anything. All this rigidity was for regular people and not for those properly versed in the ancient art. Now, when I was healing myself after the numerous injuries I sustained, I used just as much of my talent as I needed to for the purpose. If I used up an extra unit of Shadow, or saved a couple, the master called it “a pathetic bid for success.” 
 
      
 
    However, if I used up precisely as much as I was supposed to, things would get worse. Much worse. I would get injured again and have to focus on healing and squeezing the desired reaction from Chi instead of conforming to ORDER’s procrustean limitations. And my task was being made harder and harder time and again so that I would really learn something. 
 
      
 
    To understand what the healing was like, one would have to imagine having one’s leg sliced up from the sole of the foot to the knee and then being ordered to apply a bandage. The bandage would come packed in a hundred layers of well-glued cardboard, and you wouldn’t be given any knife or scissors. On top of everything, you’d have to balance on top of a gym ball placed on a table as you applied the bandage. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t all. There’d also be a huge bruiser armed with a large stick standing next to you and trying to land a good blow on your back every now and then. By the next day, there’d be three of them. The day after, there’d be four. Afterwards the table would be placed on a railroad track with a bullet train approaching. If you failed to apply the bandage before it crashed into you, it was your own problem. 
 
      
 
    And all the while you needed to remain part of the ocean of Chi, controlling everything that happened to the energy and keeping track of each stream, affecting the way the patterns formed while remaining part of those very patterns, which, in itself, was no task for a feeble mind. 
 
      
 
    Not even a bright mind could cope. It would be much easier to go crazy under this constant onslaught of information than to process it all. 
 
      
 
    This went on hour by hour, day by day, and week by week. At some point I caught myself realizing I no longer needed to keep straining myself to control Chi all the time. I couldn’t say it happened as naturally as breathing, which happened without conscious effort, but the analogy was close. 
 
      
 
    However, I couldn’t say my life became any easier after that. The teacher kept pushing my body and mind more and more deviously. And I realized most people wouldn’t even survive some of the things he made me go through. He wasn’t trying to kill me, of course; he simply taught me at a speed that would be unheard of for any local of my age. Few adult alphas would be able to withstand his methods, either. 
 
      
 
    And I couldn’t complain. I signed up for this constant torment voluntarily and eagerly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My sleep was short and irregular, just as Tao had promised. But today was a pleasant exception. I was allowed to fall asleep late at night after a singularly unpleasant exercise that resulted in numerous painful burns on various parts of my body. It happened while it was still dark, but when I opened my eyes, hearing the master’s voice, I could see the first light of dawn come in through the blinds. 
 
      
 
    I jumped out of my bed and looked around in utter confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Master, did anything happen?! Did I forget your order?! Did I sleep through everything?! I remember nothing!” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Lee. There was no order. Everything’s all right.”  
 
      
 
    It was only then that I realized how unusual the master looked. He was wearing a suite of armor made of bands of leather and metal, reinforced by woven chain mail and massive plates of dark bronze. He also sported pants of some dense material and strange, clunky boots with baroque silver decorations implying artifact properties. I wasn’t particularly experienced in such matters; I’d need to feel most things out properly with my hands to say something definite one way or another, but I didn’t think I was wrong in this case. The boots were definitely unusual, to say the least. 
 
      
 
    “Get dressed, Lee. Properly dressed. Today things will be a lot more serious than usual.” 
 
      
 
    When I heard these words, even the snot inside my nostrils started to hurt. It appeared the master was going to make sure his bothersome apprentice would not survive today’s training session. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t let any of these thoughts show. I got dressed, remembering to put on the chain mail I got at the Primordial Temple. I buckled my belt and hanged the sheathed sword upon it. Then I glanced towards my haversack. 
 
      
 
    “Take anything you think you’ll need,” the master said, noticing my glance. “You’ll also carry this pack. It contains provisions. Best of all, put all your stuff in there. It’s waterproof. Be prepared for a hike that will last a few days.” 
 
      
 
    The master’s pack looked strange. It was like the case for a sleeping bag, with a string for drawing the opening tight. It didn’t just look like it could withstand a downpour; it might well keep its contents dry underwater. I had no idea why we’d need something like that wandering the local dry and barren land. 
 
      
 
    But the pack wasn’t all. The master also made me bring along a heavy battle bow with a good supply of arrows and a long pike—the kind used by cavalry and heavy infantry in tight formation. 
 
      
 
    Another mystery. 
 
      
 
    Tao didn’t go empty-handed, either. He put a second pack over his shoulder and started walking, using a guandao instead of his usual staff. I only saw him without it once—on that fateful evening when he put me to the test at the inn. That was the first time in quite a while that I felt a hair’s breadth away from death—or, perhaps, even closer. 
 
      
 
    I dreaded to think of what he could have had planned this time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The master was in no hurry to explain anything. But he didn’t put me to any murderous tests right away, either. Leaving the house, we headed east along the foot of the ridge of hills and kept going in the same direction for a couple of hours. The hills became lower as we progressed, and the cape grew narrower. Soon we were hearing the waves from both sides, with the North Sea raging to our left, and the Rallian Sea to our right. 
 
      
 
    Towards the end, the strip of dry land narrowed considerably. Now it was some measly fifty paces across. There were sharp drops on either side, with waves breaking on the rocks underneath. It looked like an enormous wall built by giants to separate one sea from the other. 
 
      
 
    But the giants never finished their work, which became obvious when we finally approached the eastern end of Gaddoques. The cape looked like someone had cut it off, but not very neatly. It was more like the work of a bumbling woodcutter who couldn’t split a thin bough with a single strike. The drop wasn’t vertical. There were several ledges with piles of rocks underneath. Furious waves broke over them, and there was nothing but foam and rocks in every direction. You could only see a smoother water surface about a hundred paces further. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and noticed a tiny sail in the distance. Some small boat was entering a strait so wide that you couldn’t even see the other side standing some three hundred feet above the sea level. 
 
      
 
    The master stopped at the edge, looked in front of him, and said, absently, 
 
      
 
    “What does it look like to you, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “Like the edge of the world.” 
 
    
“Do you believe that the world has an edge?” 
 
      
 
    “No, teacher, I know there’s no edge there in the East. There’s another cape there. It stretches out towards Gaddoques. Right to us. Certain wise men believe that the two capes were at some point a single wall of rock that separated the two seas.” 
 
      
 
    “You can see dry land on the other side when it’s very clear,” Tao confirmed. “But that wasn’t what I asked you about. Do you believe that the world has an edge?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really. I side with the school of thought that considers the world to be a sphere, and it’s hard to find the edge of a sphere.” 
 
      
 
    “You might be right, Lee, but not in this case. We are indeed standing at the edge of the world. And this is your last opportunity to turn around and leave without learning a secret that might cost you your life.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I could nail myself to these rocks so that the wind wouldn’t blow me away while I’m listening to your explanations.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, this is really serious. I will kill you right here if I sense a hint of a possibility that you might want to share my secret with someone else. This isn’t a joke.” 
 
      
 
    “You told me yourself that it would be against my interests to reveal anything about you. After all, you could reveal my secret in turn.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not certain that your secret equals mine. I have to be sure of your absolute reliability.” 
 
      
 
    “So what do I do? Give you my word? As far as I can see, you have a reason for sharing your secret with me. You need me for something you cannot handle on your own. So out with it. Tell me what I have to do. As for me, I have to say I’m infinitely grateful to you since you’re the best master in the world. Over these few weeks, I have learned more from you than I have in all the years before that. I’m not sure I wouldn’t confess under torture, but they’d have to torture me hard. Very hard. You know I have a high tolerance for pain.” 
 
      
 
    Tao nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lee, I have seen your limits. I’m not sure there’s a single henchman alive in the world who would be able to make you talk. And I must also say that it wouldn’t be in your interests to reveal my secret—it’s big enough for the two of us. But first, let me ask this of you, Lee of Bruce Clan: will you assist me? You have to know that what we’re about to attempt is fraught with death. Both of us run the risk of never coming back. And if we fail, our death will most likely be horrible. As for our loved ones, they’ll never know what happened. We’ll just disappear without a trace.” 
 
      
 
    “I am your apprentice. As far as I’m concerned, my help to you is the apprentice’s payment to his master. You didn’t have to ask. You know me. I always pay my debts.” 
 
      
 
    “My daughter… You’ve seen her…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no! Master, if it’s about lewd thoughts again, I have none left. I feel like a sexless thing. Your drink has killed my manhood. Completely.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t exaggerate, Lee. All it does is greatly reduce male libido for a few days. I’ll give you some if we survive. It’s useful to drink it sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “We have different ideas of what’s useful. Oh, sorry, Master. I didn’t mean to interrupt you.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t apologize. It’s a moment of disquiet, and it’s only natural that a master’s disquiet should be felt by the apprentice, too, if both of them are any good. And you’re doubtlessly a good apprentice. So, how do I put it? My daughter is ailing. It’s hard to describe. Those who live by the ancient art don’t just live, they are forced to survive. The world has changed, and we find it hard to adapt to it. We stick to our old ways, one generation after another. Sometimes we have to make decisions that are far from easy. For instance, it’s very hard for us to mix our blood with outsiders. It doesn’t take hold well. My wife is my niece and my cousin at the same time—her mother is my sister, and my cousin is her father. An ill fortune has befallen them, and only a single daughter survived of their entire family. There was no one else left. I took care of her, and then she bore me a daughter. We couldn’t have any other children. It is often difficult for us. And my only daughter could not adapt to ORDER. The old blood has taken its toll without giving anything in return. Did you understand anything, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “Virtually nothing, Master, other than the fact that your family tradition is somewhat… how do I put it… unusual. Although things like that are common in remote settlements. I am familiar with such cases. Please continue. I’m all attention. I won’t miss a single word. I’ll understand everything. If not right away, then, perhaps, later.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so. You’re intelligent. All you need is some time to let certain thoughts sink in. I believe you know that inbreeding often results in birth defects. But we’ve had to adapt to it for a long time, and we know it’s usually possible to mend if certain conditions are met. However, the conflict of the ancient power and ORDER is a lot harder to overcome. How old do you think my girl is?” 
 
      
 
    “A little younger than me, I’d assume. By a couple of years, perhaps, which would make her thirteen or fourteen.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong. She’s almost nineteen years old. She’s always lagged behind in terms of physical development. Nothing I tried has had any effect. You’ve seen her at one of her best moments, when her problems are in remission. Her mother takes her to sulfuric springs, believing those hot waters make her stronger. They do in fact help alleviate her suffering and relieve swelling in her body, if only a little and for a short period of time. But they can’t solve the main issue. If everything keeps going the way it is, she has five years left to live. And that’s a very optimistic estimate.” 
 
      
 
    “What if a really powerful healer tried their best? I could help with it, Master. I have money.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lee, but I have money, too. Not everything in the world can be bought. And what could help the girl isn’t for sale. I tried hard, and many times, offering virtually everything I had—to no avail. I have wasted years. The learned man I talked about earlier led me to an idea that had potential. Once again, I spent many years to move to this remote land. And I’ve managed to succeed a little. Fortunately, I have enough strength to perform what had to be done, if only partially. I’ve found something hidden from sight. The edge of the world. Do you see it?” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand what you’re talking about,” I replied, but diligently looked around again, just in case. 
 
      
 
    “No need to look around, Lee. Had everything been so simple, others would have found that which is hidden a long time ago—and then everything would be meaningless. The wise men you mentioned earlier were certainly right. Gaddoques used to reach further east, and one sea was indeed separate from the other. But you know that a lot of things happened in the old days. The world was on the brink of destruction several times, and one of the perils it faced was being literally torn apart and scattered among other worlds. The isthmus became two remote capes during one of such moments. And there’s a good reason for it. There is a mystery involved that may grant my daughter a long life of health. So I, Master Tao, am asking you, Lee: do you agree to keep this secret, to stay silent under torture, and never reveal it to anyone—not even by accident?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said simply. 
 
      
 
    “And will you pay for your apprenticeship by doing me this service?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do absolutely everything I can to help your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard you,” Tao nodded. “Now follow me. And be careful. It would be the silliest thing in the world to break your legs this close to the goal.” 
 
      
 
    As the master said those words, he jumped from what must have been a fifty-foot height, flying over the heap of rocks and landing on the next ledge that formed the side of the cliff. 
 
      
 
    He turned around, smiled, and waved his guandao.  
 
      
 
    “I know you won’t be able to copy this, Lee. You’re good, but attributes and embodiments are not a universal solution. This would be beyond your powers. I allow you to try it in two jumps. Consider yourself still in training. Come on, apprentice. Don’t forget to watch your Chi. Always be part of the flow, but do not submit to it.” 
 
      
 
    What? Two leaps? Over this rock monstrosity? It felt like I’d break every bone in my body in the attempt, including the really tiny ones. 
 
      
 
    Could it be that Master Tao didn’t believe my words and decided to do away with me in such an underhanded manner? 
 
      
 
    I was beginning to suspect it very strongly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    A Thousand Steps Away from the Edge 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The mystery of the packs was solved once I managed to get all the way down, somehow avoiding any major injury. And, unfortunately, I have to confess it took more than just two leaps. 
 
      
 
    Still, everything seemed to be going smoothly so far. The master was kindness incarnate today, never once turning me back for another try. Strange as it may seem, on this occasion he closed his eyes to quite a few things he had previously considered unforgivable manifestations of sloth and carelessness.  
 
      
 
    My feet must have had bruises on them when I found the master at the bottom of the cliff, with fat crabs watching from underneath. As I approached, Tao opened his pack and produced two more empty ones identical to his own. As he threw one of them to me, his voice rose above the sound of the surf. 
 
      
 
    “Put all your stuff inside. You can carry the spear, but the rest goes in. Make sure you draw the strings tight. The more waterproof you make it, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we going swimming?” I asked, watching the sea raging a few feet away with growing concern. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t call the weather a storm, but there were lots of rocks everywhere, and the water between them looked as if it was boiling. It would be like negotiating the rapids on a fast and powerful river, one step away from a waterfall. 
 
      
 
    The master ignored my question as he began stripping. Instead, he asked me, 
 
      
 
    “Are you a good diver, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve seen it for yourself when you made me play tag with sharks.” 
 
      
 
    That was hardly a pleasant experience. I disliked those cold-blooded fish, especially when my hands were empty and I couldn’t use my talents, and there were bleeding cuts on my legs made to attract those sea predators.  
 
      
 
    “How well do you see underwater, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “I can see a lot even if the water is turbid,” I replied, without going into too much detail on how my “fisherman’s scanner” worked. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, prepare for a really deep dive. You might come close to drowning. If it happens, don’t panic. Just remember to be part of the flow of Chi all the time. I’ll be able to drag you along if you don’t kick, and then resuscitate you.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t sound too promising. If Master Tao advertised diving tours, the company would find itself bankrupt before too long. But what could I do? I’d never refuse, no matter what was going to happen. I didn’t know what secret this unusual man had, but I was sure I needed to find out. 
 
      
 
    Intuition. 
 
    You’re right. You’ll have to swim. 
 
      
 
    Now what would I do without you, honey, I thought. 
 
      
 
    The master felt right at home here. He effortlessly led me through a hard-to-navigate labyrinth of enormous rocks where there was a path to the water, hidden securely behind boulders. The waves didn’t reach here, their rhythm merely making the surface bob up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, tie the pike to your arm. There’s a special cord there for that very purpose. And adjust your bow—it hangs on your back awkwardly. Swim in my wake and don’t move anywhere. If you get lost, stop, and I’ll return to get you. If anything dangerous appears, don’t try to attack it. I’ll handle it myself. You’ll only get in my way. It’ll get really dark at the end. Are you sure you’ll be able to see me? The water down there isn’t murky—there simply isn’t enough light.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Master. I won’t lose you.” 
 
      
 
    The master turned around and headed towards the water. All I could do was follow him. 
 
      
 
    The sea turned out to be literally freezing. I instantly recalled that damn fountain back in Clonassis, which was just as cold. Besides, you could feel the residual motion of the waves. They broke over the rocks somewhere behind the boulders, carrying some of their power into this semblance of a grotto. As I went chest-deep, I was swaying from those echoes of the surf. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, the master went underwater, head and all. I took a step forward to follow him, and the bottom under my feet disappeared. The depth increased drastically, which was strange for shallows located a few steps away from the shore. 
 
      
 
    But that was actually for the better. I felt very uneasy walking through areas populated by crabs and their more dangerous relatives. I couldn’t rely on my fisherman’s talent completely, since the chaotic agglomeration of rocks and the constant waves made it a lot more difficult to see anything. You could easily miss a hostile crustacean altogether until the very end when it would have already latched onto your foot with its claws. 
 
      
 
    I told myself to stop thinking of silly things. This wasn’t water. This was Chi. There was nothing but Chi all around me. And I was part of the endless flow of energy. 
 
      
 
    And so were the monsters. 
 
      
 
    All my thoughts were really somber. It stood to reason: I didn’t just lose sight of the bottom. I was following the master, trying to keep up with him as we moved through an intricate labyrinth formed by enormous boulders that had fallen off the wave-battered cliff over hundreds of years. They kept getting closer together, but there were still enough passages between them. If I lost sight of Tao and took a wrong term, it might be difficult for him to find me quickly. And since my underwater scanner didn’t tell me much in such a closely confined space, I couldn’t count just on myself. 
 
      
 
    I felt the pressure growing and cleared my ears yet again. We must have been some fifty feet deep, and the labyrinth kept on going forward. The boulders were getting even bigger, and these were no longer polished by the waves, or polished only partially. They must have broken off the cliff above hundreds, if not thousands of years ago and instantly sank too deep for the surf to work its magic on them. Perhaps, they were the remnants of that mythical natural wall that had once separated one sea from the other. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my ears again, and then again. This was becoming a source of discomfort. It was very likely that the master was taking me deeper than I had ever gone, and I wasn’t sure I was up to the challenge. Complexity had to increase gradually, and a steep dive in a place as unusual as this was clearly a dangerous thing to do. 
 
      
 
    But Tao kept on moving ever further. I had no idea how he managed to make anything out in the dark. We were already past the point where daylight could still filter in from above through the water and the cracks between rocks. It felt like a submerged dungeon. I had to keep scanning what little free space there was in front of me so as not to lose sight of the master. And even then my spear kept catching on the rocks. It was too long and unwieldy. 
 
      
 
    The boulders around us took on a strange look. There were suddenly plenty of flat surfaces at right angles to each other. Then a suspiciously rectangular niche flashed by, looking very much like a doorway. 
 
      
 
    Could it be something man-made? Here, at the bottom of the sea, strewn over with debris? Why not? All kinds of things happened in this world. I no longer found anything here surprising. 
 
      
 
    I had to clear my ears again, this time hard enough, holding my nose tight. The pressure was beginning to get too strong. I never felt anything like it before. The discomfort was no longer limited to my ears and now affected my whole body. My ribcage felt so constricted that it no longer pulled me up; on the contrary, it felt as though it was dragging me to the bottom. If I stopped moving, I’d sink slowly instead of floating up, the way I would in relatively shallow waters. 
 
      
 
    I fumbled for a moment and almost paid for it dearly. A second longer, and I’d have lost the master who suddenly turned into a passage that wasn’t on my “radar”. Too focused on the discomfort in my ears and behind my ribs, I didn’t manage to recharge the talent on time. Fortunately, I had the wits to dive some ten feet deeper where I finally noticed Tao’s flickering feet. 
 
      
 
    We now moved along an almost horizontal corridor that was clearly man-made and led downwards at a slight incline. I still had to clear my ears regularly and used my healing talent on them for the first time. I liked my ears just fine and didn’t want anything bad happening to them. 
 
      
 
    Besides, my lungs were beginning to run out of air. I was a good diver, but not good enough to stay underwater for half an hour. My inner clock told me it had already been close to seven minutes; besides, I was moving vigorously, and in an unfamiliar environment, which made me spend oxygen even faster. 
 
      
 
    If I turned around right there and then and managed to retrace my steps without fail, I’d probably be able to get out. If I kept going, I’d have to go all the way, regardless of what waited for me there. It was the point of no return. 
 
      
 
    I kept thinking of the master’s words about resuscitation. It was beginning to look like I might actually need it. 
 
      
 
    Then the corridor widened abruptly, its walls becoming uneven. Was it a natural cavern? 
 
      
 
    The master stopped, turned around, pointed at his ears, and pinched his nose. He clearly implied I should clear my ears. But what would the point be? I had already done it many times. Otherwise, my eardrums would have already ruptured from all that pressure. By my estimates, we were about two hundred feet deep into the underwater labyrinth. And perhaps even three hundred or more.  
 
      
 
    We kept on, and I finally realized what the master meant. The pressure was changing drastically, which just couldn’t be. We were moving almost horizontally, and yet my body reacted as if we were going up, and at a high enough speed. Something did not compute. How could this be possible? 
 
      
 
    In a minute, when the pressure abated enough to stop causing any unpleasant sensations, my talent caught sight of something in front of us—something that clearly couldn’t have possibly been there. 
 
      
 
    The submerged part of the cave was coming to an end as it turned upwards sharply, and the surface of the water became visible some thirty feet above. 
 
      
 
    Could it be a grotto partially filled with air? But how did it get there? And why didn’t it get flooded in its entirety? This place clearly sank a long time ago, and any gas should have long been pushed out or absorbed into the water over hundreds, or perhaps thousands, of years. 
 
      
 
    In the last few feet of our ascent, we slowed down. Pressure was dropping at a precipitous rate here, defying every law of physics. And the human body didn’t react well to such drastic changes. So we took our time. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I got my head above the water, blinked, and looked around. It was indeed a cave, and an absolutely dark one. The fisherman’s skill didn’t work here, but my enhanced night vision allowed me to get a passable picture in black and white. There was nothing of interest here—just rock, which seemed to have been chiseled in a few places. The natural passage we followed may well have been widened a little, but in a rather slapdash manner. 
 
      
 
    As I made my way out and onto dry land, following the master, I shivered. It sure was chilly here—even colder than in the water, although there was not even a slight draught to be felt. Besides, the air seemed strange. It smelled like an old steam bath that had not been used or ventilated for a while. Old birch whisks would smell like that as they grew moldy. 
 
      
 
    “Get dressed,” the master ordered curtly as he took off his packs. 
 
      
 
    I dropped off my load with great haste and relief. It really got in the way while I was swimming, as did the spear. If not for all of those things, I would have performed better, much better. 
 
      
 
    “Master, where are we?” I asked as I was getting dressed. “What is this cave?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a cave. It’s a caisson. Made by the ancients. Do you know what it is?” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, it’s an underwater air pocket. But how is it possible at this depth?” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, this isn’t about deep-sea diving. It’s a special kind of a caisson. This has nothing to do with water, or, rather, not just with water. The ancients constructed them as pathways to certain worlds and fragments of worlds.” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s an entrance to another world?” I nearly jumped, trying not to make my excitement show. 
 
      
 
    “I told you we were at the edge of the world. This place can be considered the edge. One step, and we’re on the other side.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, but what’s over there? What is that ‘other side’?” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I’ll explain everything. Just let us move a little further up. The sooner we start breathing the local air, the sooner we’ll adapt. It will feel unusual at first. You might feel a little sick or panicked. It’s normal for a place like this. No need to get agitated. Just keep a level head.” 
 
      
 
    We continued our journey over dry land now. I no longer had to fear losing sight of the master. The cave was ideally straight, without any corners or side tunnels. It only had a few bends in it back in its underwater section—most likely, for some technical or magical reasons, to help maintain the atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    Nothing of interest was happening at first; there were just bare, damp rocks, and the perfunctorily straightened walls and roof. We would step over some debris occasionally, but there was amazingly little of it. The structure was clearly ancient, and the stone didn’t look particularly hard. A lot of stuff should have accumulated in the passage over time, but, for some reason, there were barely any signs of decay at all. 
 
      
 
    The air seemed to have gotten a bit denser at some point, and the unpleasant sensation in my ears came back with a vengeance. I had to clear them once again, this time on dry land. There was yet another drastic change in the pressure, even though we were still essentially moving on the horizontal plane, or, at worst, at a slight angle. 
 
      
 
    A greenish glow shimmered ahead. It was very weak, and I only noticed it when I turned off my night vision. It was a useful thing to have, but if you had it on all the time, you ran the risk of missing things. 
 
      
 
    The source of the glow appeared soon. It was something like a reddish lichen that covered the stones here and there. The further we went, the more of the strange growth there was. The clumps got more defined shape-wise, or, perhaps, just fatter. These things looked less like flora and more like fauna. This could well be some strange, brightly-colored coral emitting a soft radiance. 
 
      
 
    I also began feeling lightheaded. It could have been the bad air, or the aftereffects of the difficult dive. Still, I had to keep up appearances since I did not wish to reveal my weakness to the master. 
 
      
 
    He seemed to have sensed my condition, stopping next to a flat slab of rock that had fallen off the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down, Lee. We can rest now. And not just rest.” 
 
      
 
    Tao sat down next to me, rummaged through one of his packs, pulled out a ceramic bottle and handed it to me. 
 
      
 
    “Drink this, Lee. Three gulps, no more. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the bottle with great suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… What is it exactly, Master?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s… Oh, I guess I know the cause of your concern. No need to worry, there are certainly no maidens here you might want to seduce. Drink up. It will help you breathe the air on the other side. Do you feel how weird the air smells already? It’ll only get worse over there. 
 
      
 
    “Over there being the other world?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lee.” 
 
    
“Would you tell me just where we’re going? I still know nothing of our destination.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. You probably didn’t travel between worlds much.” The master chuckled as he said these words—they were supposed to be a joke, after all. Moving between worlds wasn’t something that happened often in Rock, and that would be putting it very mildly. To mere mortals it was something impossible—the stuff of legends. 
 
      
 
    I could have mentioned that I was born in a different world, but I stayed silent, of course. I was never going to share that secret with anyone at all. 
 
      
 
    Tao pointed towards the part of the passage ahead. 
 
      
 
    “In a thousand paces, there’ll be something like a film screen. A dimensional shift. The membrane of a frozen energy flow beyond which lies the buffer space between worlds. That’s the second half of the ancients’ caisson with another film curtain on its other side. The world we’re headed to lies beyond that second barrier.” 
 
      
 
    “So this isn’t a metaphor. It really is a different world, isn’t it?” I feinted disbelief at the idea someone could actually leave Rock. 
 
      
 
    “It really is, Lee. I have verified it myself. I did it three times. There’s something I get from the other side.” 
 
      
 
    “So why did you need me if you can go there on your own?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I can’t handle everything. I need an assistant for some things, and not just anyone. A trusted person. No one should find out about this place. Whatever happens, the secret is only mine and yours. If anyone gets wind of this, crowds will follow and quickly suck this world dry of all its resources. What lies beyond is just too valuable.” 
 
      
 
    “But how can you exhaust the resources of an entire world?” I asked, mesmerized, beginning to have an inkling of what we were talking about. My heart skipped a beat when I thought of the prospects I might have in front of me right now. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t just ‘exhaust’ them,” the master said. “It’s a lot more complex. This is not an entire world—it’s a mere shard of one, and its resources are limited. And the world whence it came is a most special world indeed. A pure world. The World of Life.” 
 
      
 
    Some benevolent force I never knew existed prevented me from jumping with joy and smashing my head on the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    My most recent suspicions had been proven right: I was really going somewhere I never hoped to ever be able to reach. Now that place was a mere thousand steps away. 
 
      
 
    It was a good thing Beko wasn’t with me. The news would give him a stroke. 
 
      
 
    On second thought, though, it wouldn’t, since my old friend would never be able to get here. He was always a piss-poor diver. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Access Problems and a New Challenge 
 
      
 
      
 
    How things stood with various powers in Rock wasn’t quite clear. Or rather, nothing about them was clear at all. Modern authors and their immediate forerunners usually cited the loss of knowledge in the ancient times as the reason why so little was known today, but there was an opinion that the powers had been a mystery in antiquity as well. 
 
      
 
    The natives of Rock all interface with ORDER from birth. It wasn’t even a power—it was something like a specific substructure in them that maintained balance between other powers. It was an intermediate, a set of tools, and many more things. Its roles were indeed many and varied. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the natives, every other creature in Rock interfaced with ORDER, too, with the exception of snow spiders and other weird creatures that were rarely encountered in Rock since they inhabited remote places where they were hard to reach. 
 
      
 
    Certain natives and some non-sentient local creatures had a bond with other forces by birthright or for other reasons. You could find animals with elements of Chaos or Death in them in and around the Pentagon, as well as in other places where they could be hunted. As far as I knew from books, the North wasn’t the only territory where they were common enough. Such creatures were frequently encountered all over Rock, and their presence surprised no one. 
 
      
 
    Elements and Life were a lot less common, though, and little was known about them. According to rumors and scarce references in books of a certain kind, both could be found in the North, but not the North I knew. The Far North. Still, my research proved that rumors were most likely to be just that—rumors. I did not find a single trustworthy corroboration of such things actually existing. 
 
      
 
    That was a pity. Each new power in my collection gave me new opportunities, some of them unique. Intuition was a direct result of having access to more than one power. It worked in strange ways, for sure, but I lost count of the occurrences when it helped me without demanding anything in return. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t give up and actively sought to expand my collection further. I had plans involving Elements. Or, rather, getting access to this mighty power was part of my overarching plan, and an important one. The thing was that I knew for certain where I could accomplish it, and my schedule was tied to a specific date so that I could receive certain necessary attributes in the current year rather than the next. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t go as far as claiming that a more lenient timeframe would completely unravel my grand project, but it sure would make it much more complicated. That’s why I had to hurry, and that’s why I surprised Master Tao by asserting that I had to cram several years of studies into mere weeks. 
 
      
 
    As for Life, I had no plan. This power would certainly be a valuable gain, but I knew nothing of how to approach it or where to even begin searching. Over the previous two years, I did not get any closer to understanding how I could make that particular force part of my collection. 
 
      
 
    It was too uncanny a power, its usual source spontaneous and volatile. It only existed during the periods of so-called incursions that were believed to be impossible to predict. It didn’t mean that the power in question was altogether absent from Rock, but life here was part of ODER exclusively, woven into its rigid structure and not found in its distilled form in any part of the world that I knew of. Allegedly, it existed as a thing in itself in separate worlds where it was either dominant or at least present in its pure and undiluted form. And finding those would be as difficult as launching a man into space back on Earth in the nineteen sixties. 
 
    Passages into the world of Life were said to open where and when they so wished, or to exist full-time in abandoned places where the worlds had once been linked by the ancients in some manner unknown to modern science. There was no definitive information available about this, and many researchers of past epochs got into heated discussions with each other about this incredibly interesting subject. 
 
      
 
    But let us focus on something other than theory. For example, imagine that a stable passage of this sort was found in some land. There would be two options: either it led to a world where Life was present in its pure form as one of many powers, but not the most important one, or to a world where its dominance over all the other powers was absolute. The world didn’t have to be whole; there were local phenomena known as shards, crumbles, fragments, and other terms of this sort. The provenance of such places was also a favorite topic for debates among renowned researchers. 
 
      
 
    So let us consider the first option where Life is just one of the powers ruling in a given world, existing on its own and not as part of something like ORDER. Such worlds were of doubtless interest, but exploring them would be similar to getting inside a functioning nuclear reactor without any protective equipment. It wasn’t merely fraught with mortal risk—it was suicidal. The natives of Rock weren’t adapted to existing in such places. There were reported cases of getting into them, but hardly any of anyone getting out in one piece. 
 
      
 
    The second option was more promising. Life either triumphed over everything there, or other powers existed in an indisputably subordinated position, and their manifestation opportunities were severely limited. A well-prepared explorer could get into such a world and return. One might expect considerable complications, but normally such campaigns weren’t tantamount to suicide. And they were supposed to be mind-bogglingly lucrative. Unfortunately, no books I found mentioned any details of what one might find there, but there was an abundance of hints that anything brought back from such worlds would have an enormous value. Some aristocratic clans own their very existence to having found access to a world of Life before anyone could beat them to it and become owners of unbelievable rarities and valuables. 
 
      
 
    However, no one ever managed to hold on to such a source of wealth for a long time. The Worlds of Life and their shards reacted very negatively to anyone looting them, for some reason. The more avaricious humans got in and the more often they did it, the more intense the reaction. 
 
      
 
    All such activities led to the inevitable result sooner or later: the passage would close, and no one would have any idea as to how to open it again. The technology for doing it was long lost—if it had ever existed in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, to receive any attributes of Life, I’d have to get into one of the passages. However, the open ones were inaccessible to me. They either belonged to strong clans capable of defending their assets from even the most powerful enemies, or were the private secret of certain fortunate individuals who never revealed it to anyone else. 
 
      
 
    No aristocratic family would let me anywhere near such a place. I was strong, of course—stronger than many. But I was still vastly inferior to the big players wielding ORDER and other powers that were the lynchpins of the aristocracy’s influence. Some of the clans were mastodons that spent centuries building up their power. A conflict with such an experienced opponent would be hopeless. Even though I had amazing starting bonuses, they’d still pale in comparison with their parameters. Besides, I lacked proper training, which severely curtailed my fighting ability. I’d need time to learn how to hold my own against the more serious clans. 
 
      
 
    Besides, I had no idea how to overcome my difficulties with developing further. I had serious issues in that respect. First, I’d need to find out why my skill progress was so slow despite the numerous open Degrees of Enlightenment. I hoped I hadn’t caused myself any serious damage by developing so rapidly. And I didn’t have an inkling of how to fix this. Without such understanding I could not expect any exorbitant achievements soon. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, getting access to Life would be an impossible task for someone in my position. All the known passages had long closed. If anything was still functional, it was never talked about. Therefore, having studied the issue in depth, I had to resign myself to the fact that I wouldn’t get to the coveted prize and promised myself that if I ever came across any information about the subject matter, as remote or sketchy as such information might be, I’d revisit the issue again. 
 
      
 
    And there I was, a thousand steps away from an actual passage to a world of Life. I didn’t have any reason to mistrust Master Tao. His bearing and behavior proved it beyond any doubt that he knew what he was dealing with and understood full well how important it was not to reveal this secret to anyone. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t mere luck. It was something incredible. I couldn’t even call it a contrived coincidence since my interest in Life was secondary. I was concerned with Elements a lot more. So I got a chance of partaking in something I hadn’t consciously planned for—something that wasn’t a life-and-death matter. 
 
      
 
    It was a mere bonus, but an incredibly useful one, and I was getting it just like that, out of the blue. A most pleasant turn of events it was! 
 
    
That said, it was too early to celebrate. I still had to get access to it somehow, and I wasn’t all that sure I’d manage to. It was a complex issue. 
 
      
 
    What did I know about Worlds of Life? Next to nothing. There were no detailed descriptions in books, and therefore, I had no way of knowing what I would encounter on the other side. 
 
      
 
    However, Master Tao had been there, and more than once. Judging by the fact that he was still alive, he knew more about it than me. The very fact that he had managed to find such a well-concealed place on his own and keep it secret spoke volumes of him. This was a serious man. 
 
      
 
    What I couldn’t understand was why on earth he would need me if he was so serious. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We made our next stop right before the veil. It looked like the one the mercenary mage had put up in the passage leading to the Black Well so that strygas wouldn’t get to the storage room. It was like an iridescent soap bubble covering the passage completely. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t sit down this time. There was nothing to sit on, anyway. The reddish things grew so lush here they covered everything in a thick layer. No stone could be seen even on the ceiling; there were just layers upon layers of crimson appendages covering each other. And I already knew that if such a “tentacle” got squeezed hard, it would squirt a liquid that was as red as any blood. I tried it once and still couldn’t get rid of the stain; the pigment definitely had staying power. So sitting on such a surface would not be a particularly pleasant experience. 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about Life, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “Life is one of the building blocks of our world’s foundation. It spent all of itself to serve ORDER, giving all the normal life forms on Rock an opportunity to thrive and…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about,” the master interrupted me. “The Worlds of Life. What do you know about them?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I said, which was, for the most part, true. 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t anything at all said about it in your books?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course there was. But those texts didn’t look plausible. I didn’t believe a single word.” 
 
      
 
    “So you keep your critical faculties engaged when you read? That’s laudable and might make our task easier. Everything you can find in available books is indeed balderdash. Had you been influenced by any of that false knowledge, I’d have to argue with your opinion, which would take time—and we cannot afford to lose any. No one can stay here for a long time. Even over here the air isn’t too good. It will get a lot worse once we cross over to the other side. Potions are of little use there—we won’t last long relying on them. And the air will not be our only problem. It won’t even be the most important one. Life in its pure or nearly pure form is somewhat similar to Chaos. Only this Chaos is alive—in ways that we are somewhat familiar with. Life is trying to make everything it touches part of itself. On the other side, we won’t be food; we’ll be a material that could be placed in a whirlpool of infinite reincarnations of various forms subservient to Life. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, teacher, but I do not.” 
 
      
 
    “Well… It’s difficult to explain it in words. Only a single thing exists beyond the veil, and that is food. Those who eat it are, at the same time, food for others. Something eats something else and instantly falls prey to yet another thing, which, in turn, also transforms into food. Even the mightiest creatures can be slain by tiny ones—microscopic, even—that penetrate their bodies and decompose them from within. Life is teeming in every droplet of water here. The deceased disappear instantly, leaving no time at all for death. Everything happens very quickly, and you cannot stop that process or slow it down. The energy of life permeates the very air, and it’s so powerful it drowns out everything else. Even Chi is hard to handle there. Take this mask. It will offer extra protection against the harmful air. But don’t expect too much of it. It won’t keep you alive for too long, even if combined with elixirs. We’ll need to be able to get back before we’re eaten alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Is air less predatory over here?” I asked, still under the impression of what I had just heard. 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t predatory at all. It has the smell of life, but it’s relatively harmless. Life cannot penetrate here in its pure form. No one knows how the ancients made caissons of this sort, but they’re secure. Nothing from the other side can get in here.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Balderdash. Don’t say that, Lee. You see nothing. Our task is to get in there and bring something back. I couldn’t manage it on my own, and I hope you realize now that I can’t take just anyone along with me. I cannot trust you with everything, but, as you can see, I was prepared to reveal this secret to you. However, I cannot be sure that you’ll be of any use. Life is an unpredictable force, and you never know how it will treat you. If you really want to help, you need to pass a test. You’ll have to get in on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “But of course! Just tell me what I’m supposed to do on the other side.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. You’ll just have to stay alive for the duration of one thousand heartbeats. I am referring to your own heartbeat here. It will quicken once you’re across, rest assured about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that all, master? Where’s the catch?” 
 
      
 
    “The catch is that Life bears long grudges. It remembers me. It even remembers the ancients who came here in times immemorial. Life knows that food can appear from this side at any moment, and it wishes to make this food a part of its cycle. You can get attacked as soon as you take one step across. And I don’t know who or what your attacker might be. Be ready for anything. Remember that you have a chance to retreat. One step behind the barrier, and you’re saved. No dangerous beings can pass through—only this red vegetation. And it cannot grow far, either. It peters out by the time it reaches saltwater. 
 
      
 
    “What else am I supposed to know?” 
 
      
 
    “The main thing you have to remember is that I’ll come after you in a thousand heartbeats. If you die, there’s nothing to talk about. If you hold your own, we’ll continue onwards to do what we have come to do. If you return, that’ll be the end of it—we’ll have to go back. And if you prove yourself unable to survive there for such a short time, I’m unlikely to need your help. You’ll forget the way to the shard. It won’t be for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I have one more question. I heard such passages close quickly. I wouldn’t like to find myself trapped on the other side when it happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about that. They don’t close abruptly; you can see that process beginning from both sides. There’s nothing to worry about so far. Besides, I believe those who claim that our actions contribute to the destruction of caissons. There are hints that passages react most acutely to people with low attribute embodiments and to large groups; at the same time, they barely notice the really strong ones who still remember the ancient art of handling Chi directly. The ancients were like that, and they could maintain the caissons functional for a long time. Neither of us is weak, and we both know the ancient art. We’re unlikely to provoke a strong reaction if it’s just one or two of us. One still has to have a sense of measure, of course. Months and months of calm are required after so much as a single incursion. So if you come back now, things will be bad for me. I will have lost another try, and I’ll have to wait for a long time for the next one. I cannot take on such a great risk. I have no other caisson.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t cower and run, Master. I’ll be waiting for you on the other side.” 
 
      
 
    “I have faith in you, Lee. Otherwise I would have come on my own.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    That must have been the hardest thing I ever did, and my life had been far from easy up to that moment. It wasn’t the fear of taking the step. If Tao roamed the shard freely more than once, I was unlikely to end up as food in a thousand heartbeats. But the membrane that covered the passage provided a physical resistance without being perceived as anything material. I felt like I got stuck in invisible molasses that slowed me down at once. It was a strange and disorienting feeling. 
 
      
 
    I instantly reminded myself that my leg must have already gotten through, and I couldn’t see what was there. There was something murky on the other side of the iridescence. Everything felt as if it was moving in some vague manner. 
 
      
 
    A vivid picture flashed in my head; I saw my foot emerge from a similar murk on the other side, eyed covetously by the owner of a salivating maw with the teeth of a great white shark. And then the maw opened… 
 
      
 
    My imagination prodded me on like an effective stimulant. I was on the other side in about a quarter of a second.  
 
      
 
    And I nearly choked on my cough once I took in a deep breath of the other world’s air. The mask given to me by the master didn’t help much. It was as if someone had blown powdered chili into my throat, filled my lungs with mustard gas, and sprayed my eyes with mace. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t cough, sneeze, tear off my mask, or smear my snot and my tears across my face. I would not succumb to the pressure of the environment. I would become part of it. Air was nothing; energy was everything. There were no different worlds. All the worlds were the same since they were maintained by the same energy. The only thing that differed was its material manifestation. Its essence always remained the same. 
 
      
 
    I was really grateful to Tao for having taught me quite a bit over a very short period of time. My confusion only lasted for a brief moment, and I wasn’t vulnerable to any attacks even then. I thrust out my ridiculously huge spear, holding it in front of me, ready to skewer anything that would appear out of the rampant vegetation. The red growth behind seemed like mowed grass at the edge of the jungle in comparison. And there were more colors now, too—not just red. The glow from the vegetation and the incredibly bright glowworms, or whatever they were, crawling through it sufficed to make out most hues. 
 
      
 
    No one was in any hurry to attack me from within this enormous multicolored slime mold. There was nothing visible in the space that remained free of it, either. Not that there was a lot of such space. If the passage on the other side of the barrier looked like an underground rail tunnel, this was more like a train car. Only this one would be cylindrical—not quite the shape you’d expect to see on any railroad. 
 
      
 
    The absence of enemies didn’t make me relax. Holding my breath to reduce any noise, I began stomping out the strange vegetation and breaking it with the shaft of my spear. It gave easily, as if made of glass, covering everything around it with sap of different colors. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I managed to clear some ground around myself, the stalks at the edge of the brush shook, suggesting that something large enough was approaching. 
 
      
 
    I struck with my spear at once. It went through the vegetation easily and plunged into something soft, which immediately began thrashing violently. A shriek reached my ears, and nearly the entire space before me was set into motion. The mold started moving in dozens of places, giving me advance warning of many unknown enemies approaching at once. 
 
      
 
    I stepped towards this unknown threat quickly, pulling the sword out of its sheath with my left hand. The spear wouldn’t be useful here—it wasn’t a nimble enough weapon to counter many attacks at once. 
 
      
 
    I managed to skewer the quickest critter, which also shrieked, and then hit another spot that shook. That one came out as a mere glancing blow, and definitely not fatal, but the enemy finally revealed itself. A tapering black snout with enormous jaws cutting it almost in half appeared out of the vegetation for a moment. I barely saw the tiny beads it had for eyes blink, but I did make out a bunch of pink tentacles looking like huge earthworms underneath its lower jaw. 
 
      
 
    An overgrown mole? Not a baby, at any rate, since it was the size of a large dog. Nothing to fear there—as I already discovered, you could kill them with a single jab of the spear even without seeing them. 
 
      
 
    However, I didn’t see any notifications from ORDER, but maybe the air and my nervous state drowned them out. I didn’t have time to examine my parameters. The circumstances didn’t permit any distractions even for a brief moment needed to run a check. 
 
      
 
    Another jab of the spear was followed by a slash of the sword. I got one creature in the vegetation and sliced off the snout of another one that made an awkward attempt at jumping. 
 
      
 
    This was hardly serious combat at all. I was more likely to choke on the local air than let such pathetic foes get to me. 
 
      
 
    In less than a minute, there was a mound of carcasses around the cleared-out space. The “moles” (which only resembled actual moles very vaguely) died easily and stupidly. The only one it took me two strikes to get was the one I had missed with the spear at the very beginning. The rest only took one. They weren’t fast, and they weren’t good jumpers. As soon as they closed the distance, they instantly fell under my sword. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the creatures stayed on the ground. The vegetation on the walls and the ceiling didn’t shake because someone was crawling through it; it was just that some species had stalks several dozen feet long. If the moles caught them with their paws, they got dragged behind them for a while, causing the entire canopy to shake. 
 
      
 
    In another minute, all the motion stopped. No one was trying to kill me anymore. And, judging by my inner clock, not even a quarter of the time I had been supposed to spend here elapsed. 
 
      
 
    Weaklings. 
 
      
 
    Then vegetation in the distance began shaking harder, and over a wider area. Something long and black appeared over it. 
 
      
 
    The something in question was the back of another mole, only this one was three or four times bigger than the regular variety. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t find that remotely disconcerting. 
 
      
 
    Once the larger creature got close, I took a good swing and drove my spear through its easily yielding head. However, if piercing the more regular variety of moles felt like poking through wool, there was some resistance this time. The larger thing appeared to have a much harder skull. Not that it mattered one bit to me—it still felt like piercing thin cartilage. 
 
      
 
    Then my ears caught an outraged scream from a distance—or, rather, a roar. Someone wasn’t happy, and, judging by the voice, that someone was larger than the last “mole” I killed. 
 
      
 
    I wondered how much time there was still left. Was I halfway through the test period? Two thirds? If they kept getting larger at this rate, the critter I’d be fighting by the end of it would be the size of a dinosaur. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    The Master, the Apprentice, and Their Secrets 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was fortunate in that the “moles” never grew to dinosaur size. The biggest one wasn’t even quite as large as a bull. I deliberately killed it with a sword, even though the spear would have been more convenient. I wanted to show off before the master and demonstrate I could dispatch even serious game with a weapon that wasn’t designed for hunting. 
 
      
 
    Tao emerged from beyond the barrier, glanced over the mound of carcasses dispassionately, and commended me in a voice muffled by the mask. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, Lee. You’re really worth something.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s nothing. I could hold on like this for much longer. They stopped coming.” I pointed at one of the carcasses with my sword. “This was the last one, and it appeared about a hundred and fifty heartbeats ago. It’s been quiet since.” 
 
      
 
    The master nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Life is only reckless up to a certain point. You’ve shown your mettle, and they understood you’d be no easy meat. Look at the carcasses. Can you see it? They’re already being devoured by smaller creatures. There’ll be nothing left of them in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “These creatures you mentioned wouldn’t mind eating me, too. Alive. Fortunately, I made my skin hard. But their bites consume shadow quicker than it restores. Perhaps you have something to repel them, master?” 
 
      
 
    “Pay them no attention,” the master replied. “These things hardly have any intellect at all, but soon they, too, will realize you’re not their food. They’ll leave you alone. Better take a look at your ORDER.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have, teacher. For just a second. I really wanted to see what loot I got.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did you see there?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all, that’s the whole point. I don’t even know what these things are called. ORDER didn’t write a single line about them. It was as if I hadn’t fought at all.” 
 
      
 
    “You see ORDER as text?” Tao asked, suddenly interested. 
 
      
 
    “Text and pictures,” I replied, not bothering to explain that text dominated and that the system was set up differently from what the locals were used to. 
 
      
 
    “But now you saw nothing, and it surprises you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it does.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, didn’t I warn you there’d be a different world on the other side of the caisson? ORDER doesn’t work the same way here, but it is still present. Touch any carcass and try to enter ORDER, but stop at the very last moment.” 
 
      
 
    That sounded strange, but I didn’t fish for details. I just placed my palm on the side of the biggest “mole,” choosing a part of its skin that wasn’t aswarm with all kinds of small creatures, some of them insect-like, and others looking like nothing I had ever seen before. 
 
      
 
    I went still and concentrated. As soon as things around me began to blur, indicating I would shortly be witnessing the austere controls of the interface of my own design, I gave a start. 
 
      
 
    Once again, the picture became clear, and a crystal ball the size of a grapefruit appeared, hanging an inch or two above my hand. 
 
      
 
    I jerked my hand away mechanically, took a step back, turned my head, and gave the master a quizzical look. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, he offered an explanation. 
 
      
 
    “This is how the local system works, awarding loot. Touch the sphere. Just make sure you hold your hand directly underneath it. The sphere will vanish, and its content will drop into your hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it dangerous?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, I found the levitating crystal ball more alarming than even the largest mole. 
 
      
 
    “Loot from Life definitely won’t hurt you. But if the sphere scares you, smash it with your sword. It reacts to the lightest touch of a living thing, but dead objects require more effort. If you don’t touch the ball, it will disappear in a few hours—or a few days.” 
 
      
 
    “And do the spheres appear by themselves if you don’t call them up?” I inquired, postponing the inevitable moment when I’d have to touch the ball. 
 
      
 
    “They do, but only when the carcass decomposes. They hang over whatever remains of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said, reaching out my hand at last. 
 
      
 
    The ball disappeared instantly. I felt nothing at all; it was like touching a hologram. Then, in sheer amazement, I stared at the two tiny, semitransparent caramel peas in my hand. They sparkled a little, but not the way gems did. They looked pleasing to the eye and nondescript at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this, master?” 
 
      
 
    “A Spark of Life. Hey! You got two at once! One rarely sees so much as one this close to the caisson. I don’t even touch these creatures, they’re nearly always empty. They’re just too weak. Everything they can do is increase Life’s pressure. But since you look all perky, you’re almost completely unaffected by it, which is good and means you have good resilience. Lucky you. And you received two Sparks, which is even luckier.” 
 
      
 
    “What are they used for?” I asked, trying to divert the master’s attention from the awkward issue of my great luck with loot. The level of trust we had established was still insufficient for me to reveal all my secrets at once. 
 
      
 
    “Sparks of Life are the local low-level loot. As far as I understand, they can theoretically be obtained even from this vegetation, but the chances of it dropping anything are negligible. They’re like Symbols of Chi in Rock. Incidentally, you encounter them here as well, and rather often, too, although they’re not present in all types of creatures. It could be just a matter of luck, though, since Chi permeates everything. It is in everything we see. Even the construction of the caisson involved flows of Chi. It is possible, though, that in some of the local creatures even Chi is subjugated by the energy of Life, which is why not all of them contain Symbols of Chi.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I realize this is low-level loot. But I still don’t know what I can do with it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s simple, Lee. Don’t forget this is a world of Life, so Sparks of Life must give what this world has an abundance of—namely, life itself. You have healing talents, right? How strong are they? Can you reattach a severed finger?” 
 
      
 
    “I can, if the cut is fresh.” 
 
      
 
    “What about an arm?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. Perhaps, if I got to it as soon as it got severed. And I couldn’t guarantee the result.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Well, Lee, with this Spark you’ll definitely be able to reattach an arm. Even if someone had lost it in the morning and reached you by the evening of the same day. As for a finger, you could just make a new one grow where the old one had been hacked off without even bothering with the severed bit.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great! Is there anything stronger? Something that could help one’s entire arm grow back like that? Would two Sparks do the trick? Or three?” 
 
      
 
    The master shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t work that way, Lee. The more complex the task, the higher the grade of the loot you’ll need for it. It’s just the same as in our world. There are Lesser Sparks, Medium Sparks, Large Sparks…” 
 
      
 
    “As well as Great and Legendary Sparks,” I continued, nodding my understanding. 
 
    
Tao shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    “Frankly, I’ve only seen small and medium ones. But you’re right, the gradation doesn’t end there. However, to get high-rank loot you’d have to find the kind of creatures that drop them.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, and what kind of a Spark does your daughter need?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m looking for a Great Spark of Life.” 
 
    
“And you don’t know which creatures drop them?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say for sure, but I have a hunch. Those are creatures of the sort I cannot handle on my own. That’s why I need your help. I tried to get one all by myself, but without much success. You’ll soon see how complicated things are over here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The cave, the way it looked on the side of the World of Life, differed from its other part not just by the abundance of strange vegetation populated by even stranger creatures. It also had a different design (although, in all likelihood, it had never been touched by human tools at all). It was much like a natural sinkhole cavern—straight at first, and then beginning to curve and bend in every direction, widening, narrowing, and forking.  
 
      
 
    Large “moles” tried to test our mettle a few times, but, in general, our underground journey didn’t strike me as the least bit dangerous. It was a walk in the park, more or less. 
 
      
 
    After half an hour of wandering, we came to the surface. The exit was at the foot of a low hill with steep slopes, even though I couldn’t tell if they were that way all over. The terrain was almost completely obscured by vegetation that grew a lot taller than what we saw underground. It was so outlandish that one could describe the different shapes it took for hours, with listeners ending up none the wiser. There were mushroom-like structures the size of a beach umbrella or larger, chaotic agglomerations of minute emerald green needles rising to the height of a five-story building, web-like formations supported by incredibly thin stalks, and so on. And that didn’t even begin to describe all the local wonders. 
 
      
 
    Even the most talented artist would find it hard to imagine all of that; one simply had to see it to believe it. It was as if all this living mass was spread over the hill with a gigantic spoon, like dough. It rose and fell, hiding not just the soil, but important features of the terrain as well. 
 
      
 
    The vegetation (if those were indeed plants and not something that may have had no equivalent on either Earth or Rock) looked more modest below. There were large stretches where there was none, and those were covered with some vivid green substance that looked like swamp algae and felt bouncy under our feet. Nothing much. 
 
      
 
    It could be that no vegetation grew in those open parts because it was promptly eaten or trampled upon by the animals (if the things that ran, jumped, and crawled around those parts could indeed be classified as such). 
 
      
 
    We were instantly attacked. This time it wasn’t the “moles” but rather something different. First, we clashed with some fast-moving beasts ranging in size from a wolf to a moose. They belonged to different species, and some of them looked truly weird. What they had in common was high speed, low defense, and a strong desire to make a meal of us rather than each other. The master only let me deal with the small fry, dispatching the bigger and stronger ones himself. But I didn’t complain since I could barely manage it with my spear. I was really reluctant to draw the sword with Tao looking. And it wasn’t just that he seemed to mistrust the Primordial Temple’s weapon. I was trying to show him that the unwieldy pike didn’t bother me and that I could handle it just fine, even though it was a lot easier to use a sword against the small and vulnerable creatures. I was getting extra credit from the professor, so to speak.  
 
      
 
    The fast creatures were eventually joined by slower ones. However, their low speed was compensated by good protection: they had thick layers of fat that made it difficult to hit them in their vital organs, thick skins, or even carapaces capable of withstanding a strike of sharp metal. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, there weren’t too many of the latter sort, and I was really grateful they didn’t have any protective talents. Our weapons weren’t that good against living tanks. You’d need a sledgehammer, a spiked mace, or a battle ax with a sharp and sturdy spike on its handle. The master continued dispatching all the problematic targets, but I had to tackle a few myself, too, killing them through the gaps between the plates of their armor and finding other vulnerable spots. 
 
      
 
    I finally started to realize that a pike this long wasn’t as unpleasant a weapon as I had first thought. Its sharp and narrow business end was perfect for hitting monsters even in the smallest vulnerable places, and the length of the shaft allowed keeping creatures you didn’t want close to you at a safe distance. And there were enough of those. How would you like a pig-like monstrosity spitting goo that left black marks on the green and made the soil smoke from the distance of about ten feet? Or a monitor lizard sporting an incredibly long tail with a heavy spherical bone at the end, which it used like a flail? If you got hit with it, chances were your bones would crack en masse, even if fortified by special talents. 
 
      
 
    We had to fight them off for about twenty minutes. Towards the end of it, there were much fewer attacker remaining, but that was also when the worst of them joined the fray. Some were a horror to look at, the true stuff of nightmares, and I saw my share of hideous monsters in the Wild Wood. 
 
      
 
    Having dispatched a bright orange tortoise that moved on eight spider legs and shot a sharp five-foot-long spike from its snout, the master squatted before it, placed his palm on the shell, and ordered, 
 
      
 
    “Lee, collect the loot. And don’t let your guard down. Always remember that Life is very persistent and treacherous once it decides to make you a part of its cycle.” 
 
      
 
    I proceeded with any hunter’s favorite pastime, trying to grow eyes on the top, sides, and back of my head while at it. This world made me nervous enough even without the master’s warnings. Absolutely everything here looked wrong, menacing, and impossible to understand. I still wasn’t quite sure where I ended up. It could have been a larger cave, rather than open country, for all I knew. The sky was invisible; there was a completely opaque veil of clouds some six hundred feet above our heads, gray for the most part, with a few patches of sickly green, as if it had some brightly-glowing vegetation on the other side. All that foggy mass radiated even light, which wouldn’t make sense if there was a single sun here. Perhaps, the place had two or three stars above it? I’d have to ask Tao whenever we had a moment to spare.  
 
      
 
    Some of the crystal balls were hollow, but in most cases I got at least one Spark of Life. Sometimes I’d get two, a few times, three, and twice, four. I had expected my catch to be much greater since most of the creatures seemed more dangerous than even the largest moles. 
 
      
 
    However, that was pure speculation on my part. ORDER had been silent from the start, and it kept saying nothing. Sure thing, I could do without any upbeat reports about my glorious victories—but noting at all? Seriously? I was used to assessing my opponents by the numerical data displayed. It was perfectly clear that way. Now it felt like being on a ship whose captain had lost his binoculars; besides, all the navigation equipment was fried, there were clouds covering the sun and the stars, and the sea was boundless, with nothing suitable for orientation. It was like being blind, yet still being able to see. A most uncanny situation indeed. 
 
      
 
    But in all fairness, when I said I expected the catch to be greater, I was being a little facetious. It wasn’t just the Sparks of Life that I got. 
 
      
 
    There were several Lesser Talent Marks of the most usual standard variety. Those could be used for developing any talent. 
 
      
 
    I also got two initial Talent Marks for Poison Spit and Omnivore. The former wasn’t suitable for humans due to their biology, and I got several of the latter. The talent must have been popular here as it allowed a body to process any organic matter without the risk of getting poisoned (excepting the most sophisticated and harmful venoms and inorganic harmful substances). 
 
      
 
    ORDER was kind enough to awaken and provide standard laconic information on talents. But that wasn’t all—I also got an attribute. An attribute of Life, no less! 
 
      
 
    I was speechless, yet overcome with emotion (which I had to conceal lest Master Tao should notice). 
 
      
 
    This treasure was called Awakening. Judging by the laconic description I got, it allowed one to detect the manifestations of Life in a certain spatial volume, of which the size depended on the attribute’s embodiment. It also raised the efficacy of handling vegetation (faster growth, healing, increased content of special active substances that boosted the effectiveness of spices, and so on). 
 
      
 
    I was pleased as a peacock whose every feather glimmered faultlessly. 
 
      
 
    The only thing that dampened my mood was that it was a general-purpose kind of loot. It was transferrable, and I had to show it to Tao. Trying to conceal it wouldn’t be right—such an act would bring shame upon an aristocrat, and if the master found out about it, he’d despise me at the very least. Such things were just not done. And I didn’t know what Tao would do to such a treasure. As his apprentice, I was supposed to obey his every order. I wasn’t sure I could bargain for a fairer share. 
 
      
 
    I also received souls. Those shimmering spheres for every creature I killed somehow found heir way directly into my receptacle, bypassing the crystal balls. There were many of them. A mind-boggling number. Every slain creature dropped one. Even the piffling “moles” had souls; I just didn’t notice it at first. ORDER reported nothing, and I only thought of checking the reservoir now. Since there were few souls there to begin with, I instantly noticed a drastic increase in their number. 
 
      
 
    This was odd, but the oddity was advantageous. Souls were one of the most important materials for a necromancer. It would be nearly impossible to make one’s creations stronger without them. And the fact that they didn’t drop openly allowed me to conceal the dark side of my ORDER from the master. 
 
      
 
    That could be why they dropped secretly, and not inside a ball. The necromancer’s identity was covered even here, as tradition prescribed it. 
 
      
 
    “So, Lee, what have you got?” 
 
      
 
    I turned around and saw the master shake about a dozen of Lesser Sparks of Life in his hand. That didn’t look particularly impressive; I got a couple of times as much. Not to count everything else. 
 
      
 
    I dumped my catch over the master’s, naively believing that when viewed as a common heap, the difference between our two respective portions wouldn’t look too conspicuous. 
 
      
 
    But I was overly naïve. Like a child. 
 
      
 
    Tao looked at the heap of loot and whistled. 
 
      
 
    “You got a whole bunch of stuff, Lee.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, master. I’m lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s too much luck, Lee. Way too much. It just cannot be.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be frank with you, master. I have a very high Measure of Order. That’s why I get lucky with the loot so often.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I have known a few people with a high Measure of Order. Mine isn’t all that low, either. When I see someone’s loot, I can make a fair guess at how higher than myself the other person is in that department. As far as I can tell, your numbers here are through the roof. Or, perhaps, there’s something else just as strange going on with you.” 
 
    
“Master, I would prefer not to say how high my Measure is.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. I shouldn’t ask such questions or talk to you in this manner. ORDER is everybody’s private business. But the thing is that I’m up against a wall. The fact that I had to take you along was an act of desperation verging on folly. I have no idea what to do, and I’m clutching at straws… Lee, you’re an aristocrat, of course, aren’t you? Forgive me for asking, but it’s important.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, master,” I replied without a shade of doubt.  
 
      
 
    That wasn’t much of a secret—in fact, it was self-implied. A commoner with high parameters and my kind of upbringing would be a creature from the realm of fiction. 
 
      
 
    “Can you accept clan servants’ oaths?” Tao asked another unexpected question. 
 
      
 
    “I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, you know who I am and who I was. And I, Great Master Tao, am ready to swear fealty to you. Become your clan’s shudra. You realize the kind of benefits your family could reap. In turn, I require your weapons and your honesty. You’ll have to show me all you’re capable of.” 
 
      
 
    “But what would be the point?” I asked, reasonably, still shocked by the master’s unexpected declaration. “I’m with you, anyway. And I’m not lying to you. I am concealing my name and a few other things… But you realize that’s common for wandering clansfolk of my age.” 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I understand everything. It is you who fails to understand something. I told you how Sparks of Life worked. You haven’t forgotten, have you?” 
 
      
 
    “I remember everything, master.” 
 
      
 
    “So you remember that my wife regularly takes our daughter away for treatment?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, my wife naively assumes these procedures to be of some help. That’s balderdash. Sparks of Life are the only thing that works. They stabilize my girl’s condition for a while. All these trips they take are self-deceit. But I’m not trying to change my wife’s mind. It’s easier for her to live that way. My daughter enjoys traveling, too. But her condition deteriorates faster and faster each and every time. Lesser Sparks no longer work. I use Medium Sparks. But they won’t be effective for long, and I don’t have as many. This world, or this shard of a world, does not yield me as much. My hands are tied, I can only hunt in a small part of it. Going further in would mean near-certain death. I wouldn’t mind dying for my family, but what would it yield me? Just the tears of my wife, who’d have to mourn me first, and our daughter later. I really need Medium and Large sparks. I can use them to keep my daughter alive for a few more years. And then I’ll think of something and get a Great one. I don’t know how, but I’ll have to. Even your help won’t be enough. I’m sorry I didn’t explain it to you in more detail at once. It isn’t our level. It would require a group of people, and that much would be problematic since I don’t have a group of people I could trust with this, and I can’t be sure that such a large-scale incursion won’t block access to the Shard altogether. So, Lee, do you understand how important loot is to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong with you. But I see that creatures you kill by yourself yield a lot more than those I kill. And I’ve never seen an attribute like this here. Life’s attributes are so rare they’re almost a myth. I got this Omnivore skill a few times, but I don’t remember creatures of such a low level ever dropping them. Yet you somehow managed to get it. I need you to save my daughter, Lee. I’m certain that the secrets you conceal will allow me to do it. I’ll become a faithful shudra of your clan. I’m no freeloader. I’ll bring you this world shard, my knowledge, my experience, and my sword. And I also know secrets your clan hasn’t got the slightest idea about. I would only ask you to go easy on the shard. It cannot be cut off from us before I heal my daughter. I’ll need various Sparks of Life to prolong her life and one Great Spark to heal her. I realize you don’t trust me much. Perhaps you’re thinking that I intend to kill you later to keep access to this world of Life secret. A shudra’s oath would free you from such doubts. You realize as much. And once I say my oath, you won’t have any further reason to conceal what can help us find Sparks.” 
 
      
 
    “Great Masters never swear fealty to anyone,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “All these principles are balderdash. There are exceptions to any rule,” Tao declared, sounding doomed. “Come on, Lee. Accept my oath. I’m ready. Let’s not dally with it. We don’t have that much time.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the master with great intensity. His eyes above the mask met mine. And they were not a Great Master’s eyes. They were eyes of a desperate man. 
 
      
 
    He must have realized I had something that could help him achieve his goal. And he was ready to do anything so that I would side with him without second thoughts or fears, even if he had to bind his soul to my clan. 
 
      
 
    A Great Master, being a freeman, really could not swear a shudra’s oath to anyone—not even the Imperial Clan. It was a matter of tradition and honor. 
 
      
 
    And honor was sacred to people of his standing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    Life Rampant 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shook my head and said the word my master wasn’t very fond of. 
 
    “No, Great Master Tao. This is wrong. Such things are just not done. Moreover, it’s unnecessary. A master’s secrets are sacred to the apprentice, and the apprentice’s secrets are sacred to the master. That’s how it always was, that’s how it is, and that’s how it always will be. Why add new secrets? Let me repeat myself. My Measure of Order is really high. Exorbitantly high. I realize that being close to the Imperial Family you met people with unusually high states. But rest assured that even they would be inferior to me in this respect. This is why I receive so much loot.” 
 
      
 
    It was well said. Solemnity had a place in a relationship between a master and an apprentice, but not excessive amounts of it. And here every word was in its place. 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I saw people who had lived for centuries. As you must realize, those people had a high status. How high do you think they could raise their stats?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe they must have raised something else—something that allowed them to claim and keep their elevated status. Measure of Order is useless when you only raise it by a few dozen points. And even a few dozen would be excessive for most. As for me, I started developing it right from the start. And I did it under conditions those people you speak of couldn’t even imagine. It’s well over a hundred. Over two hundred. All right, it’s even higher than three hundred. Do you understand what I’m getting at now, master?” 
 
      
 
    “Over three hundred? I see… But then again, I don’t. I see other values. And it’s really hard to hide the real ones from me. It would be even harder to hide such a discrepancy. It’s a lot, Lee. It’s so much it’s completely mind-boggling.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, we are indeed wasting time wantonly. Take a look at my ORDER now. Just for a minute.” 
 
      
 
    I did what I had promised myself never to do. I removed the veil that hid my parameters in blatant disregard of all security considerations. But what was I risking? People like Master Tao would cut themselves to small pieces before they would rat out their apprentices. That was the local custom. Then again, who would even ask questions? It was impossible, or near-impossible, to connect me to this man in any way. 
 
      
 
    And once he saw what I really had inside, he would finally realize he shouldn’t doubt me, but rather listen to what I had to say. 
 
      
 
    A minute passed, and I resolutely hid all my parameters from sight, restoring my usual false set of attributes, which made me look like your average run-of-the-mill alpha. 
 
      
 
    The master could no longer see my parameters, but he remained in the same position without making a single move, his eyes focused on the same point somewhere in the distance. I was beginning to wonder whether I should shake him by the shoulder, but then he “came back to life” all by himself. 
 
      
 
    Not even the mask could hide the notes of extreme astonishment in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I have seen many things in my life… Really many things… But this… I had no doubts you were unusual. But to such an extent? How is it even possible?!” 
 
      
 
    “My life was far from simple, master. It would be a long tale. But do we need to get into the details? You’ve seen my ORDER, and now you realize I can indeed be of assistance to you. My biography is of little enough importance now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, Lee. Please pardon my inappropriate curiosity. But I’ve never seen anyone with such a Measure of Order. I haven’t even heard of anything like this being possible. I don’t know what such a value is capable of. I’d like to get some better understanding of the likelihood of receiving Sparks of Life. I don’t mean the Lesser ones. I need others. Can you divulge any details?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged and pointed at the backpack. 
 
      
 
    “Master, this is all there is to know. As you can see, I get high drops. I won’t be able to tell you for certain what I might receive and how much. If there’s a chance of getting the kind of loot you need from a specific creature, there’s a high probability of me receiving it. But nothing is guaranteed. There’s always the possibility of receiving nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “And can this probability be raised in any way?” The master asked. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged again. 
 
      
 
    “There is a method, and it’s well-known. We need to choose serious opponents that will drop two or more pieces of necessary loot even to a person whose Measure of Order is low or nonexistent. If you know where we might find those, we’ll have to pay them a visit.” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Tao said. “But there’s a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “What problem?” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be easy to get there.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled enigmatically. 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t seen all my secrets yet, master. We’ll manage somehow.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I said that, I wasn’t really boasting. It was easy to put two and two together. Master Tao had been here before, and he was still alive. He could only learn about the habitats of the more dangerous denizens of this shard of a world from personal experience. Therefore, he had already seen them and returned safely. I was no deadweight or anchor, so I wouldn’t slow him down. 
 
      
 
    On the contrary, I was very useful. Perhaps, even doubly so, because even despite the light that came out of the mist, this must have been considered local nighttime, and I had a powerful nighttime bonus from the Primordial Temple’s boon.  
 
      
 
    Something was wrong about this light anyway. It wasn’t considered daylight, for some reason. 
 
    
Which was all for the better. 
 
      
 
    At first we moved like a hot knife through butter. The master chose paths that lay down below, ignoring the slopes, overgrown with all kinds of nasty stuff. Local fauna jumped out at us from those, testing our resilience time and time again. The attacks would usually involve a dozen creatures or two, which were only dangerous to me since there were so many of them. To the master, they were small fry that he could dispatch without even slowing down, even though he was kind enough to leave some for me. 
 
      
 
    Even a man as noble and as weathered as he had traits similar to Beko’s somewhere deep inside his soul. The thought of the kind of loot I got must have awakened that dormant hamster each of us had deep inside. 
 
      
 
    The further we got, the more aggressive the fauna became, occasionally also aided by the flora. We were attacked by giant dragonflies with three-foot-long stingers, centipedes with bats’ wings, and hovering jellyfish leaving clouds of poison gas in the air after their demise. Worms the size of anacondas and hard roots with sharp and nearly unbreakable spikes came at us from below. Tall grass with sharp blades bent in our direction, trying to weave itself around our ankles. As for the creatures that just ran and jumped towards us, I lost count of the species. The legs they ran on could be furry, leathery, armored, or covered in chitin. Some crawled; others jumped on a single leg high enough to make a kangaroo go green with envy. There were creatures that resembled those make-believe ents, and even things that rolled like enormous tumbleweeds. 
 
      
 
    One such tumbleweed turned out to be incredibly hard to dispatch. This plant, or whatever it was, consisted of dozens of interwoven stalks ending with spikes as long as a good dagger, which it aimed masterfully, paying no attention to the fact that we kept severing one of its strange limbs after another. Besides, other creatures kept attacking from every direction, making it harder for us to solve the tumbleweed problem. 
 
      
 
    Once we got rid of the small fry, we gave the living ball of vegetation so many amputations that it could no longer deliver as many attacks per second as before. And then we got to the ball at the center of the creature, finally killing it. 
 
      
 
    I had to use the sword in earnest in that fight. Stabbing the tumbleweed with a pike would be completely ineffective—like using a needle to fight against a colander. We had to chop it to pieces before a crystal sphere appeared. 
 
      
 
    That was the first time we saw a Medium Spark of Life, and I understood full well that Master Tao did not exaggerate the complexity of the task at hand. 
 
      
 
    If Medium-grade loot was this hard to come by, Large would be even harder, and I dreaded to think of what procuring a Great Spark would entail. It was now clear why the master never managed to harvest any. Getting through a territory infested by these tumbleweeds or similarly dangerous creatures would be a hard challenge in and of itself, and the time limit would prevent him from constructing something like a serious trap of the kind I used to resort to at the very beginning of my “monster hunter” career. 
 
      
 
    I could still detect monster vulnerabilities, by the way. I already checked a few times. The talent didn’t work well, offering no or very little information on quite a few occasions, even though every bit helped under such circumstances. However, at the moment, I couldn’t take advantage of this ability at all since the talent required close contact, or, at the very least, a fresh trail. Still, I knew it might come in handy sooner or later. 
 
      
 
    After about two hours of fierce battles and dashes from one “battlefield” to another, the valley we had been following grew drastically wider. What amounted to an enormous open space by local standards appeared right in front of us, concealed by a pall of sticky fog. There was no vegetation to speak of in the area covering about two square miles. The terrain was almost ideally flat, albeit gently sloping downward, towards the center graced with an unusual rock. It looked like a clump of icicles about a thousand feet thick that may have once formed somewhere high above the fog and then came crushing down with such force that it buried itself deep in the ground, making the entire area around it slightly but visibly concave. That was how this lowland valley must have formed, and a part of it got filled with water. 
 
      
 
    It was rather difficult to see actual water there, though. Not that there wasn’t enough; it was just that its entire surface was covered with something that resembled gigantic duckweed and plants so strange they didn’t resemble anything familiar. A large number of thick, acid green vines came out of the lake at the foot of the “clump of icicles”. It looked as if they tried to engulf the entire rocky surface and succeeded in some places where no rock could be seen through the green. 
 
    
But the rock looked weird even where you could see it, its texture not unlike that of a stale loaf of bread. 
 
      
 
    The master pointed at the lake. 
 
      
 
    “This is the local watering hole. Every creature that needs water comes here sooner or later. I saw large footprints here before, as well as dangerous creatures I didn’t encounter anywhere else. I tried choosing those that might drop a Large Spark. They were formidable enemies. Some of them are best left alone. I got lucky with one of them: someone had maimed it before I got to it so I finished it off easily. Then I killed a similar beast using a Medium Dissolution of Life. Well, not outright, but I managed to cripple it first and then put it out of its misery later. But I was out of luck: there were no Sparks or Dissolutions. The latter are really hard to come by—there are fewer of them than Sparks. I heard that Life was really generous with loot, and that it was especially true of shards, which contain a large amount of Life’s energy condensed in a small space. But killing some of these creatures doesn’t seem to be all that lucrative. It might be that I’m simply not lucky enough, or, perhaps, one needs a really high Measure of Order around this place. There are lots of creatures here, and we’ll find the right kind easily. I think that if we hide and wait, we can eventually meet the ones that drop Great Sparks, although I have no idea how to handle them. Even the ones that I think drop Large Sparks are just too tough.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, but how do you know which creatures drop which loot?” 
 
      
 
    “Proper thinking and a special talent.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a talent that displays a list of loot?” I was about to get jealous. I had never come across anything of this sort myself. 
 
      
 
    Tao shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s just that I can make approximate estimates of even the creatures that you can receive no information about in the regular manner, which is the case here. This talent gives me an idea of what to expect of each of them. The creatures of Life look uncanny, but, as you must have noticed, they usually die easily. This is Life’s strength and its weakness at the same time. It doesn’t value each specific part of itself because it cannot lose that part. To the cycle of Life, the demise of purely local creatures is no loss. Their carcasses do not disappear, after all, instantly becoming part of other creatures’ bodies. There’s no need for frugality. Therefore, it’s possible to manage on your own against a force that would require a powerful squad in Rock. Especially in a fragment, such as this one, rather than a fully-fledged world. Of course, I cannot say for sure. I am just going by what I had already managed to verify. There were no wrong guesses about Medium Sparks. I received them exactly where I had expected to. I believe this should apply to Large Sparks as well. 
 
      
 
    “But what about these Dissolutions?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    We came across a few Lesser and two Medium Dissolutions on our way. They looked like small potatoes—possibly, the most nondescript kind of loot I had ever seen. One wouldn’t even bother picking them up if one didn’t know what they were. They looked anything but valuable. However, if you took them in your hand, you could feel the power concealed within. 
 
      
 
    Tao still didn’t answer although I believed the mere mention of the little “spuds” being potentially useful as powerful weapons against dangerous creatures called for sharing information. Besides, it was not like we were keeping secrets from each other anymore, or was it? Anything and everything that could bring us closer to the common goal needed to be voiced. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the master spoke. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a dangerous object. Life tries to make everything useful or potentially useful part of its cycle as quickly as possible, and Dissolutions facilitate that process.” 
 
      
 
    “How do they work?” 
 
      
 
    Tao showed me one of the Medium Dissolutions. 
 
      
 
    “I threw one of these into the mouth of the beast I wanted to harvest a Large Spark from. I got lucky and managed to do it at the very beginning, when it opened it wide. The Dissolution then began eating at the monster from the inside, trying to make an easy-to-consume substrate out of it, to be used by other life forms. Had the Dissolution been of the same rank as the creature itself, it would have killed it quickly even without my help. But since this was a Large loot grade monster, a much more powerful Dissolution would be needed for an instant kill. As it was, the thing didn’t like the Medium grade much, but the damage wasn’t lethal, and a Lesser one would have gone unnoticed altogether. Still, it was very helpful to me, since I then managed to finish the animal off quickly. Don’t ask me how this rank-based protection from Dissolution works. I have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, Master. So why didn’t you try to do it again?” 
 
      
 
    The master shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “I had no more Medium Dissolutions dropped, and, as you may have guessed, Lesser ones are useless here. I still have them all. They’re very valuable, but selling them would be risky. If clan folks find out about them, they’ll invariably start wondering about the source.” 
 
      
 
    “One can sell them?” I got interested. “But what purpose do they serve in our world? Do they help to kill beasts, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Not necessarily beasts. If you let loose even a Lesser Dissolution against an enemy army, you can deal it enormous damage. To the weak, it means a horrible death. The strong ones go out of commission for a long time, and the strongest find their powers curtailed greatly. It’s a very expensive weapon, but it’s worth its price, since there’s no functional protection against it. Pure Life will find a way anywhere, which is what makes it so dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “So it isn’t necessary to throw it inside the enemy’s mouth?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it isn’t. You just need to activate it beforehand and make sure you stay out of its range. It’s really easy, you’ll be able to understand how it works even without my explanations as soon as your ORDER is back to normal.” 
 
      
 
    “But that facilitates our task. As you can see, I can receive more Dissolutions than you. Thus, we’ll easily stock up on Medium ones. All we need to do is go through one of the canyons that line the sides of the valley. I saw stronger beasts emerge from them. Once we get enough, we can start hunting beasts that drop Large loot. And with Large Dissolutions we can try to attack creatures dropping Great loot.” 
 
      
 
    The master sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, there are certain things you don’t understand. These aren’t people. These are soulless and relentless beasts. But that’s not the problem. The problem is that we’ll be facing pure or nearly pure creatures of Life. They often disregard protection, but they’re well adapted to what the power that had created them can give them. Dissolutions are less deadly to them than they are to us. I ran into difficulties even where I expected to find a Large Spark. The Medium Dissolution didn’t work as well as I’d have liked it to, even though I managed to throw it right down the beast’s gullet. We cannot count on getting so lucky every time. And we have to remember that the stronger the creatures, the more surprises they might conceal. Their development isn’t gradual, and their abilities might evolve in leaps and bounds. You should know as much yourself, since it’s typical for our world as well. Besides, keep it in mind that we have a time limit.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, we talk too much,” I said, exaggerating greatly. This was our first stop over the last couple of hours where we actually conversed at greater length, rather than merely exchange a few terse phrases. 
 
      
 
    “I have a suggestion that you might not like,” Tao said. “I suggest we stop wasting time on creatures that can drop Medium Dissolutions. We already have two, and that should be enough for us to tackle serious prey. I’ll be doing the tackling. Your business is to stand aside and wait for an opportune moment. I’ll have one of the Dissolutions, and you’ll have the other. Whoever gets the opportunity first should use it. I’ll try to drive the creature towards you, but I won’t let it pass me by if I get the chance. I realize we risk not getting a larger share of loot in that manner, but don’t forget that it’s too dangerous a task. Victory is the most important thing for us now—as opposed to applying all our efforts to you delivering the killing blow. Besides, I have a good combat talent. Talents of such strength are known as Ultimate. Unfortunately, it has an incredibly long cooldown period and requires a lot from me. But if we use it well, there’s a large chance of bringing down a beast even without resorting to Dissolutions and other tricks. We have to account for that, too. Potentially, two Dissolutions and my talent can amount to three slain beasts. Even if your contribution to victory proves minimal, we have good chances of obtaining a Large-ranking piece of loot. 
 
      
 
    “But you said that your daughter requires a Great Spark of Life. Not a Large one.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, a Great Spark is but a dream of mine. I have little faith in making it come true. I keep working on my progress. Perhaps, in time, I’ll be able to stand up to a monster that drops loot of the Great rank. However, that’s still a long way off, so let’s keep our goals realistic. Even a single Large Spark is serious business. It contains a lot of power, and it will allow my daughter to stay alive for a few more years. And then something might change for the better. Time is precious, Lee, and a Large Spark will buy me a great deal of time.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, you still don’t know everything about me.” 
 
      
 
    “I hardly know anything about you, as a matter of fact.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not talking about my biography. I agree I may be too weak for such exploits—for the time being. But I have some rare talents, and I know how to use them. I also have decent artifact weapons. I know how to use them, too. Those aren’t Ultimate talents, but that’s still something that can make us stronger. And if you show me the footprints of the creature that drops Large Sparks, I might use it to find out a few things that will facilitate our mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Such creatures don’t go down easily,” the master objected. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled as I remembered some of my hunts. 
 
      
 
    “Master, you wouldn’t believe the kind of monsters I brought down with the aid of a single uncanny talent. It’s not even of the kind used in combat. It’s a research talent that allows me to find out everything about my opponents, including their vulnerabilities, and then I’d think of how I could use those to my advantage.” 
 
      
 
    “You tell compelling stories, Lee. I believe it’s worth a try…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    A Walking Treasury 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The footprints didn’t look particularly threatening. I saw a single hole that went deep through a thick layer of the ubiquitous small undergrowth that looked like several kinds of moss woven into a single carpet. It was as if someone had driven a stake right into it, and then pulled it out and taken it away. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’s a footprint?” I asked, skeptically. 
 
      
 
    The master pointed to the side. 
 
      
 
    “See for yourself. There’s another one over there. And another one further on.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of creature walks like that?” I was surprised to find out that the other footprints looked just like this one, but smaller or larger, and they were scattered across a large area unpredictably, as if left by several creatures of varying sizes. 
 
      
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Tao explained. 
 
      
 
    “No, Lee, this was no herd. These were left by a single creature. There is a great deal of strangeness here, so don’t let these tracks confuse you. Do what you need to do.” 
 
      
 
    I crouched, brought my palm to the footprint, withdrew into myself, and said in confusion, 
 
      
 
    “My talent acts weird here. It doesn’t yield much information. I never came across anything like it. Apparently, this world affects it badly, too.” 
 
      
 
    “But did you manage to find out anything at all?” Tao asked. “Anything that could help us?” 
 
      
 
    “ORDER leaves some words and phrases out. It’s hard to understand what exactly it refers to here. Apparently, this beast is so formidable that every living creature scatters from its fresh footprints. So we’re unlikely to run into other monsters here. There’s also a hint that it might be vulnerable to fire, but it’s far from certain.” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I understand, you don’t traffic with the Elements, and neither do I. We have no incendiary alchemy, and starting a fire in this swamp would be impossible. Therefore, vulnerability to fire is of no use to us.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean it’s no use, master?! What if we burn the monster? Everything’s damp here, but there might be dry wood in other places.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you see that happening, Lee? All the vegetation here is alive and filled with moisture. Water is everywhere—just look under your feet. Nothing ever gets dry, not even large bones. And we won’t find anything useful where there’s less water, either. All the dead body parts become part of the Cycle of Life instantly. There’s nothing in this shard that could burn, so forget it. What else did you learn?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing useful. The fact that this creature is a loner is mentioned twice. You’d be unlikely to encounter two in the same location.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good news. We definitely won’t be able to handle two.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to tell how quickly it moves,” I said, inspecting the holes pensively. “I think we’d have to follow it while the footprints are fresh. There’ll be less of a chance to run into any other creatures that way. The area in front of us is relatively open and almost barren. There are few overgrown places, and thus nowhere for other critters to hang out. Besides, judging by the description, the smaller ones try to keep well away from this monster.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t agree with you more on this one, Lee. Follow me. If my estimates are correct, we’ll catch up with the monster in less than half an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “If it doesn’t stop,” I remarked cautiously, looking forward. 
 
      
 
    “Even better,” Tao said. “We’ll waste less time that way.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t share the master’s confidence. When I said the area was barren, I oversimplified things. It was just that the local flora didn’t look like much compared to overgrown places where vegetation went dozens (or even hundreds) of feet up. Here, it was no taller than a two- or three-story building and spread across the valley unevenly. There were many clearings of a few acres where there was nothing above waist-high. But even there a monster would catch up with us easily if it was lying in ambush nearby. 
 
      
 
    Not that it would ever have to run. We’d get to it on our own once we got past another strip of taller plants. All my talents were off kilter in this place, and I had to rely heavily on my tried and true physical senses. With my sight and hearing strained so hard, I concentrated on what little information they yielded and took a while to notice that the monster had made a strange maneuver. 
 
      
 
    At some point, it changed course and swerved to the left, heading towards a large passage through the brush. 
 
      
 
    “Master, where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep it down, Lee. I now see where the large beast is headed. We’ve almost caught up with it. It seems to be in need of a large body of water, but there’s a fragment of the old mountain that’s blocking the way there. It split off when the mountain fell into the lake. The monster will stop once it bumps into it and make a detour. That’s where we’ll be waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “But why are you whispering?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you forgotten, Lee? You’ve told me yourself that its footprints scared other creatures away. But there are no footprints here. If regular predators hear us, they might attack, and we’ll lose time fighting them off.” 
 
      
 
    As the master went past a small emerald-green mound, he crouched for a moment. His knife flashed, and there he was, walking on again, kneading a piece of tarlike substance in his hand. 
 
      
 
    I already mentioned the fact that local plant life was rather weird, even though whether or not what grew here qualified as vegetation was a matter of debate. Traditionally, I understood the term as things that stayed put instead of chasing aggressively after me. But everything was far from cut and dry over here, suffice it to remember the aggressive things that resembled Middle-earth ents we had seen earlier. 
 
      
 
    So what was I supposed to call purple balloons of uncanny shapes dangling on a single threadlike stalk, reaching up to a few dozen feet up? They were covered in thin needles, which made them resemble airborne cacti. 
 
      
 
    Were they plants, or were they animals? 
 
      
 
    It was really hard to tell.  
 
      
 
    Basically, there were enough things here that looked strange but didn’t really move. Those mounds, which we often encountered in damper places, weren’t the most bizarre thing that grew in this place. They were covered in a crust of acid green. Inside, there was an elastic and somewhat sticky mass that could easily be worked into any shape. I didn’t know what the master was planning to do with it. 
 
      
 
    Another wall of the so-called vegetation parted. Something resembling a ten-foot cabbage head sprung what looked like a very thin snake’s tongue that forked into three at the end and tried to reach out to us, but the master chopped off one of the protuberances with a single swing of his guandao. The rest of them learned the lesson quickly, and the revolting tentacle drew back into the thing from which it had appeared. 
 
      
 
    The rock Tao had been talking about appeared in front of us. This must have indeed been a fragment of the monolith we saw in the middle of the lake. It could have split off when it fell, or, alternatively, it may well have been another part of the incredibly tall ceiling located somewhere above the glowing veil of clouds. It also looked like a clump of icicles—or, rather, pipes of various diameters, since some of those cylindrical structures were hollow inside. For some reason, the vegetation didn’t seem to like the rock much: parts of it remained bare, and those that were not did not seem particularly lush with it either. 
 
    
The master pointed to the left. 
 
      
 
    “The beast is there. I can’t say how far it is exactly. Get ready, Lee.” 
 
      
 
    I took a few seconds to go to a special place of my own, and when I came back I was holding Reaper and Destroyer in my hands. The Master didn’t just stand there idly, either. He produced a massive golden vambrace covered in intricate patterns. 
 
      
 
    As he put it on, he explained, 
 
      
 
    “It’s a powerful artifact that contains six air shields. They aren’t as strong as what a serious Elements wielder can hang, but they saved me a few times nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
    “How do they work?” 
 
      
 
    “You place one of them in front of a charging beast or in the way of an attack talent, or a hail of arrows—anything at all that can harm you. The shield bears the brunt of the attack, and then dispels quickly. If you don’t touch the shields, they hold for about a minute. If you touch them, they won’t even last fifteen seconds. And the stronger the touch, the quicker they dispel.” 
 
      
 
    Now that Tao had told me about his tricks, I had to reciprocate. 
 
      
 
    “This wand…” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I know what it is. I’ve seen them before.” 
 
      
 
    “You have?” I was surprised, and not in a good way. It wasn’t pleasant to realize that the weapon I got out of surviving such an adventure wasn’t as exclusive as I had believed it to be. Now, virtually the first person I was showing it to claimed he knew what it was. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good thing,” Tao nodded. “The ancients are said to have made lots of them, but few have survived until our day and age. It appears that yours is of the simplest variety. You should talk to some master artificer about possible upgrades.” 
 
      
 
    I was almost as good as a master artificer myself, but I didn’t mention it. Tao had seen my parameters and must have realized what I was capable of now, and what I would be capable of in the nearest future. 
 
      
 
    Then I showed him Reaper. 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen any of these before?” 
 
      
 
    The master shook his head, which pleased me. 
 
      
 
    “Is it a ranged weapon? How does it attack?” 
 
      
 
    It was my turn to shake my head. 
 
      
 
    “Only contact work. If you do everything right, it cuts right through any substance that isn’t rock or metal.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so? Great news. I’ve never seen any metallic or rock monsters here. Nor do I think I ever will—what kind of Life would it be then? Shush!” The master tensed. “I can hear something. The beast is approaching. Try not to hit me with your weapon. If you can narrow the wand’s focus, do it right now. You can’t always measure the width of the attack accurately in battle. I’ve heard about how people crippled their allies with such things, or even themselves, when their attacks got deflected. Be careful with it. Besides, everything that’s ancient and unrelated to the Elements is often unpredictable when used against Life. Take position a little away from the rock. We proceed as planned.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and headed towards the rock. When we discussed and planned the fight, we agreed to stay as far away from each other as possible. Keeping close would be advantageous in terms of allowing us to use the same artifact shield for protection. However, we could also get taken out by a single attack. 
 
      
 
    I heard the monster before I saw it. Even though vegetation near the rock was as stunted as that upon it, some of it still went up twenty feet or more. When the stalks joined, they obscured everything from sight, so creatures that weren’t exceptionally tall could use it for cover. 
 
      
 
    The knock-knock-knocking was getting louder, and I didn’t like that. It sounded very much like rock beating upon rock. Reaper was useless against such materials, and Destroyer could only do substantial damage at very short distances, or with its beam focused to the maximum. 
 
      
 
    A massive plant that looked like a gigantic violet corkscrew with greenish veins shook. Its top bent down, and something like a fish eye blinked at its very end. The gigantic bottle-opening implement appraised the approaching creature, and then straightened, pretending nothing untoward had happened. 
 
      
 
    It was definitely not some kind of small fry coming our way. 
 
      
 
    The colored mass of different stationary organisms shook and tried to part, making way for the enormous bulk that was appearing from behind them, but the big guy still trampled upon the laggard stalks as it crawled out into the open. 
 
      
 
    I finally understood why the monster’s footprints were so numerous and varied in size so much. It had about fifty legs, and no two of them were the same. 
 
      
 
    The thing resembled a crab the most. A truck-sized body rested on dozens of legs of different sizes, spread chaotically beneath the undercarriage. They simply had to be getting in each other’s way—except somehow they were not. The limbs moved to a single rhythm in an intricate manner and didn’t seem to touch each other at all, staying at least inches apart at the closest. The spikes at their ends pierced the green ground, leaving the tracks that Master Tao had noticed from afar. 
 
      
 
    Just like a real crab, this monster had claws, too, although in this case they resembled those of a crayfish—straight and narrow “scissors”. When this awkward thing walked, they made the clattering sound that alarmed me at the very beginning. 
 
      
 
    This monster was not covered in rocks, after all. It had to be simple biological armor—a hornlike substance, perhaps, or, more likely, chitin. 
 
      
 
    The beast didn’t have to seek us out since we were right in its way. And it didn’t suffer from inattention, either. As soon as it got out into the open, it sped up drastically, getting closer, lowering the front of its body to the ground and spreading its limbs wide. The pincers reached out, opening. If either of us got caught between those, we would be squashed or snapped in half. Our light armor would be of no help here. 
 
      
 
    There were seconds left before impact when the master took action. He moved to intercept the beast lazily, as if he were doing it a favor, and then, when there were just a few feet left, launched himself off the ground in a single mighty leap, like a pole vault athlete. Only he didn’t have a pole, and he was so fast that the claw that darted to get him caught nothing but air. 
 
      
 
    I saw the guandao flash, and one of the numerous eyes attached to the torso exploded, squirting its aqueous humor all around. Before I could even wonder if the beast found that particularly humorous, the master landed on its back, assumed a wide stance, raised the guandao above his head and drove it down into the carapace with force. He did it casually, as if the piece was a mere crowbar, rather than an exquisite weapon that was so hard to master and use. 
 
      
 
    Had the monster had the anatomy of a regular crab, it would have facilitated our task a great deal. Usually, the mobility of the claws is severely limited. Even the most dangerous of crabs wouldn’t be able to do anything if you approached them from the back in the right manner. Tao would have been able to stay there for hours, poking through the carapace at his leisure. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, this beast’s limbs had several joints and were so supple they could come full circle, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    Both claws shot up, bending backwards. But a moment before the beast could cut the master to ribbons, he started running casually and jumped to the ground behind the crab, managing to give it a humiliating kick in the rear as he did so. 
 
      
 
    The monster seemed to have taken it as a real affront. Having forgotten everything, including myself, it began turning around towards where the master was. The edges of the claws began glowing a menacing blue—the thing must have been getting some talent ready for use. 
 
      
 
    Once the beast faced Tao again, it hit him with something unidentifiable and clearly powerful. The air shimmered like a heat haze above incandescent ground on a hot day, and vegetation shook, bending to the ground along the imaginary lines extending towards the master from the tips of the claws. 
 
      
 
    But the master stayed put with his left arm raised. The artifact on it glimmered blue as well, and a sufficiently large vertical area in front of him sparkled. His shield was working. 
 
      
 
    The harmful force crashed into the near-invisible barrier. The ground under my feet shook tangibly. There was a crackle, as if an electric charge too weak to be a proper lightning bolt struck nearby. 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t just watching the show like a casual observer. The master’s plan was clear enough without any extra explanations. He was much more experienced than me, and, for some reason, decided that the many-limbed crab’s rear was its weakest place. Therefore, he made sure it faced me while he diverted the crab’s attention away from me and held it in place with his shield, which would soon go out. 
 
      
 
    It was time for me to act. 
 
      
 
    I switched Destroyer to the maximum focus mode, took aim without giving it much thought, and let the first charge loose. The distance was negligible, and my target was enormous. I couldn’t possibly miss. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly impossible to see if the weapon was in use—you sensed it rather than saw it, if you had enough experience with it. But I managed to make out the beam that hit the monster in the rear of the carapace—and got deflected at the same angle, slashing right through the vegetation, pulverizing it all along its trajectory. 
 
      
 
    I thought it was a fluke and fired again—with the same result. What the hell was it? The beast deflected Destroyer’s blasts the way a mirror reflected sunlight! 
 
      
 
    “The legs, Lee!” master yelled. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see what he was up to since my view was blocked by the very same legs he had just mentioned. I realized that he wanted me to focus on those, but I also knew that a haphazard attack could hit the master, too since he was somewhere behind those interwoven and constantly moving limbs.  
 
      
 
    I began moving along the edge of the rock, raising Destroyer and sending one blast after another downrange, aiming at the furthermost legs. They were spread too far apart for Tao to get in the way of the beam, so I could hit them as hard as I wanted to. 
 
      
 
    The focused beam was now at its narrowest, and the distance was so short it could not disperse. The power ray could well go through an orifice that would be too narrow for a football. But the weapon’s aiming mechanism was primitive and the spread unpredictable, so I had to choose large enough targets even at a distance this short. It was hard enough to hit the smaller ones when you were standing still, and doubly so when moving. 
 
      
 
    I was moving, so two of my blasts missed, dealing still more damage to the local vegetation. But that didn’t dampen my mood since I realized there was an element of luck involved in what I was doing. So, all right, I didn’t get lucky at once. No big deal. 
 
      
 
    However, after a few dozen feet, I got to a position from which I could see the master well enough. Only the front limbs partially obscured him. Tao was holding another shield in front of him, and I didn’t know how many he had used up already. The “crab” was beginning to understand something and tried to get its mobile claws over the invisible barrier. 
 
      
 
    In just a few seconds the master would have to start retreating. I had to act at once. 
 
      
 
    From this position, I could hit the central group of limbs, which was the densest, without the risk of making Tao a victim of friendly fire, and I used this opportunity at once. 
 
      
 
    There was a blast of power. Several legs cracked at once, with fragments flying in every direction. Murky liquid with whitish lumps in it poured out of the monster’s wounds, as if it had some kind of spoiled yoghurt coursing through its body instead of blood. 
 
      
 
    The master was right: the monster’s limbs were indeed vulnerable to pure force. 
 
      
 
    The monster realized it shouldn’t have disregarded me. It began turning around just as nimbly as before. Apparently, the loss of a couple of legs didn’t slow it down much. 
 
      
 
    I relaxed the focus a little, eager to do more damage, hoping that the beam would extend its reach, even if it became less powerful, and hit more limbs at once. The first attack got through them easily enough, so they probably weren’t too resistant. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, that was a wrong assumption. Only one of the legs got torn off, and it had already been damaged by the first blast. A few more got hit, but not very seriously. 
 
      
 
    I focused the weapon to the maximum again and landed a successful hit, taking off about half a dozen legs. But the beast didn’t just stand there idly, either—it was already raising the claw closest to me, eager to have its revenge. The sinister glow appeared on its end. 
 
    
I froze, just as we had agreed, and called out. 
 
      
 
    “Master!” 
 
      
 
    I could barely overcome my desire to run as fast as I could in any direction at all instead of waiting for the unknown talent to hit me or the nightmarish claw to reach me. But I couldn’t do that; we had a roughly-outlined battle plan, and I had to wait for Tao’s reaction. Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long. 
 
      
 
    The space between me and the monster began to shimmer, indicating the position of the shield placed by the master. This was followed by two events that happened simultaneously: the beast used its talent, and Tao leaped onto its back once again. 
 
      
 
    A wall of every color of the rainbow flashed before me, absorbing the stream of power coming from the gigantic claw. I was watching it with one eye, and the master with the other. He froze in a dramatic pose and raised the guandao over his head. The weapon flickered with an unnatural—I could even say otherworldly—ghastly light, as if charged with the power of Death, the opposite of Life that reigned supreme here. 
 
      
 
    Tao struck. I didn’t know what it was, but the blast hit my ears hard, even from the distance of a few dozen feet. It was as if an enormous sheet of metal fell from a great height and landed flat onto an iron floor. 
 
      
 
    The monster twitched, and all its legs bent at once. It wasn’t dead yet, but it got hit real hard. 
 
      
 
    The master crouched hastily, and placed the piece of tar he had prepared before the fight right into the wound made by the talent-charged guandao. Without any delay, he ran a few paces and jumped off the monster’s back. He flew above the nearly-spent shield and landed next to me, yelling, 
 
      
 
    “Lee! The supreme move! Of every technique!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t need him to chew it out for me. After all, I was the one who had coined that novel term for strategic retreat in Rock. I turned around and ran as fast as I could. But I knew that alone was not going to do the trick, so ten paces into it, I took a dive, stretching myself on the ground. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how Medium Dissolution worked, but I hoped that minimizing the contact surface would mitigate the harmful impact. 
 
      
 
    The very next moment I felt an unimaginably strong spasm running through my entire body, from my heels to the top of my head. From that point on, my flight became uncontrollable, and instead of landing gracefully and going into a roll, I crashed down flat, in the most awkward of manners. 
 
      
 
    The layer of vegetation mitigated the effects of my clumsy landing, but I still had the wind knocked out of me, and everything went dark before my eyes. However, the spasm left my body as quickly as it hit. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to rest for at least the next hundred years, but nothing was certain yet. 
 
      
 
    My legs still wobbly, I got up and ran back towards the monster, now fallen flat on its carapace, its legs caught underneath it. The limbs that remained free flailed at the ground frantically, throwing tons of turf and soil around. The creature was still alive, but it wasn’t feeling that well anymore. 
 
      
 
    That was great. It was about to suffer some more. 
 
      
 
    I stopped at a safe distance, raising Destroyer, which, by a sheer stroke of luck, remained on my person during our tactical retreat. Taking my time, I aimed it carefully at one of the cracks in the carapace. It wasn’t wide, and I could barely see it. But it got wider further up, closer to the center of the beast’s back, where the master had hit it with his talent. If I got it in that wound, a single charge would probably suffice. But climbing all the way up there was too much of a risk. 
 
      
 
    I’d manage from where I was, I decided. 
 
      
 
    The wand jerked once, and then again. The crack edges caved in. Whitish flesh scattered in every direction, and some murky liquid gushed out.  
 
      
 
    Two more strikes, and the crack turned into an uneven deep wound some three feet across, which I kept hitting again and again, expending my charges with sheer abandon. The beast’s legs jerked convulsively, refusing to budge. Unable to get up, the monster just stared at me with hate in what eyes it still had intact. 
 
      
 
    A hand landed on my shoulder from behind. 
 
      
 
    “Enough, Lee. You won. This is agony.” 
 
      
 
    I lowered Destroyer, staring at the convulsing carcass in disbelief. The master must have been right—there was no need to waste any more charges. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head slowly. 
 
      
 
    “No, master. We won together.” 
 
      
 
    “You delivered the killing blow, Lee. If your Measure of Order works, we’ll have decent loot.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea how you dispatched one of those on your own. Not that I don’t believe that you did. It’s just that my brain refuses to accept it. The very sight of this thing is mind-boggling…” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, Lee, I get it. I also find it hard to believe when I look at this thing. But if…” 
 
      
 
    The master checked himself mid-phrase, took a few steps, turned towards the dense vegetation and said with serious concern in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s approaching.” 
 
      
 
    “So let it,” I said, flippantly. “I fear nothing after what we’ve just done here. We’ll squash them all.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, you don’t get it. This is really strange. Even this spider’s footprints are shunned by every living thing here. It scares every other creature. But the one I hear is special. It has no fear. It’s something really bad. We have to leave. Real quick. Lee, where are you going?! Don’t you hear me?!” 
 
      
 
    I climbed the still-twitching carcass, my eyes focused on the crystal sphere that had just appeared. There was greed in my eyes as my throat was about to let loose Beko’s favorite exclamation. 
 
      
 
    “No, teacher, I’m not leaving without our loot!” 
 
      
 
    “Lee! Run! Ru-u-u-u-u-un!!!” 
 
      
 
    I don’t remember ever hearing the master so alarmed. Come to think of it, he had never voiced any serious concern so much as once. He was a paragon of cool.  
 
    So the master must have been right, and we were really being approached by something singularly nasty. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    When There’s No Way Out 
 
      
 
      
 
    I managed to pick up all kinds of useful knowledge and practical talents related to mining. I visited the mine at the trading post a couple of times to study all the ore veins. I found quite a few valuable minerals around it, and paid a few visits to long-abandoned mines as well. Places that weren’t too popular with woodsmen or illegal miners occasionally revealed interesting things. 
 
      
 
    I was no great expert, but I could tell one thing for sure: something was wrong with this rock. Cavities in monolithic stone didn’t appear by themselves—they were usually carved out by surface or underground waters. But not all minerals were affected by it, which was why sinkholes only developed in several types of sedimentary rock. Living things, including people, could also get involved in this process. Volcanic activity could create hollow places under certain scenarios of lava eruption and cooldown. There were a few other such factors, but all of them would be very specific and rare. 
 
      
 
    My knowledge wasn’t enough to identify this mineral. Unfortunately, ORDER didn’t always help with classification, even if you had advanced mining skills. The talent I had wasn’t highly developed, and besides, ORDER didn’t even work that well in this world. In fact, it barely worked at all. 
 
      
 
    The rock looked crystalline and magmatic. I could see partly formed facets of mineral crystals. They didn’t seem susceptible to leaching since there were no signs of any erosion visible. Therefore, water had nothing to do with it. And it didn’t look like cooled-down lava, either. 
 
      
 
    What it resembled the most was a tight bunch of gigantic rock bucatini, with the holes inside of them plugged solid here and there. Was it some kind of miners at work? But where would those miners come from? Besides, the entire affair didn’t quite look man-made. Or perhaps those pipes were lairs of some creatures of Life? But we haven’t found so much as a hint of anything serious dwelling inside. The insect-like small fry didn’t count—those creatures simply did not need to make cylindrical hollows of several dozen cubic feet inside pillars of stone. 
 
      
 
    The origin of the tubular hollows was therefore a mystery, and very likely one that could not be easily solved. Under different circumstances, I would have simply thrown it out of my mind as an amusing, yet inconsequential oddity. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case here because having the answer to “how come” might well help me resolve the mere “how”—how the hell to get out of that phantasmagoric place. 
 
      
 
    Back there, on the surface, as we were escaping death incarnate that had rolled out of the mortified, crumbling vegetation, we weren’t really thinking of what to do next. All we wanted was to stay alive for a little bit longer, even if it was only for a second. The only thing we could do was climb inside the nearest crack leading to the hollow space inside the stone pillar. It was a cylindrical chamber some twenty feet long and five feet in diameter. A bit further away, there were cracks in the rock that led into much larger cavities. The one we were in was too low even for someone short enough to stand up straight. We weren’t remotely diminutive, which meant the place was cramped, but comfort was the last thing we thought of when we were looking for shelter. We just took the closest exit available. 
 
      
 
    We were safe for now. But for how long? That was the real sixty-four dollar question, and I had no answer to it yet. 
 
      
 
    The world shook again. Although it wasn’t the right way to put it. This was no world—it was a pitiful shard, a fragment of space that could have become something greater, but never did. Or, alternatively, it was a microscopic remnant of something much bigger that got scattered for reasons not even Earth’s scientists knew anything about. 
 
      
 
    And this parody of a world was the location of a tiny cell that became our sanctuary. I wondered whether it would eventually become our sepulcher, too. 
 
      
 
    A new batch of tiny critters fell from the ceiling after the tremor. They already knew we were of no use to them, but they must have forgotten that and began probing our clothes and skin again to rediscover whether we might be edible. They couldn’t harm two warriors of our caliber, but the crawling sensation was unpleasant; besides, our clothes were not made of metal and could in fact suffer. So I had to shake off the vermin. 
 
      
 
    The master, on the other hand, didn’t bother with such trifles. He was sitting near the exit holding his guandao at the ready. The monster that had chased us into the rock kept checking on us from time to time, occasionally trying to reach in with one of its tentacles. Massive towards the end, they spread out like some huge, ugly dill umbels, with each individual pedicel ending in a hard, sharp spike. There were plenty of such spikes on the main stalk as well, which prevented it from getting inside the narrow passage we took. Still, we could do without any such unnerving commotion near the entrance, so Tao immediately fought back, without coming into the monster’s view. If that thing even had something to view him with, that is, since I hadn’t noticed any eyes. On the other hand, I didn’t really have a chance to have a particularly good look. 
 
      
 
    The thing that attacked us must have been the big brother of the “tumbleweed”—the free-wheeling thing that gave us valuable loot not so long ago. Even that little thing was bothersome, to be sure, but what came at us near the rock deserved a class of its own and plenty of much more alarming epithets.  
 
      
 
    It was horror incarnate, enormous and deadly. I had no idea what tickled its fancy—all that noise caused by us fighting the “spider,” or, perhaps, our peculiar scent. But that was a moot question. What we realized right away though was that we had to run for our lives and say our Hail Mary’s. 
 
      
 
    The spherical monster, some twenty-five feet in diameter, didn’t just squash everything with equal ease. Some plants seemed to be able to hold it back, albeit barely, so the big roller used some sort of a talent, letting loose myriads of sparks in every direction, which wiped out everything within the range of a few dozen paces. Somehow we didn’t feel like finding ourselves in the way of those jolly little firecrackers. Active defensive talents may have warded them off, but in all fairness, that would only prolong our agony. Judging by the crackling noise we heard behind as we fled, the monster fired a new volley almost every second. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What saved us was that the creature’s talent worked in too straightforward a manner. The sparks that got inside our hiding place didn’t ricochet from walls and disappeared a few feet away from us. If we didn’t stand in their way, we had nothing to hear. 
 
      
 
    Once we realized that and sighed with relief, I instantly suggested we try and dispatch the beast with Destroyer. We noticed that its talent did not work instantaneously. About half a second before it let loose, there was a crackling sound, such that might accompany someone pulling a wool sweater off over their head. In other words, static, only in this case, it was much louder and thus hard to miss. If I popped out and let loose a blast, instantly scampering back, I would avoid putting myself in harm’s way. To be sure, it was obvious that even a dozen charges would be unlikely to do any serious harm to such an enemy. But I thought the monster might get tired of being prickled and eventually go away. Or I could keep recharging Destroyer and firing at the beast, eventually crippling or altogether destroying it. 
 
      
 
    The plan was far from the work of genius, and it had its risks. I’d have to pop out to aim Destroyer, and the beast’s tentacles were nearby almost all the time, moving really quickly. If I stumbled even for a split second, I’d get caught by one of those “dill umbels” and dragged into the depths of the ball where the smallest of the interwoven branches seemed to be as thick as a grown man’s leg, and the larger ones resembled an elephant’s. 
 
      
 
    Master Tao was using his guandao’s blade as a mirror for observations—it was wide and polished to a fine sheen. Tracking the beast with it, we caught a moment when there were no tentacles anywhere near the entrance. The creature used several against us, going through one nearby cavern after another. It must have been trying to find an alternative way of accessing our hiding place, but it lacked the intelligence and the memory required for the task, so it kept rummaging through the same locations over and over again. 
 
      
 
    We were fine with that. Once all the tentacles were at a safe distance, I darted outside and took aim with Destroyer. 
 
    
I naively imagined I’d manage more than one shot, which would definitely speed things up. Naturally, after such a brazen affront the monster would focus on our own cavity for a long time. That meant we’d have to lay low and make sure the tentacles were not too anxious to pay us a visit. 
 
      
 
    And what do you know, I did manage two focused shots, and both of them hit home. Unfortunately, I could hardly tell how much damage they did since my primary focus was on watching those godawful spiky stalks. Perhaps, that was also how I failed to see the shield that the thing used to defend itself against the second strike. It spread four of its tentacles, and a pitch black square with the area of about a hundred square feet materialized between them in a split second. It absorbed the entire charge without flickering once or dissipating. 
 
      
 
    Another attack or two could have gotten through. But I had no time left as the monster’s tentacles were approaching from every direction. 
 
      
 
    It got really tough afterwards. We fought back for about fifteen minutes. The beast was furious and tried to get inside by any means possible. 
 
      
 
    One of the tentacles did manage to get in, if only partially. Tao’s guandao slashed one piece of the stalk after another as the beast kept pushing more of it into the cave, hell-bent on poking the master in the chest. We had no idea how that would turn out, so Tao prudently evaded, giving me enough room to try out Reaper once again. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, even though the tentacle wasn’t made of metal or stone, the magic weapon failed to slice it clean off, although there was plenty of damage visible. 
 
      
 
    “Move aside, Lee!”  
 
      
 
    The master was also taking a step back, getting enough room to swing his weapon. With a single slashing motion, he easily finished the job that had proven too tough for my ancient blade. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t count so much on artifacts,” Tao said, putting his wise teacher’s hat back on. “I am energy, you are energy, this overgrown weed is energy, and our possessions are energy, too. You shouldn’t forget about it. Always remain part of the energy. Act as a whole in battle, and not as a part. Weaken the enemy from every side—not just from where you’re standing.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for sharing your wisdom, master. But this beast seems to care nothing for Chi. Could you drop any hint on how exactly to weaken it from all sides? It feels as though it’s got enough strength for a year. And we surely don’t.” 
 
      
 
    As the master slashed at yet another tentacle that wormed its way in, he said in a detached voice, 
 
      
 
    “Chi will drop some hint. If it feels like it…” 
 
    
“What do you mean, if?” 
 
      
 
    This time the answer was long in coming. The monster’s onslaught became more violent, and the master had to sweat a little. Then the severed parts of the stalks blocked some of the entrance, and it finally calmed down. 
 
      
 
    Tao stayed watchful. Finally, he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “We left our things outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, our belongings are the furthest thing from my mind right now. I didn’t even think of them once until you reminded me.” 
 
      
 
    “You have to remember. You always have to remember everything. Have you forgotten, Lee? We’re in alien territory. We don’t belong here. In a world of pure Life, we’re not just interlopers; we’re a challenge. Life simply must drag what we consist of into its endless cycle. This is its main priority. Every second of our existence here is a battle. You fear large predators, but the greatest danger lies in the smaller ones. They are too small to be seen, unless we employ special talents or those sophisticated optical devices that the ancients used to make. Ever since our very first step, they have settled on every part of our skin, and they get inside us when we breathe. Masks stop some of them, but not all. Besides, masks become clogged and need to be changed eventually. Our spares are in the packs, but that isn’t the worst. Our main protection comes from the elixirs, which also have to be taken at regular intervals. We have missed the last portion, which means we are being consumed from within right now by the tiniest of foes that we cannot fight.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to go into such lengths to explain. I knew enough about germs and concurred wholeheartedly. We were in a different world, where the microbes, which happened to be a total unknown for our immune system, were numerous and aggressive. If we didn’t take our medicines, the invisible creatures would soon kill us. No questions there. But I did have one question—the most important one. 
 
      
 
    “Master, how much time do we have?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I don’t know… I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    Then the master did something unexpected. He lowered his guandao, turned around, and sat down, resting his back against the stone wearily. His eyes closed, and his face became withdrawn.  
 
      
 
    That was no meditation. Tao was distraught. Only someone who didn’t know him at all could think he was calm. It was, in fact, the opposite. He was desperate. 
 
      
 
    “Master, is it really that bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Worse, Lee… It’s even worse…” 
 
      
 
    “But we still cannot give up. Everything around us is energy. You’ve taught me as much yourself. No one knows energy better than you do. You are not on your own—the wisdom of hundreds and even thousands of years is in you. Can you see no way out of here? Or at least some vulnerability that would help us defeat this monster or scare it off?” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I saw you touch its severed flesh. And I’m sure you haven’t discovered anything useful.” 
 
      
 
    “That much is true,” I admitted. “ORDER didn’t drop any hints. Just a few general phrases. The talent doesn’t work properly here, for some reason. It’s next to useless. And it never used to behave this way.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I have explained it many times: this shard belongs to Life. You shouldn’t expect too much of the talents that you’re used to. Life doesn’t like to share much about itself and its creations.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you, teacher? Did you manage to learn anything?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve seen it all for yourself, Lee. My guandao isn’t a magic weapon, but knowing energy like I do, I can use it productively. I slice through the monster’s limbs easily. But what’s the point? My shields cannot hold out against its talent for long: two or three strikes, and that’s it. And the creature uses its talent at the frequency of heartbeat. I can use the shield on you and me rather than the space in front of us. We’ll be able to hack at the monster with our weapons for a few seconds. We might even manage to sever some of the larger tentacles. But it won’t finish it off, it’ll only make it angrier. And once the shields are gone, we’ll die.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “This thing must have some weak spots. It is not all stalks. There must be some center that guides them somewhere. I don’t know, vital organs and such. Some part of it that can be attacked in a way that will kill it.” 
 
      
 
    The master nodded. 
 
      
 
    “This thing is like a cabbage that’s hollow inside. There’s just the outside layers with tentacles and the inner core underneath. You’ve seen it yourself when we sliced up that first little one. So I guess all the internal organs must be in that core, and it is well protected, too. And here we are, having problems even with the outer parts. How are we supposed to strike it where it matters, inside, within a matter of seconds? I hope you have an idea, because I don’t. This things is just way too strong for us. In hindsight, we shouldn’t have ventured this far out.” 
 
      
 
    I pondered the master’s words for a while and thought it might be a good time to tell him about the loot. 
 
    
“Master, you know I managed to get to that loot ball, don’t you? I’ve collected everything.” 
 
      
 
    Tao failed to react, and I immediately felt bitter. 
 
    
“Master! Hello? I got the loot!” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, Lee… I hear you perfectly well. But I fail to see the relevance. Even if we got a Large Spark, it won’t change anything…” 
 
      
 
    The master’s words amazed me, to say the least, shattering once and for all the image of the taciturn sage who understood everything and knew of everything well in advance. To me, he had always looked like someone who couldn’t be baffled or flabbergasted. 
 
      
 
    Tao was doubtlessly extraordinary in terms of intellect and experience. But even a man like him found it hard to consider things from unusual vantage points. That was the weakness he shared with all the other natives of Rock I had met. Their thinking seemed to be rigid. For some reason, it was hard for them to go outside the box. 
 
      
 
    My own thinking algorithms were different—apparently, by virtue of me having lived elsewhere before I came to this world. Someone from my time and with my upbringing and education who had some wits about him and some erudition to draw upon could come up with original solutions where locals wouldn’t even look for them, believing the task to be hopeless. Their very mentality was different. I could effectively search for cause and effect on different levels without confining myself to a single restrictive avenue. 
 
      
 
    “You really wanted to find a Large Spark…” I added in a near-whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you telling me that, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “Because we have a Large Spark. And not just one. We have three Large Sparks.” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, you know why I wanted one. What’s the point of having them now that we cannot return?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, to begin with, we’re still alive. And there’s always a chance while we’re alive. This thing has got to eat, and probably drink as well. It cannot stand guard forever.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re the most appetizing morsel in the Universe for a creature of Life,” Tao repeated for the umpteenth time. “Life won’t just leave us alone. It will wait for as long as it has to. Longer than we can hold out anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we do? We have Lesser and Medium Sparks of Life. And now, three Large ones, too. I have medical talents, and so do you, I believe. So how can we lose to those tiny things?” 
 
      
 
    The master raised his eyelids for a moment. There was a spark of interest there. But it went out at once, and he closed his eyes again. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head in a barely noticeable motion and kept on smashing my hopes. 
 
      
 
    “You know that talents work differently here than they do in Rock. But, yes, you’re right, Sparks of Life can extend our life a little. It’s strange I haven’t thought of that. They’ll alleviate the harm done by the tiny creatures. But that’s not the only thing that works against us. This air will kill us by itself. We cannot breathe it for too long. The potions extend that time, but we don’t have them on us now. There are harmful emanations accumulating in our bodies. They are the essence of this world, and it’s hard to defend ourselves against them. I fear that without the potions we’ll only be putting off the inevitable.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s still worth a try, right?” I wouldn’t abate. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. We’ll try everything. Including sitting motionlessly, the way I am now. One’s breathing is calm when one’s body is calm. This reduces the dose of harmful emanations received per a unit of time.” 
 
      
 
    “So we’ll play a game of waiting the enemy out?” 
 
      
 
    “What else can we do, Lee? We can only hold on. You’ve seen how hard it was to defeat the first monster. And this one’s a great deal stronger. Bringing it down is out of the question. We’re hopelessly outclassed.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t make any premature statements, Master. This monster’s dropped many things—not just sparks. Have a look at this—two Dissolutions of Life. Large ones. Do you still think we won’t manage?” 
 
      
 
    The master nodded without opening his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see a shadow of a chance.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you say that? You used Medium Dissolutions back when you fought the crab. Two of them. And it worked. This beast is stronger, but we also have two Dissolutions now. And these are Large, not Medium. If the Medium ones can kill a Large beast, Large ones will kill a Great beast.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not quite like that,” the master objected. “First we weakened the monster.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t weaken it much,” I objected in turn. “We just gave it a minor grievance. Nothing much. It died because of the Dissolutions.” 
 
      
 
    “Once again, you’re a bit off the mark,” Tao declared. “If I had only used the Dissolutions on its carapace, the most they would have done would be inflicting a serious wound. But not a fatal one. And this beast is a lot more dangerous. We won’t do it much harm even with Large Dissolutions.” 
 
      
 
    “But you did do something to that beast to help the Dissolutions kill it, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “It was my ultimate talent. It helped me pierce the carapace. Then I attached a lump of tar with two Dissolutions to its innards. The entire brunt of their power got unleashed on the creature’s soft tissues. You’ve seen how effective it was.” 
 
      
 
    “I have. But this beast has a core. What if we tried using the same talent on it? It could be pierced, too. We don’t have any tar left, but if we manage to break through, I am sure we could think of a way to get those Dissolutions inside.” 
 
      
 
    “A good idea, Lee,” the master nodded. “Unfortunately, this talent has a really long cooldown period. If we had our potions, we could try waiting that long, but without them, we don’t stand a chance.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we break through with Destroyer?” 
 
      
 
    “Also a good idea. I like your optimism. I do. And the fact that you refuse to give up. But you’re borderline delusional, Lee. Trust me, it will take two or three focused hits at point blank range before we could have any hope of Dissolutions working. How do you expect to pull that off? You’d need to hit the same spot accurately, bypassing all those interwoven stalks. And then get to the center through the same stalks and place the Dissolutions inside the wound. Just how do you propose to do it, Lee? I think that’s impossible. The monster didn’t even let you land two blows, and you want to try more. It’s all pointless…” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I have a very good idea of what we should do. Now you trust me. We’ll manage. But I’ll need your help.” 
 
      
 
    The master opened his eyes, turned his head a little, and peered at me. 
 
      
 
    “Lee, I’ve seen your ORDER. And I realize that some loot gets dropped for a reason, and you’re the only one who can collect it. I know you traffic with Death. I don’t approve, but I didn’t want to bring it up. You’re my apprentice, and as you master I cannot order you to abandon certain parameters. As far as I understand, you’re suggesting that we turn to Death for help. That’s the only logical inference out of what you’ve been saying. So let me save time by telling you I don’t think Death will be able help us. It’s not even an opinion. I’m quite certain, and I don’t think you can change my mind. I’ve seen much stronger necromancers than you. Those who gave themselves to Death completely, caring nothing of other powers. But even the great masters of darkness would be helpless here. So I’ll hear you out, but don’t mention dark deeds to me. There’s no reason to get mired in that filth if it won’t help us one bit, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, master, but you’re not entirely right. I’m sorry to say that we shall indeed have to use Death, but we’ll place our stakes on something different. Death will only provide us with a diversion. I will kill the beast myself. But, once again, I will need your help. To tell you the truth, you seem scarier than Death to me, and you’re completely right that it wouldn’t succeed on its own here. But you, me, and a diversion from Death will lead us to success.” 
 
      
 
    The master’s eyes showed a spark of interest again. 
 
      
 
    “All right, Lee, let me hear it. It’s easier to hear you out than to shut you up…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Experience 
 
      
 
      
 
    What those who dabble in darkness called “constructing wraiths” bore no relation to actual construction of anything. One raised the wraith, and then fed it all kinds of souls in a very monotonous way. Souls may have differed from each other visually, but they shared one essential characteristic: each contained a certain value that you took into account when using it. A shimmering sphere received from an old zur was incredibly more powerful than over a hundred such spheres received from average goblins. 
 
      
 
    Even I didn’t get souls in drops very often. It was easier to get them from some creatures and more difficult from others, but even the most generous drops were nothing to write home about. It took me many months to develop my four best wraiths for them to start looking serious, and that was considering that back then I had still been a zero with a well-developed Measure. 
 
      
 
    My abilities seemed to affect souls less than everything else. 
 
      
 
    But everything was completely different where Life reigned. Here I somehow felt much like after my victory over the first giant kote. ORDER showered me with gifts on that day. I was still pathetically inexperienced and never expected to get a tenth of what I did. 
 
      
 
    But what I was getting here in droves was not just the regular trophies available to everyone. Nor was it anything special that I was not familiar with before this visit to the shard. To be sure, there was a healthy amount of both, but it wasn’t overwhelming. Master Tao got his share of loot as well—less than me, but not all that much less. Given my anomalous Measure, it was all perfectly normal. 
 
      
 
    What I got in unprecedented numbers was souls. All creatures dropped them, no matter how puny. Even the low-level moles yielded them in heaps. This shard was a treasure trove for anyone who had dealings with the darkness. You could get more in a day here than in a whole year in Rock. 
 
      
 
    The cramped conditions of our hiding place did not present any hindrance to the summoning of the Shadow of Necros. It was a special wraith, after all, and it was capable of transforming. We didn’t even have to jostle each other much. 
 
      
 
    Then I had to gird my loins, for the task ahead would take a while. I couldn’t just pour a few bucketfuls of souls into the wraith and be done with it. The process had to be gradual, and I’d need to pay close attention to numbers so that they’d go to desired parameters without any confusion. Then we’d have to wait a little for the dark creature to digest what I had just invested in it. 
 
      
 
    Ideally, the process would need to be stretched out over several days, if not weeks. I was investing too much. Right now, the Shadow of Necros was very much like me two years ago. I wasn’t planning on acquiring a wraith as voracious as this one when I headed East upon receiving the seventh degree. My receptacle was bursting with the loot I intended to invest in my own development when I found the Primordial Temple and passed its challenge. I didn’t have enough free space to stock up on souls as well; besides, what I had in the Misty Moors cache wasn’t much. 
 
      
 
    So I didn’t have anything of substance for the development of my new acquisition. It had its fun in Clonassis on the lowest “trim level.” But even in that scenario the fortuitous confluence of events and the “superwraith’s” initial potential looked impressive enough, saving my bacon in more than one hairy situation. 
 
      
 
    But the thing waiting for us outside was a few notches above all the previous troubles I had run into; perhaps, only the Keeper of the Heart of Necros could compare to it.  
 
      
 
    And yet I defeated the Keeper. It took me a lot of effort, and I lost my entire dead army, but a timely trick still led to my victory. 
 
      
 
    So this ball of vegetable tops was doomed. It had no business rolling over here. 
 
      
 
    As I watched the wraith’s stats grow, a timid hope arose in my heart that there might be a chance to avoid the riskiest elements of our plan. The Shadow of Necros might have been inferior to the creature it had once been, but it was far more evolved than even my best wraiths earlier. It was in fact a wraith of dreams, mine as well as anyone’s—something you might imagine you’d have at your beck and call in the shiny future when you were rich enough and investable resources were no obstacle. 
 
      
 
    That dream had now come true. The Shadow of Necros looked better than anything I could have hoped for from the very start. 
 
      
 
    Right now, the unusual wraith was becoming stronger with every minute. Thankfully, ORDER displayed its parameters without any delays or distortions. 
 
      
 
    An interesting effect became immediately apparent. All the insect-like creatures swarming around our hiding place displayed a fierce hatred towards the creature of the dark. They left us alone and mobbed the wraith, futilely trying to gnaw on it. Tao also noticed that the microscopic harmful organisms also swarmed around the Shadow of Necros, which substantially slowed down the destruction of our own bodies.  
 
      
 
    The master was surprised—he couldn’t foresee such an effect. 
 
      
 
    It appeared that the pure creatures of Life were pathologically unable to tolerate such a blatant manifestation of Death by dint of their very nature. Their instincts demanded that they should attack the Shadow first. We were of interest to them as well, but they all decided to leave us for later. 
 
      
 
    That was a welcome extra bonus, and I didn’t even need to bother restoring the wraith’s durability. All this small fry was like a gentle breeze to it. They’d take off ten Durability points over an hour at such a rate. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t able to invest all the souls I had in the wraith. The entire enterprise came to a point that I had foreseen in theory but never actually experienced. The abnormally high speed of development started to cause minor malfunctions in the way the Shadow operated. Some of its parameters became inaccessible through ORDER. It was nothing remotely important so far, but no adept of the dark arts took such things lightly. The negative effects would intensify, potentially leading to a situation where I’d lose control of the wraith. And having to face a creature as dangerous as the Shadow in such a confined space was an adventure I absolutely didn’t want to be part of. 
 
      
 
    Having put back into storage the handful of souls remaining unused, I adjusted the mask, which was covered with such a layer of ill-smelling slime that it barely let any air through. 
 
      
 
    “Master, I’m done here.” 
 
      
 
    The “tumbleweed” decided to pay us another visit at that very moment. But the wraith was on guard and hit the attacker with both its paws at once, their edges looking like a crossbreed between a claw and a cleaver. It didn’t manage to snap the stalk clean off, but the damage inflicted was still substantial. 
 
      
 
    Master Tao nodded, looking at the Shadow with disapproval. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Let’s go through all the parts of our plan again. And get focused on Chi right now. Your concentration saddens me. You’re gifted, but it’ll take you years to master my science and become a drop in the ocean of energy. That’s something that you’ve lacked so far, and it would be very handy right now if you haven’t. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The wraith was the first to leave the cavern. The Shadow of Necros was capable of accelerating to a mind-boggling speed in a very short time. I was a far cry from it in that respect. And Master Tao wouldn’t be spearheading the attack. Odd as it might sound, his current mission was going to be waiting in reserve in the rear. In fact, if everything went according to the plan, he wouldn’t have to take part in the fight at all. 
 
      
 
    But his contribution to the victory—or our best try, at the very least—would still be considerable. The vambrace on his forearm was not just any artifact. It was an extremely useful item, and the master had its application down to a fine art. He could do much more with it than merely raise various shields at different distances. Among other things, over time, he had learned how to put such protective barriers over other people and things. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the master put three such veils over me, one after another. They were energy armor of sorts, capable of absorbing a certain amount of damage, sparing the wearer. Tao assumed it should suffice for two hits of the creature’s talent, or for several blows dealt by its monstrous tentacles. The latter, however, would be highly inadvisable. The protection would most likely keep my bones from getting broken, but my body would still absorb some of the impact. The mechanics of action and reaction, something anyone with so much as a passing knowledge of physics should be familiar with, would come into play, so I might get thrown a few feet back rather than just get knocked to the ground. Even if I didn’t sustain any damage in the process, I’d still waste time. And right now, every split second mattered. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t often that I’d have to account for so many factors at once and use in-depth analysis to plan my every move. The spiky tentacle vines twitched and twisted to the left, to the right, in the front, and from above. They were all in motion and capable of striking from any direction or blocking my way. I’d need to account for that beforehand by dodging, jumping, or diving under them. I couldn’t let them so much as touch me, let alone land a full blow. 
 
      
 
    We got lucky in two respects. Our assumption based on observing the tiniest denizens of the shard was confirmed: just like them, the “tumbleweed” fiercely loathed everything that gave off a whiff of Death. And the Shadow of Necros wasn’t merely giving off a whiff—it stank to high heaven. 
 
      
 
    The other fortunate circumstance was that the monster’s talent didn’t quite cause blanket destruction all around but only impacted a sector in front of it, although wide enough. You could say that the monster destroyed everything within its field of vision. This was, of course, only an arbitrary description since we couldn’t see any eyes on the creature, and it wasn’t even clear if it had a front and a back because it looked the same from any side. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, I avoided getting hit by its powerful talent. The Shadow was so nimble that when we got out of the cavern, we found ourselves on the other side of the monster, which had just tried hitting the wraith, leaving us alone for the time being. 
 
      
 
    And that was quite a hit. I nearly swayed with a feeling familiar to experienced dark mages and, possibly, elemental mages who use summoned and subservient creatures. It was a distinct sense of loss. Nothing fell off of me, but I somehow still realized that the Shadow of Necros had just parted with a good chunk of its durability, and this realization made me lurch. However, the wraith survived the attack. It was either that the creature’s talent was less destructive than the alchemical substance used on catapult-hurled rocks in Clonassis or, perhaps, the countless souls I had invested in my undead assistant made it strong enough to withstand attacks even as powerful as this one. 
 
      
 
    The monster was so eager to destroy the wraith first that all of its tentacles moved towards that very target without attacking me. I only had to try not to get in their way. The direction was clear, but that knowledge wouldn’t help me if I found myself in the way of an avalanche. So I had to evade as hard as I could. 
 
      
 
    I slowed down and crouched under yet another undulating stalk. This close to the base it became much thicker—like two elephant legs combined.  
 
      
 
    I wondered what to do next. A few feet before me lay the creature’s husk. It wasn’t solid, but rather formed by small interwoven stalks. They were not of the kind that the creature used in battle though; these ones just held on to each other, maintaining the husk’s spherical form. I could see through the holes that most of the sphere was hollow. Only a few “vines” made straight lines towards the center, as if someone had drawn the sphere’s radius in a few dozen places. They supported the entire construction like spokes of a bicycle wheel. And the core was a dark spot at the very center where they converged. It didn’t look like the core of a cabbage, though. If I could think of any vegetable that it resembled, it would be a potato hanging in space, surrounded by a multitude of whitish roots. Those no longer looked like stalks; they weren’t forked and didn’t have any spikes or umbels. Rather, they were like real tentacles—as thick as a thumb or thereabouts and small in comparison with the creature’s overall size. 
 
      
 
    So, how would I go about reaching that hot potato? 
 
      
 
    Probably, by just breaking through. 
 
      
 
    I raised Destroyer and closed my eyes. The distance was critically small and I would definitely get hit by a shock wave at this distance. But with no time for maneuvering, I had to act quickly and decisively, counting on the shields. 
 
      
 
    Despite the protection, my body jerked hard, but that was the worst of it. I didn’t get stunned, nor had ringing in my ears. Taking heart from it, I sent two more blasts into the outer husk, but the stalks forming it held, their relatively modest size notwithstanding. Not even three shots fired point blank managed to break through. This thing did have some serious strength. 
 
      
 
    That said, some of the blast energy must have reached the core or the whitish “tentacles” surrounding it. Of course, I tried to conceal the fact that I was aiming for the thing’s inner sanctum, but, perhaps, I miscalculated, or some of the attacks got reflected in an unfortunate way. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, the creature noticed me at last. Shuddering when it let loose another blast of its destructive talent, it reached for me with two enormous stalks at once. 
 
      
 
    Even though it was an unexpected maneuver, at odds with everything I had seen before, I managed to dodge both gracefully—only to be hit by the third, which the thing engaged at the most inopportune moment. It was a mighty blow, the kind that should have thrown me some fifty feet back. I dreaded to imagine what would have happened to my innards and my bones had it not been for the shields. They still had some juice left in them, even though they had absorbed some of the shock from Destroyer blasts at close quarters. 
 
      
 
    Be it as it may, my flight only took me some five feet away, getting conveniently arrested by one of the creature’s other combat stalks. I hit it with my back and dropped to the ground, feeling substantial damage done to my wraith at the same time. And this was no longer a mere loss of durability. The Shadow of Necros was no more. 
 
      
 
    That was a pity, even though the wraith had managed to hold on for a long time—much longer than we had expected in our best-case scenarios. But it was unpleasant nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    So now we were up for the main showdown. The Shadow was no longer diverting the creature’s attention, and it would focus on me very shortly. The shields had lost a large portion of their power, while three blasts from Destroyer focused on a narrow area produced no effect whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    This called for a retreat, not further fighting. But what would the point be? We had absolutely everything staked on the success of this sortie. If the master failed to retrieve our packs, we’d be left with nothing, and we both noticed an increase in negative sensations. We kept feeling worse every minute. Even if I restored the Shadow of Necros, we’d go into our next battle in a much worse physical shape than now, and it was already far from ideal, with healing talents having a very limited effect. 
 
      
 
    May this world be damned for all eternity! Who could have thought that the domain of Life would prove more hostile than the territories where Death reigned? Compared to this shard, the Misty Moors were so salubrious they could be a resort. 
 
      
 
    But what could I do if I only had a single option left? I’d need to retreat while the shields still held. 
 
      
 
    There’d always be time for dying. 
 
      
 
    Yet I didn’t even have time to get up. I froze, my eyes bulging at the master who had suddenly appeared out of thin air between me and the creature’s husk. Once in position, he raised his guandao in a slow and deliberate motion, and the weapon immediately became a semicircular blur. I had never seen such a lightning-fast attack before. 
 
    In another split-second, the enormous tentacle folded. The blade almost cut it in half, apparently damaging some crucial elements and disabling the appendage altogether. Another moment, and another stalk buckled, crashing into two others that were still reaching towards me. The monster didn’t realize it had a different opponent, or, perhaps, it now had a very strong personal grudge against me. Besides, the master must have seemed like an insignificant nuisance to it—just a piece of metal and a chunk of meat that it could deal with later. 
 
      
 
    The thing’s cavalier attitude towards the new threat was a huge mistake. What Tao did with his guandao was something I couldn’t even dream of, even armed with a magical weapon like Destroyer. A fan with blades of steel, the weapon hacked off or disabled everything it touched. While the master severed some of the stalks, he elegantly dodged others, even if they appeared from the back, where he wasn’t supposed to see them. 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t just any martial arts guru; Tao’s title of Great Master was rightly deserved. I realized full well that even if I matched his attribute and talent embodiments one for one, I’d still lag behind by several orders of magnitude. For him, what was one of the riskiest fights ever to me was a repetition of something he had done, experienced, and thought through before. He was giving the beast a hard time on account of his technique and not numbers alone, serving as a living proof that one was incomplete without the other. 
 
      
 
    When ORDER assigned us our attributes, it amplified what we already had. If someone was feeble and clumsy, they could not hope to become proficient in anything by virtue of mathematics alone. 
 
      
 
    The creature grouped itself and let loose a talent blast a nanosecond later than the master put up a shield in front of himself. But that only provided a brief respite. Not even a Great Master could maintain such tempo for long, hacking away at an enemy like this, driven by his Strength and Stamina alone. Tao said it himself many times with hopelessness in his voice: we were no match for our opponent. 
 
      
 
    Except the master didn’t just try to defeat the monster on his own. This was all part of the plan. Even though the plan went awry when tested in real-world conditions, some of its elements could still be implemented. 
 
      
 
    The Great Master stepped around the remains of the shield, chopping up two more stalk as he went and apparently confusing others. Then he started on the husk with such force that it put my Destroyer to shame. 
 
      
 
    With a few precise slashes, Tao severed some stalks that formed the underlying structural frame, to which smaller shoots seemed to be attached. Then he waved his hand, employing some talent that blew away the entire area weakened by his actions and my Destroyer before that. 
 
      
 
    The creature got so confused by our multi-pronged attack that it stayed put all along, failing to turn the undamaged part of its husk towards us. 
 
      
 
    “Lee!” Tao shouted. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to tell me what to do. I was already up on my feet and running towards the enemy. As I passed the master, he reached out to me with his vambrace-clad arm. That was welcome news. There was no such thing as too many shields.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I jumped right into the beast’s inner cavity through the hole in the hull that the master had made, dodging two smaller stalks that were hurrying towards the epicenter of the events. They probably intended to patch the monster up. 
 
      
 
    Let them, I thought. They could repair the whole damn thing for all I cared. It didn’t matter anymore. I was inside already. 
 
      
 
    All my strength went into that leap. As I was in the air, I yelled, 
 
      
 
    “Master! The supreme technique!” 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t be able to help me any further, so why risk getting caught in the fallout? Retreating was the best he could do. 
 
      
 
    I pushed off one of the “spokes” in flight, landing in a bunch of whitish tentacles—the very ones that grew on top of the giant “potato” in such abundance. They instantly snapped into action, weaving themselves around me from every direction. I barely managed to activate the Large Dissolutions attached to Destroyer as I pointed the weapon down and turned on Stone Sphere. 
 
      
 
    The nearly-used-up shield didn’t matter anymore, now that I had a few seconds of absolute invulnerability. I couldn’t move in this state, but it didn’t prevent me from using Destroyer time and time again. I could do it without moving, as I had already found out in the battle in the dungeons of the prison castle in Clonassis. I gave the mercenaries a good thrashing back then. 
 
      
 
    Experience was important, and it came in handy this time. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t see what was going on around me. The talent could also be called ultimate, but it wasn’t without its drawbacks. The information I got became distorted, and I didn’t understand much. The white tentacles seemed to have taken considerable damage from close blasts of pure power. Some suffered fatal injury, while others were affected less. They didn’t manage to restrain my body completely, and I crashed into the “potato.” It was no problem, however, since at the very beginning, I doubled up in such a way that I wouldn’t fall off of it, and I had Destroyer’s top thrust in that direction. It kept raining blasts. And there was a bomb attached to it whose clock was ticking. 
 
      
 
    That was a special bomb, and the explosive it used could only be found in realms where Life reigned supreme. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know whether the talent stopped working then, or whether I merely got a sensory overload from what followed. The trickle of information, meager enough to begin with, ran out. I lost all awareness of the outside world—and of myself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Plans for the Future 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I came to, I didn’t realize as much right away. The darkness was total, my body was buried under something I couldn’t lift, and my mouth was filled with some sickening sweetish-sour mass. I tried to move and uttered a muffled moan as pain flared up in my shoulder. It felt pretty bad—the arm was either broken or dislocated. 
 
      
 
    As for the rest of me, I had no idea. Where was I? What was happening to me? What was I buried under? And what were the sounds above me? If that direction was indeed above; my spatial orientation wasn’t in its best shape. 
 
      
 
    As I listened in, I still couldn’t understand what the source of the noise was. It seemed like the work of a human being. Don’t even ask me what gave me that idea. I must have observed others at work often enough, and I wasn’t all that lazy myself, so I got round to doing a fair share of manual jobs in my life. So that must have formed some patterns in my mind offering a hint about what was going on at the moment. 
 
      
 
    My gut feeling was right: there was someone at work somewhere above me indeed. I began seeing flashes of light, and the darkness was retreating rapidly. It appeared I wasn’t buried alive, after all. I was underneath a tangled mass of what looked like the “tumbleweed’s” body—a whole bunch of stalks of varying width. 
 
      
 
    It was easy enough to understand how my arm got injured. I thought I should consider myself lucky if that was the only damage I sustained because what had caved in on me from above was, perhaps, equivalent to the mass of several large trees. 
 
      
 
    Who could have thought the creature would lose its shape so completely after the battle? It just turned into a pile of plant matter. A huge pile.  
 
      
 
    There was no doubt in my mind now that the monster was dead. There are no draws in such battles, and opponents don’t decide to just end them and part ways peacefully. It was simple enough: if we were still alive, it was the monster’s luck that had gone sour.  
 
      
 
    The teacher removed the last large stalk on top and looked at me through the whole. 
 
      
 
    “How are you doing down there, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for your concern, Master. I’m just fine.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, why aren’t you helping me?” 
 
    
“I’d love to, but I think my arm is seriously damaged. Also, I’m not sure my back isn’t broken. I dread the very thought of moving.” 
 
      
 
    “And you call that just fine?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Master, you don’t look that good yourself, you know. You’ve got bruises and scrapes all over, and you hardly have any clothes left—just tatters.” 
 
      
 
    “Clothes are but dust and shadows. Everything is dust and shadows except energy. Don’t forget that. Lie still, Lee. I’ll try to examine you.” 
 
    
“Give me a minute, Master, I’ll examine myself. Oh, and could you give me one Lesser Spark, at least? I’m almost sure I could use one.” 
 
      
 
    “Medium, perhaps? Or a Large one?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not hurry, Master. We might get by at a minimum cost.” 
 
      
 
    I was right—there was no need to squander resources. It was just a dislocation. An unpleasant injury, granted, but my skills sufficed for taking care of it. If I applied comprehensive healing often enough, I’d forget about it in an hour or two. 
 
      
 
    And healing would be a necessity. The dislocation wasn’t my only injury; there were enough bruises, abrasions, and small wounds. Two were particularly nasty: a huge spike went right through my calf muscle, and another got lodged deeply into the flesh under my knee. 
 
      
 
    Still, I got off lightly since the rest of the potential damage was absorbed by the chain mail. It wasn’t entirely useless, after all. I just had to avoid getting exposed to arrows, to which it was more like a sieve. 
 
      
 
    I managed to rise a few minutes later. During that time, the master finished off two rather unpleasant scavengers who seemed to be in a hurry to feast on the monster’s lavish carcass. The thing may have scared every living thing around while still alive, but after death it instantly turned into a magnet for the shard’s fauna. 
 
      
 
    I watched the last of the creatures go down, rose uncertainly, and stood still for a moment, getting used to being vertical again. 
 
      
 
    “Master, we’d better clear off,” I said, nodding at the two smaller piles of remains. “This is just the beginning. We might run into stronger scavengers later on.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s dangerous everywhere around these parts,” the master said, not unreasonably. Then he approached and handed me his flask. “Have some potion, Lee. Sorry, I should have thought of that as soon as I dug you out. Here’s your weapon, too. We got lucky—I found the wand as I was digging you out.” 
 
      
 
    “Did it take you long?” I asked morosely. 
 
      
 
    “Not too long. I could have handled it quicker, but something always interfered. These scavengers aren’t the first. There are three more lying over there. They’re weak creatures, but they are most unpleasant.” 
 
      
 
    I took a few good swigs, returned the flask to the master and asked, 
 
    
“And what about the loot?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? Turn around. You’re the victor, so you get to collect the trophies. The Sphere of Life is waiting.” 
 
      
 
    The crystal ball was indeed glistening behind my back. I should have turned around before asking silly questions. But I had suffered quite a thrashing, and my brain wasn’t immune to it, either. Taking such risks and exerting oneself so much invariably resulted in a “hangover” of sorts, when you acted dimmer than you actually were and fumbled over the simplest things. 
 
      
 
    What remained of the big boy covered the area of a few hundred square feet—and that would just be the larger parts. Two Large Dissolutions going off at the same time, combined with a few blasts from Destroyer, resulted in the scattering of carcass fragments over a much larger area. It looked like the aftermath of a deforestation operation where someone had gathered a large number of branches and small trees into a pile with the intent of burning them, but then got sidetracked halfway through it and left, abandoning everything as it was.  
 
      
 
    An enormous crystal ball sparkled in the middle of this mess, waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    The loot was valuable, and some of it turned out to be rather strange. I was seeing some of the things for the first time ever. My head still worked slowly, and I couldn’t remember whether I had ever read anything about them in any books. But even if I had, what of it? You didn’t find much information on the Sparks in the public domain. Or Life Dissolutions, come to think of it.  
 
      
 
    As I got back to the master, I offered him both my hands filled with loot. 
 
      
 
    “Master, we were lucky. We got two Great Sparks at once.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at the loot, nodded slowly, and took one Spark. 
 
      
 
    “Keep the rest, Lee. You’ve earned it.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, this doesn’t seem right…” 
 
      
 
    “I got what I’ve come here for. The rest is yours, and rightly so. Without you, I wouldn’t have accomplished anything.” 
 
      
 
    I was staring at the fortune—or even a hundred fortunes, come to think of it—that I was holding in the palms of my hand, and asked, dejectedly, 
 
      
 
    “So? Is that it, then? Master…” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re talking about getting away from here, you’re right, that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not saying this ends anything else,” the master interrupted me. “Life isn’t the only thing that has cycles. Nothing ever fully ends. So we’re leaving to continue. It doesn’t matter what we do next. Motion is the only thing that’s important.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, master, could you put it in simpler terms? Just this once? My head doesn’t quite work right at the moment. I barely understand one word out of three.” 
 
      
 
    “In simpler terms, we’re heading back to the house above the path. Then I’ll take the Spark down to the valley. My daughter’s waiting for it. Then we’ll continue with your training.” 
 
      
 
    “There are but nine days left, and I wouldn’t be able to do a tenth of what I’ve just seen you do,” I said. “A tenth doesn’t even begin to cover it. A hundredth. If not a thousandth…” 
 
      
 
    “Lee, no one can become part of the flow of Chi that quickly. It’s impossible. It doesn’t matter how well ORDER may have endowed you. There are limitations against which even ORDER is powerless. I can, it turn, say that I’ll apply absolutely all my faculties to teach you as much as possible in as little time as possible. But let me reiterate: the number of days you’re talking about isn’t just ridiculous, it’s absolutely absurd. You won’t manage it. I’d love to help, but it’s impossible. None of your parameters will help. You’ll have to stay with me for longer—a lot longer. And there’s another thing. You didn’t accept my oath. It’s noble of you, but it changes nothing. I’m in your debt now. In your eternal debt. My sword is your sword. And don’t tell me you’ll have no need for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I might, in fact,” I acknowledged the obvious. “I have enemies.” 
 
      
 
    “Name them and they’ll start dying,” Tao said confidently. 
 
      
 
    Judging by what I had witnessed, his confidence was well-founded. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I had to shake my head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Master, I can’t, much as I would like to. I know they’re there, and I have some idea where they are, but I still haven’t learned their names. They’ll let something slip at some point, or I’ll find out something in the course of my research. But so far, I can name no one.” 
 
    
“I’ll be the first one you’ll tell then,” the master said, just as confidently. “Or, at least, one of the first. Whoever they turn out to be, I’m on your side.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, master. Your help is priceless.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t helped you yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’ll have an opportunity. And you’re already helping me. You’re training me—and you’ll keep training me for another nine days.” 
 
      
 
    The master winced. 
 
      
 
    “Balderdash, Lee. I’ve already told you it was impossible to train you in that short a time.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to make do with the time we have, and I’m really short of it. I’ll go to another teacher once we’re done here—one of the best masters of the bow. I plan to study with him for eight days. Four days to get there, eight days to train, and two more to finish my journey. I have twenty-three days left overall.” 
 
      
 
    Tao nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Such training will do you good. You aren’t all that great with the bow. But eight days to learn that sounds just as ridiculous as learning the art of controlling Chi over an incomplete month. You’ve already forgotten everything I taught you. You were acting very directly, without touching energy. You managed to pull it off, for sure, but that was due to luck and your ORDER talents, rather than to the art of becoming one with Chi. I’m telling you this to show you that you haven’t really learned anything yet.” 
 
      
 
    “But I am already half the way there, master. And I have a good memory. I remember everything. And I won’t forget. What I am asking you to do over the remaining nine days is to give me a basis that will allow me to continue my education later on my own.” 
 
      
 
    The master shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know how it might be possible… Lee, please understand, you don’t even realize what you are yourself. Even I can see that you’re a diamond, and I don’t know everything about you. An enormous diamond of fantastic purity and unique and vibrant color. But the diamond is still uncut. It will take years to give you the right shape and develop all your potential. I have a hunch about why you are in such a hurry, and I think I know what date you have in mind. But can’t you postpone it until next year?” 
 
      
 
    It was my turn to shake my head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m really sorry, master, but I can’t. Doing something I intend to do is normal at sixteen. At seventeen, let alone eighteen, it will already be too late. And I don’t even know if they’ll let me have this year. Besides, I don’t want to stand out from the crowd, and I have reasons for it. I can’t waste any more time. I have wasted too much already. I realize that the time I spent training with you was just the beginning, and I’d learn so much more if I stayed longer. But I have staked so much on this date.” 
 
      
 
    I raised Destroyer and aimed it at the lone scavenger rushing towards us over a patch of scorched earth left by the deadly talent of the monster whose very remains were now strewn all across the very same patch. Oh, the irony! 
 
      
 
    My faithful weapon offered no response. 
 
      
 
    Could I be out of charges? But how? I was supposed to have quite a few left. 
 
      
 
    The master took a step towards the creature, his hand casually holding his guandao. I retreated, having no doubts about the outcome of the fight, and turned Destroyer towards me. Shucks! Bad news indeed! 
 
      
 
    Having relieved the lesser monster of its head, the master turned around. 
 
      
 
    “What’s with the profanity, Lee?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, teacher. I couldn’t help it. Destroyer’s… Well… Look. The crystal’s cracked. Destroyer’s broken. It must have been the Dissolutions when they detonated. Or, perhaps, I shouldn’t have used it against that beast’s core at point blank range. It was such a fine weapon…” 
 
      
 
    “Far from fine, Lee. You probably haven’t seen the really fine weapons. But I understand you. It is indeed a pity. But don’t worry. A good Master Artificer would be able to fix that—and a lot more. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I perked up. 
 
      
 
    “Most likely. I don’t see any serious damage there. But it’ll have to be a really good master. And it will cost you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, master. That’s a weight off my chest.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. Walking is much easier without a weight. Will you be able to carry your pack?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, master, I’m fine. As for what we’ve talked about… You do realize we only have nine days, right?” 
 
      
 
    The master nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Nine indeed. And I really have no idea how we might manage it in so short a time, especially since it’ll take us a full day to get back. We’ve wandered a lot and we’re weary, so we won’t be going any faster even if no hostile creatures interfere.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I could train along the way,” I said in a businesslike manner, picking up my pack. 
 
      
 
    My arm was in agony. It could really do with some rest in a sling. But that was out of the question. 
 
      
 
    “Making use of every second is a good thing,” the master said, approval in his voice. “But this day will solve nothing, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I have so many problems that the lack of time required for proper training doesn’t even feel like one.” 
 
      
 
    “How would I know anything about it, Lee? You keep what’s yours to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Well… For instance, I have no idea what kind of a problem I have run into developing my talents. It started after I unlocked the Third Circle of Power. Even a small boost to any talent leaves me floored. It feels like raising twenty attributes at once. I don’t know what the matter is with me and how to develop like that…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve told you about the man that can help you, right? Now I know you’re headed in that direction, so be sure to pay him a visit. He can be trusted. Me, I’m unlikely to be able to do anything about a problem like yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, master. I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
      
 
    As Tao began walking back, towards where we had come from, he asked me, 
 
      
 
    “Your arm, Lee. How does it feel? Does it hurt a lot?” 
 
      
 
    “It does, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s great, Lee.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s so great about it?”  
 
      
 
    “We’ve decided not to waste this day, haven’t we? So we keep on training. When the next creature attacks, it will help you pay less attention to the flesh. When your body lets you down, it becomes easier to understand that energy is the only thing that matters.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even sure I’ll have enough strength to pull the sword out of the sheath. And the talents don’t do anything about the pain. They don’t work well here.” 
 
      
 
    “Trust in yourself and your powers. Have no doubts. Never have any doubts about them. No matter how bad you might feel, Chi will always stay with you. Chi has always been, and will always be. Everything is Chi, but not everyone is aware of it. If you hold on to that awareness and fully become a part of Chi, your bodily ailments will stop worrying you as much. By the way, there’s another scavenger coming our way. A big one. That’s a stroke of luck. So you’re saying you can’t pull out your sword, Lee? But you’ll have to, I’m afraid…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Twenty-Three Days Later 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The horse neighed. The expensive and intelligent animal sensed people even in the dark before dawn. Someone was hiding in the roadside ditch some fifty paces on. 
 
      
 
    Artha wasn’t just the central part of the Rava Empire. It was the spine of the Empire and its historical center. It was the birthplace of Rava’s strongest clans. They spent centuries building up their power, dominating over weaker contenders or destroying them, striking deals with stronger clans or forming alliances to defeat them. 
 
      
 
    Then the Southerners came, hailing from the lands that were no more as a result of yet another cataclysm, which happened so frequently in the days of old. Sometimes it wasn’t just individual countries that got destroyed, but whole geographical regions. 
 
      
 
    The newcomers were no weaklings. They also brought new knowledge and abilities with them, the kind that hadn’t been known here before. Some of their blood got mixed with that of the strongest clans, and thus the entire knot of vipers that was Artha’s aristocracy was formed. 
 
      
 
    The Imperial Family was Rava’s most important clan, unique in its provenance. The outlanders were largely responsible for the establishment of civilization here. And civilization didn’t just stand still. An expansion began, and it was still an ongoing process. The domains of the central aristocrats grew larger, and smaller clans got their share, too. The territories adjacent to the empire were the source of its wealth in one way or another. Rava sucked them dry while continuing with its attempts to establish full domination over those lands. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing unusual about it—that’s how empires did their business.  
 
      
 
    However, if you thought civilization was the equivalent of paradise, you might do well to remember that even the prime examples of Earth civilizations weren’t only known for bringing enlightenment.  
 
      
 
    Besides, there was no light without shadow. 
 
      
 
    And Rava had enough shadowy facets. I hadn’t travelled its territories extensively, but I still saw a few things. In fact, ninety percent of imperial citizens would never see half the area of Rava I had traveled through. Leading fairly uneventful lives, they were confined to a limited territory, which most of them were very unlikely to ever leave. 
 
      
 
    Slavery was formally outlawed in the Empire. Human trafficking was even punished by law. However, that didn’t imply unlimited personal freedom for all. Restrictions are common even in the most liberal democratic societies, and no one would ever call the Empire democratic even as a joke. 
 
      
 
    Peasants were assigned to lands they didn’t own. They were forbidden to travel anywhere without permission they wouldn’t get without a good reason. Most often, this required consent from a clan. Clans could also transfer peasants to the lands owned by other clans for remuneration, essentially selling them, or sell them outright with their land as an extra bonus. 
 
      
 
    Some of the peasants were lucky to be treated humanely by their de facto owners. Others were squeezed dry and subjected to cruel punishments for the tiniest trespasses; those who were just the slightest bit short on their production quotas or fell behind on taxes or levees faced even graver consequences. Poor people worked from dawn till dusk without any holidays, eating the cheapest foodstuffs they could find, and hardly developing their ORDER at all. In many cases they had to invest all their points in Stamina so as not to drop dead from all that grueling labor. 
 
      
 
    Many found that unbearable. Peasant rebellions happened all the time, some of them large-scale and taking months to suppress. Commoners also ran away to the woods and the mountains, trying to lay low there or using their secret lairs as bases of operations for resupply runs or heists. 
 
      
 
     It was a popular belief among the rugged Northerners that all southerners were thieves and robbers. And it wasn’t based on any traditional mistrust of foreigners. Any traveler or merchant who had business to conduct in Rava or other reasons to visit it invariably ran into criminals or signs of their presence. 
 
      
 
    My first contact with the criminal underground of Rava happened as soon as I reached the imperial highroad. That was also the time when I saw criminals under arrest and those who were still unfettered but on their way to the gallows. It was a coincidence, to be sure, but a remarkable one. But I thought there would be no highwaymen that close to the center of the empire, or at the very least, that they would be few and far between. 
 
      
 
    I was wrong. 
 
      
 
    I got attacked twice on my way to the master archer. A lone traveler, by definition, was a prime target, especially if he was a teenager. Of course, any stickup man always ran the risk of choosing the wrong victim and finding himself up against a serious fighter instead, and yes, appearances can be deceptive, but I guess I just looked too promising a target for the dimmer criminals. 
 
      
 
    The attacks didn’t scare me, but they made me uneasy. I didn’t want to leave bodies in my wake; a trail of blood is the easiest trail to follow. 
 
      
 
    So I had to visit Kthan, a perfectly nondescript town. I had reasons not to show my face there, but it was just too convenient a place for a stop. Besides, I only spent about two hours there. That was enough to buy an expensive horse and clothes that weren’t too showy, but nonetheless clearly indicated that I wasn’t a commoner and that I didn’t belong to a moneyed profession, such as a trader. Anyone with an inkling of understanding would suspect I was a traveling aristocrat as outfits such as mine were typical for young nobility, especially during this time of year. 
 
      
 
    However, someone must have failed to pay attention or was desperate enough to abandon all fear. The day before, I got shot at from the bushes when I decided to take a shortcut, leaving the highroad. The brush lining the sides of minor roads was cleared without proper diligence, or not at all, which made things easier for brigands. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sustain any damage. I was close enough to the capital, and the local administrations tried to look even after minor roads in those parts. They didn’t put too much of an effort into trimming the bushes, but one could see clearly for some forty paces to both sides of the road. The distance was negligible even for a novice marksman, but this bandit somehow managed to miss a slow-moving rider. 
 
      
 
    The bandits decided against making another attempt. They dashed off, revealing their presence through shaking branches and the cracking of dry twigs under their feet. They were loud as a herd of moose, so I figured it must have been a sizable gang. It was strange that such a large party wasn’t swinging from the gallows to the last man yet; this part of Rava was guarded much better than the periphery. 
 
      
 
    I saw enough executions. If the brigands got lucky, they were simply hanged. If they didn’t, they got impaled. The bodies were left to rot by the roadside either way so that all the passers-by could witness the efforts of the local law enforcement with their own eyes and noses. Such gruesome sights were frequent, so anyone who had ever traveled along the imperial highroads or the smaller local routes would have their share of such sights. This also added to the stereotype that many citizens of Rava were criminals.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t try to exact any revenge on those bandits, and not just because it would be impossible to chase them through dense vegetation on horseback. I simply saw no point to it. I knew firsthand how harsh life was for Rava’s populace, and I understood those who couldn’t bear it any longer. They may have been criminals, but they were also victims of an unjust system. 
 
      
 
    Had I been born in a family of commoners instead of being transplanted into the body of a young aristocrat, I might have been sitting in some ambush myself right now, waiting for a potential victim, a homemade bow at the ready. Getting worked into a rage at the sight of another pretty boy passing by was perfectly understandable. The temptation to get even for years of poverty and humiliation was just too great. 
 
      
 
    And now there was yet another gang right in front of me. They were completely reckless. My night vision showed the crenellations over a high wall in the distance. The criminals were therefore planning to rob someone in plain sight of the capital’s fortifications. Here, in the safest part of the empire. Patrols walked and rode along these roads regularly, and even roads of secondary importance had bushes cleared away for a hundred paces on either side. If anything happened, mounted guards came quickly and in large numbers. Therefore, would-be criminals were forced to hide in a ditch. It was shallow enough, so the darkness was their only hope. That, and their victim having no night vision talents and, ideally, poor eyesight overall since the darkness wasn’t that dark if the horse could walk through it with confidence. The moon and the stars gave enough light for the paving stones to reflect them. They were cleaned regularly here, so that muck and manure wouldn’t accumulate. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, these people weren’t just driven to despair. They were beyond despair. They weren’t actually trying to shake a few coins for a bowl of rice from an unsuspecting traveler. They were seeking to end their suffering.  
 
      
 
    They had a death wish. 
 
      
 
    And it would be fulfilled very soon. Things were really strict in these parts. 
 
      
 
    But those desperate folks hadn’t quite lost their minds yet, it seemed. Having somehow realized they wouldn’t get lucky with me, they froze in place, hiding their faces close to the ground so as not to reveal themselves by reflected light in the whites of their eyes. They must have prayed to every higher power in existence for me to pass by quickly and without suspecting anything. 
 
      
 
    What did I care for those people? I could indeed pass them by pretending to have noticed nothing. They wouldn’t even think of attacking. They must have realized that a lone traveler riding with confidence at night, and so close to the walls of the capital, was unlikely to be just anyone. The risk of running into someone who could break all the bones in the bodies of five yesterday’s peasants with his one hand was close to one hundred percent. 
 
      
 
    I would have indeed passed them by only a short while ago. I didn’t know what came over me. I stopped and chuckled, watching the hapless brigands trying to press their bodies deeper into the ditch.  
 
      
 
    I got out a handful of imperial marks and dropped them on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “There’s not much here, but enough for you not to go hungry for a few weeks,” I said as the coins clinked on the paving stones. “Take the money and leave. They don’t hang the likes of you over here. You’ll get impaled. I’ve seen what it looks like, and, trust me, it’s a most unpleasant death.” 
 
      
 
    I rummaged in my pocket and threw another couple of marks on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Leave fast. And don’t come back.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nami was the capital of the Rava Empire and one of the oldest cities in Artha. It had seen a lot over the many centuries of its existence, including sieges and assaults. Even though it lay at a considerable distance from troubled lands, its defense was still taken seriously, with new fortifications being built as the city kept growing. 
 
      
 
    The last wall was erected relatively recently, but it was already beginning to grow too tight. Poor people were building lean-tos outside the wall for a few decades now. Once the chaotic sprawl of these unprotected settlements finally began looking more gentrified, the treasury would have to cough up the cash for the protection of such new city quarters. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the place was anything but civilized. The settlements on approach to Nami were a legendary place featured in jokes and rather typical crime stories. You could lose your boots walking through those parts and have a golden tooth pulled out if you smiled too widely, and you’d better leave your purse at home before showing face there. Anything of value tended to disappeared there of its own accord, even when there was no wind to blow it away. 
 
      
 
    As I made my way through that cesspit, teeming with life that it was, even before dawn, hawkers invited me to visit suspicious gambling establishments and smoking dens where you could sample any kind of substances, including those strictly forbidden in Rava. I got a few offers of young girls, and one of a boy. Shady characters watched me pass by with calculating eyes, and I was sure it took them seconds to assess how much they could get for my clothes and my horse. 
 
      
 
    That was a place with lots of character, to put it mildly. 
 
      
 
    I really should have tried to find a halfway decent place in the area where I could wait for the morning. I actually planned on doing just that, but seeing that decency was a nonexistent commodity here, I decided to find lodgings inside the walls. There was bound to be something fitting there. 
 
      
 
    However, there was that gate problem. The gate got locked for the night. You couldn’t even get in on foot. If you were afraid of getting robbed, you could wait at the gate until dawn or offer the guards a small bribe to open the smaller side gate. It was still big enough for a rider, so you wouldn’t run into any problems unless you had a cart. 
 
      
 
    The latter option would be free for me though. They’d open the side gate for a nobleman quickly and eagerly. They’d even apologize for being unable to let me in through the larger gate until dawn. 
 
      
 
    Or so I thought. And that was where I ran into a problem. 
 
      
 
    The lone guard didn’t so much as acknowledge me. He just stood there leaning on his spear. Moreover, he must have dozed off as he only perked up when the horse grunted right above his ears. 
 
      
 
    He jerked, and I saw a young simpleton’s face, perhaps a little older than mine. A greenhorn! Great! How did a dolt like him find his way into the guards? Someone on the inside must have put in a word for him, that’s how. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa! Where are you going?!” the guard prattled in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, where? Do they enlist blind men in the guards now?” 
 
      
 
    I reminded myself I should get back on track with the imperial pomposity. Master Tao didn’t care much for it, but over here you needed to behave like you were the center of the earth. That was the aristocratic manner. 
 
      
 
    But the guy still refused to see the light of day. He hadn’t yet been subjected to a flood of scorn and derision, he was merely ridiculed. He must have been thinking I was a joker, not an aristocrat. 
 
      
 
    “But… You cannot. You absolutely cannot. The gate is locked until dawn.” 
 
      
 
    “Open the side gate. And hop to it. I’m in a hurry.” 
 
      
 
    The guard must have just woken up. He was definitely slow on the uptake. The time for jokes was long over, and he still didn’t understand who was standing before him. He kept on shaking his head, carrying on in the same manner. 
 
      
 
    “No. You cannot. You just can’t. The gate cannot be opened until the morning.” 
 
      
 
    A few coins would turn a “cannot” into a “can” in a moment; just like any other empire, Rava was rife with corruption from the bottom to the very top. Even here, in the capital, you could solve most of your problems with ease if you had money. 
 
      
 
    But paying a plebe to open the gate for a nobleman? It wasn’t funny—it was a matter of something sacred. Namely, the privilege of status. 
 
      
 
    The nobility did not pay for what was ours by right. Paying for it would be unthinkable. Anyone who did it would disgrace his name forever. 
 
      
 
    Turning around and waiting outside would be a disgrace as well. 
 
      
 
    It was my duty as an aristocrat to punish the impudent guard harshly and make sure the damned gate got opened.  
 
      
 
    But to me, he was just a confused young man, slow on the uptake. His older companions must have sent him to stand guard on his own, and were now playing a game of dice. I had good hearing, and there were chuckles and the sound of rolling dice coming from the direction of the guardhouse. It was hard to stand guard on your own for hours, and harder still to do it right before dawn. So he dozed off and his brain nearly disengaged. 
 
      
 
    I could have beaten that idiot up, or even maimed him. It would be my right. There were aristocrats who would have done it without thinking. He might have been in imperial service, but he was a commoner and came that close to insulting a nobleman. No one would bother to investigate such an incident. My word would be enough. 
 
      
 
    But why would I want to do it? I wasn’t pleased with the guard’s behavior, but not to such an extent. Besides, if they launched an investigation, some people would be interested in my identity and demand that I prove I was a nobleman and not an impostor. And I wasn’t sure I’d get away with it on idle talk alone. 
 
      
 
    Once I received the coveted status behind the wall, I’d be able to answer all questions of my identity with a chuckle. But it wasn’t a given that I’d be able to eschew unwarranted interrogation as easily here. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I couldn’t punish him as strictly as I was supposed to, and I couldn’t turn away, either. Speak of unexpected problems. 
 
      
 
    I needed to get to the other side, but without causing a scandal. No matter how this might play out, the last thing I needed was notoriety from the start. I didn’t want any fame at all. A quiet life was a long one. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I raised my voice, hoping that the dice-players would get moving if they heard something was off. There had to be some experienced guards among them who’d read the situation at once. And they’d want a scandal even less than me. 
 
      
 
    “You. Said. You cannot. To. ME?” 
 
      
 
    I put so much scorn and veiled menace in every word I surprised myself. Apparently, I could be on a par with the best toffs in terms of expressing myself if I had to. 
 
      
 
    That was the tone I should have used from the start. The guard instantly shook off the last of his sleepiness as he finally began realizing something.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, that realization made him freeze. He opened his mouth in terror and was just blinking stupidly. He clearly lost the ability to speak for a moment and just stood there bleating quietly. 
 
      
 
    But my plan was a success. Another guard came out of the guards’ house. This one was indeed experienced, and he understood what was happening at once. He picked up a spear that was leaning against the wall and hopped over, placing it on his shoulder for a proper salute. 
 
      
 
    Then he began jabbering. 
 
      
 
    “Kind sir, please forgive my stupid nephew! Please forgive the idiot! Whenever night falls, he loses his mind! I’ll make sure he hears you right the next time, have no doubt about that! Bilo, Gaan! Open the side gate at once! I’m sorry, Sire, you rode up so quietly! We’re really sorry!” 
 
      
 
    And on, and on it went—a stream of apologies and the look of a professional penitent sinner. 
 
      
 
    So that was who had gotten the young lad his place. The head of the guards was his uncle.  
 
      
 
    Anyway, I didn’t give a damn about how they were related. They could all marry each other, for all I cared. The most important thing was that they were opening the gate and I didn’t have to cut off the sleepy guard’s head—or at least an ear. 
 
      
 
    There was no bloodshed and no scandal. 
 
      
 
    I proceeded towards the opened side gate without saying a word to the head of the guards. I didn’t even look around, projecting absolute calm and confidence. There was a scornful grimace to match on my face. 
 
      
 
    But inside I was triumphant. Not just because of a peaceful resolution to a potential conflict. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t pay a single coin or show a single paper to get into Nami during the night. I didn’t even name myself. And the guards would not have known my face. Could many have pulled it off? I wasn’t so sure. 
 
      
 
    So I just passed a small exam. Now I knew for sure that even an experienced person instantly recognized me for an aristocrat. 
 
      
 
    My keen hearing registered the sound of a whack on the head, followed by a low mutter. 
 
    
“You moron! You nincompoop! Don’t you see who it is?!” 
 
    
“I… I didn’t… I…” 
 
      
 
    “Did you forget everything?! Even the dimmest ass knows what days these are! It’s the Great Summer Gathering. The Imperial Qualifiers! Imperial, no less! But you’re worse than an ass! How could my poor sister have given birth to such a complete bumbling cretin? I pity that woman!” 
 
      
 
    Right. So I didn’t only get identified as an aristocrat; the head of the guards understood the purpose of my visit as well. 
 
      
 
    A truly experienced man. 
 
      
 
    The rare lights of a big street shone in front of me. A real city street—not the shantytown outside. I was in the capital. 
 
      
 
    And I was almost certain that the people my destiny was linked to in such an important way were somewhere here. The ones that intended to wipe the Crow clan off the face of Rock. 
 
      
 
    The ones who had visited our manor had to be here as well. 
 
      
 
    So it wasn’t just a city I was entering—it was also a very dangerous trap. I was voluntarily getting close to those I had been evading so fervently for two years. 
 
      
 
    Was it recklessness or stupidity? 
 
      
 
    Perhaps, both. 
 
    
“Excuse me! Kind sir!” I heard a voice behind my back. “Please forgive me, but I need a name. Your name. We have to keep records of everyone who arrives during the night. That’s the order. I’m sorry. So what would your name be, please? How should I write you down?” 
 
      
 
    So I would have to introduce myself after all. Unfortunately, Lee Bruce had no business here. I was about to venture into the lion’s den. Most peculiarly, I wasn’t concerned about it one bit. 
 
      
 
    It had all been thought through before. The decision had been made. The lion’s den it was. It wouldn’t be my first. 
 
      
 
    So what pseudonym should I choose now? 
 
      
 
    “Sir! Your name, please!” The guard said again, imploringly.  
 
      
 
    Without stopping or turning around, I chuckled, and finally responded, 
 
      
 
    “The name’s Chuck. Chuck of Norris Clan.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    There was hardly any air left at all in the port tavern. There was nothing but a pungent stench of vomit, rot, alcohol fumes, bowel gases, and smoke from pipe mixes frowned upon by the authorities. That deadly combo killed flies as soon as any of them flew in. How people survived in an atmosphere like that was indeed a great mystery. 
 
      
 
    The Listener was about to pop out for a breath of fresh air but never quite got to it. He changed his mind at last when he heard an agitated voice that cut above the drunken din. 
 
      
 
    “May they stick a perch up your rotten ass head first if a word of it was a lie! I thought I’d be fish fodder when this cack-handed lad pulled out a magic thing of pure moon gold and sank four galleys!” 
 
      
 
    Those who claim the biggest liars are fishermen, hunters, and those who count enemy losses during a war are wrong. They just never visited establishments of this sort. You heard all kinds of stuff here. For example, just five minutes earlier, one of the sailors was earnestly telling his audience that his skipper didn’t just drown drunk—he was raped in a perverse manner by a giant squid first. The cephalopod allegedly punished the cheapskate for not paying the bonuses on time. The monster must have been sent by the mysterious power of Justice. 
 
      
 
    And you could hear a few dozen such stories an hour. That was a perfectly common occurrence. 
 
      
 
    However, this one made the Listener resign himself to the shortage of oxygen and pricked up his ears. The word “lad” in the context of unusual events was of interest to someone who gathered information about strange young men. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the taciturn Listener joined the small company of salty sea dogs. They welcomed him with open arms since he started with offering to buy everyone a drink. 
 
      
 
    The details weren’t hard to learn after that. Sometimes they didn’t just sound dubious, but altogether impossible; however, there was an interesting leitmotif there. 
 
      
 
    Those sailors did indeed run into an unusual youth, and there was a chance of getting a handsome reward for such information—that is, of course, if you knew someone who was interested in it. 
 
      
 
    The Listener did. 
 
      
 
    That very evening the information was passed on to those who gathered it, and by midnight it was placed on someone’s desk along with a few more reports mentioning other cases—some plausible, some completely absurd. 
 
      
 
    Someone told a story of a thieving youth who didn’t burn in the fire he started when he robbed a house. Another source spoke of a young man who could pull a thread through his ears without damaging the contents of his head. The third report was written in a pretentious manner and completely irrelevant—something about a lad who gave birth to twins and only got identified as a girl after that. The story may have been true: even more bizarre things happened in inheritance cases. 
 
      
 
    The report of a boy with an ancient weapon looked pale in comparison. Besides, there was nothing else available to corroborate it. Clonassis was a complete dump in a dusty corner of the world, and little information came from over there. Besides, what would one look for there if the mystery lad died during a naval fight? 
 
      
 
    Besides, this chap may never have existed and been a mere figment of the collective imagination of the maritime alcoholics. They could tell even wilder tales believing in them earnestly. 
 
      
 
    The search network spread across all of Rava and its adjacent territories. But the network was too large. It picked up a lot of rumors, some of which were of interest. But, unfortunately, there were no secret services with effective analytical departments in Rock. There was no one around to serve as a guiding light or a role mode in the nascent cloak-and-dagger business, so it operated the old-fashioned way—the only way they knew how. 
 
      
 
    Over here, it had always been easier to kill someone than think something through. 
 
      
 
    As a result, the report with something substantial in it remained ignored, just like a few others that pointed towards the quarry, directly or indirectly. 
 
      
 
    The net was indeed enormous, but its cells weren’t fine enough to catch such a small and evasive fish. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The lollipop cost two copper marks. The clothes of the itinerant peddler were worth about two silvers. The wooden planks he used for slippers and the straw hat on his head were worth nothing since they were absolute junk. There were thirty-eight lollipops on the hawker’s tray, costing seventy-six copper marks, all in all. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure about the tray. It was carved from a single piece of wood and had woven straps. The craftsman who made it was nothing special, but the piece looked nice. It was even decorated with a carving. A simple one, but it had a pattern. It wasn’t junk, it must have cost something, too. But how much exactly? A contentious issue, albeit an important one. He’d assume you could ask fifty coppers for something like that, but would you get what you asked for? Personally, he wouldn’t give a single worn-out coin for a carved piece of wood, but one had to consider that virtually everyone was incredibly stupid and would pay real money for total junk. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, he had to factor the stupidity of a large part of Kthan’s population into his calculations. But that was true of every town and village. There was enough stupidity everywhere. 
 
      
 
    But he wasn’t one of those silly folks—he was intelligent, and he knew just what things were worth. Every single one of them. 
 
      
 
    For example, the moon metal cup that stood immediately behind the front door in the school’s main building cost at least a hundred marks—gold ones. 
 
      
 
    Although, in all fairness, that number was not clear-cut either. The item was too unusual, and it was difficult to put a price on those. The purity of the metal was also debatable. Some even said that “moon” was nothing but a name. The school’s founder wasn’t supposed to be affluent enough to leave such a great legacy. And it was supposed to be too large for a modest sage to afford. It was more like a cauldron than a cup. Who would drink from one of those? It was impractical, after all. 
 
      
 
    But an intelligent person would have no doubts. The founder of the school was a great man. That much was indisputable. And a great man would not drink from a simple vessel. A cup that cost a hundred gold coins, on the other hand, was just the right thing. 
 
      
 
    It was a beautiful thing. An expensive one. And it stood right there in the open, unguarded. No one let strangers into the school, but when did that ever stop a thief?  
 
      
 
    His heart ached for the cup. With such a lax attitude to security, it was bound to get stolen. 
 
      
 
    The peddler gave him a hairy eyeball. He couldn’t see the face under a low hood, but the man must have suspected something. 
 
      
 
    He had to turn away, look down, and head off, deciding against buying a lollipop. Two coins were too much. Besides, what was the use of just one? You’d need at least three to get a good taste. 
 
      
 
    Should he return and grab one on the sly? To get an idea of what it tasted like and make an informed decision as to whether the lollipop was really worth the price. If it did, why not buy one? Of course, he would buy it. That’s what he always did. What’s fair is fair: you try it, you form an opinion, and you pay. Both the vendor and the customer are happy that way. 
 
      
 
    It’s just that it would be the first lollipop he had ever bought. And paid for. He felt reluctant to part with his money. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, if the lollipop turned out to be subpar, he wouldn’t have to pay. He’d eat it all, lick the stick, throw it away dejectedly, dreaming of another one, and curse the vendor mentally for blatantly selling wares of low quality. 
 
      
 
    That was indeed the case. The wares were most likely of very subpar quality. But he’d need to check. And swiping two or three at once would be best—that way you could know for sure. Last week he succeeded, and his assessment of lollipop quality was correct. They all turned out to be revolting. But maybe the vendor’s conscience finally awoke and he decided to do something about the taste? 
 
      
 
    He’d definitely need to check. But how? The peddler was throwing unpleasant sideways glances. Could he be looking out for thieves? What a funny guy. Who’d even want his sour lollipops? 
 
      
 
    He’d have to wait for a minute or two—stand aside, turn away, and pretend that the peddler’s wares were of no interest to him whatsoever. The purveyor of inferior confections would tire of being on the lookout all the time, and that’s when he could swipe some lollipops to give them a try. 
 
      
 
    Four lollipops. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, his eyes stayed busy, appraising everything in his field of vision. Unfortunately, there was nothing of interest down below. Worn dirty cobblestones and such, nothing remotely special. The stones were mediocre at best, and even new roughly-hewn replacements wouldn’t yield more than a copper for five of them. And even that would be more than they were worth, and only because the quarry was so far away. In all fairness, you couldn’t even get half the normal price for them, unless you bribed someone at the city hall, or something. 
 
      
 
    They were all for sale, but every one of them had a different price. If you took your time looking, you could always find a suitable option. 
 
      
 
    Ged taught him to train his talents constantly, wasting no opportunity that came his way. So he activated Addressed Tracking. It was a specific talent, and few were interested in it. But he liked it for some reason and learned it when he got the loot that allowed learning a talent. 
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly, the talent got him a response, highlighting the footprint and making him perk up. 
 
      
 
    The talent didn’t just show anyone’s footprints; if it did, everything would be aglow here since hundreds of people went through the market. First you needed to train the talent’s memory on a person close to you or a favorite pet. The talent would subsequently show their footprints or tracks wherever or whenever they were found.  
 
      
 
    And his memory only had a few people in it. He wondered which one of them might have ended up in Kthan. 
 
      
 
    The next moment he gave a start, completely astonished. 
 
    
Ged! Ged had passed through here! And only recently! 
 
      
 
    But how? He stayed in Pentagon all the time. How could he end up here, so far away from the North? 
 
      
 
    Then again… Ged said he had powerful enemies who would sooner or later try to get to him. So they must have gotten to the Pentagon instead, driving him south. 
 
      
 
    His feet carried him forward to study the footprints against his will, while his eyes scrutinized everything they saw, remembering to appraise every item’s value. A useful habit to have if you loved money. 
 
      
 
    Judging by the footprints, Ged visited the horse stables, and then headed to where they sold saddles, saddlecloths, bridles, and other riding gear. He left the market on a horse, not on foot. The footprints stopped there. They were too old. However, after an hour’s search, he managed to find a trace of them near the Western Gate. 
 
      
 
    That’s where he lost track—the talent revealed nothing more, no matter how hard he tried. He ended up exhausting his Shadow reservoir and pausing his search while he waited for it to replenish. 
 
      
 
    During the pause he realized there was no point looking for the footprints any further. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the books Ged kept rereading. He clearly favored some of them over others, no matter how hard he tried to hide it. Then he thought of where the footprints had led, and what lay that way. 
 
      
 
    A smile stretched across his lips. Now he knew where Ged was going, and it meant that his friend would be easy to find. 
 
      
 
    But wouldn’t Ged mind him quitting his studies? Probably not. He was on the run, after all, and so he could use the help of his old and trusted friend. 
 
      
 
    And what was the point of that school, anyway? Everyone there was stupid. For example, they tried to teach him math, which he knew better than anyone. 
 
    
There was nothing to know about it. If you counted everything as money, numbers were a cinch to understand. 
 
      
 
    Ged definitely wouldn’t mind. He’d be glad to see his best friend no longer wasting his time and wearing out his pants on hard school benches. And pants cost four silvers and seven copper marks, which was daylight robbery. 
 
      
 
    His feet were about to take him further south, but then something stopped him right in his tracks.  
 
      
 
    What about the cup? He had been so concerned about the relic’s safety. He kept running around it and straining his eyes looking for thieves. Without him, the precious thing would have grown legs and walked away a long time ago. 
 
      
 
    If he left, that would be it. The greatest treasure would be left unguarded. 
 
    
Therefore, he’d need to save the school relic first. He’d have to get to the founder’s cup before the thieves did. And there were plenty of those in this crime-ridden town. They even swiped lollipops from hawkers two at a time, brazenly. And everyone definitely dreamed of stealing the chalice of moon metal. 
 
      
 
    So let them dream on. He’d save the relic. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t want to leave Ged alone with his problems, but Ged was an understanding sort. He wouldn’t hold a grudge against the rescuer of a valuable cup. And he’d be all right if he wandered on his own for a little while longer. There were fewer dangers here than in the North, and even there he never let a single monster get him.  
 
      
 
    Ged was strong and cunning. His only fault was that he wasn’t very practical. Therefore, he was in dire need of someone competent to manage his finances. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, once the relic issue was taken care of, his capital would be in good hands. 
 
    
Beko turned around, looking at the jumble of stone buildings with greedy eyes. The school and its central manor were behind them, with the founder’s cup glimmering on a tall polished table. 
 
      
 
    His lips twitched involuntarily, and he uttered a single word. 
 
    
“Mine!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Order 
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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/B09JWPTHD9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Facebook group: 

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