
        
            
                
            
        

    Peter of Dwarven Stone Book 4 of The War of Contractia By T.J. Dixon (part of The Chronicles of Contractia)
Author’s Foreword
Please note that all people, places and events in this story are purely fictional.  Any resemblance to any real person, place or event (or anything else) is purely co-incidence.  This is the fourth book in The War of Contractia, which is the first series in The Chronicles of Contractia.
If he is to return home Peter must find and pay a dwarf of sufficient skill to remove Lucy’s curse.  It doesn’t sound like it will be cheap though.  Peter will also cross paths with a dwarven genius who may be able to help, but there is a thin line between genius and insanity.  That is especially true for a dwarven boy obsessed with girls in a society as repressed as Nirvali.
Despite his experiences and talents, Peter is still a boy growing up.  He is beginning to become a bit more aware of girls, but it isn’t just girls and puberty that he must come to terms with.
 



Prologue (Grunti)
I’ve just finished this helmet and it looks fine.  Black stone in the traditional dwarven design, with the magical runes for protection and sight carved in amongst the more decorative flowing curves.  It has been tempered with magical flames and will stop most attacks, but it is boring, so I put down my hammer and pull the lever on the forge.  The flames die down and after a moment they are gone completely.
My dad went home over an hour ago now, so it should be safe.  It is rare that I get the chance, because he normally works until late, so now for some fun!  I close my eyes and create a small lump of black stone.  I change its form so that it is in the shape I want.  Two small black rings, a small link between them and from each ring a long strip of stone.  In other words they are the shape of a pair of glasses, though there is no glass in them.  This is as far as earth magic alone will get me.
I take my enchanted chisel and start to carve the runes, but I am careful to ensure they are hidden on the side that will be facing me.  I then take a small amount of silver and slowly melting it I carefully fill the runes.  I then cover the runes with a very thin layer of black stone.  Lastly, on the side that everyone will see, I carve the runes that a dwarf would expect to see on a pair of glasses without glass.  I don’t enchant them though, because that would interfere with their real purpose.
“Time to try them on!”  I say eagerly and happily do so.  They fit perfectly.  I look at the helmet and focus on the magic in the glasses.  No sooner have I done so than the helmet disappears from my sight.  Perfect!  This isn’t my first attempt, but it is the first time I’ve succeeded.  I smirk and say.  “So now the real fun begins.”
“Doing something stupid again, Grunti?”  My dad says and I gasp in shock.  He is standing a few feet away.  I look up at him, because he is tall at almost four and a half foot.  I am below average for a male dwarf at three foot, though like my dad my belly is rather large at two foot outwards.
“No!”
“I don’t recall your eyesight being so bad that you needed glasses, and the runes I can see with my eyes aren’t even enchanted.  Of course the hidden runes have a really interesting enchantment.”  My dad says with a laugh.
“I thought they were perfect.”  I say with a sigh.
“Most dwarves wouldn’t be able to tell, but you only need one dwarf to realise the real purpose of those glasses and you’ll end up in jail with those outsiders.”  My dad says with an amused smile.
“I’ll have to hide the runes better next time.”  I say with a sigh.
“Already planning for next time?”  My dad laughs.
“Of course.”  I laugh and taking off the glasses I throw them to him.  He pulls the silver out and returns it to our stockpile.  Then he eats the stone.
“Now let’s go home and eat something nice.”
“That sounds good!”  I say with a smile.
 



Chapter 1 (Peter)
It seems unwise to have Dairon look for work, given the history between dwarves and elves.  It is an opportunity for him to try to teach Elucia though.  If anyone can teach her to control her magic, perhaps Dairon can.  There is a large area for magical training that anyone can use, so I had Kai show them where it is.  Lucy went with them, because she wanted a chance to see what Elucia is doing wrong.
“I’m back!”  Kai calls out as she comes through the door.
“Welcome back.  Now to find some work for the two of us.”  I say.  It is only our first day out of jail, but we don’t want to starve!
“I popped into the main forge on the way back and it seems they need an errand boy.  Until we can find something better it would earn enough to pay for food.  Would you be interested?”  Kai asks.
“An errand boy.  I’ll do it, but only until we find something better.”  I say disheartened, but also relieved.  “What sort of errands?”
“I don’t know, but it didn’t sound like it would be anything too difficult.”  Kai tells me.
“What about you?”  I ask.
“I’ll have to keep looking.  They made it clear they weren’t interested in hiring someone as tall as me.  They were a bit concerned that you might be too tall until I told them your height.  I might have more luck with an outdoors job, perhaps at the market.”  Kai says.
“So when can I start working at the forge.”  I ask.
“As soon as you can get there.  I’ll show you the way, but you’re on your own once you go inside.”  Kai says and I follow her out of our small home and onto the street.  Like our home and the rest of the city it is lit by a dim white light that doesn’t seem to come from anywhere in particular.  There are lots of doors in the stone, all more or less evenly spaced.  On the other side of the street there are small stone buildings that are probably homes like ours.  They have similar doors to ours too.
“They all look the same.”  I say.
“They each have a number carved into the base of the door.  Ours is number three, though it is written in dwarven runes so you would have trouble reading it.”  Kai says.
“It is a good job they talk the same language we do.”
“They are talking dwarven.  You must be using translation magic.”  Kai says and I blink.  I didn’t realise that I even had translation magic for the dwarven language.  I don’t for the elven language, though thankfully Dairon and the other elves I captured all knew Contractian, which I am already using translation magic for.  “Try reading the number down there.”
“Is this the number?”  I ask pointing at a few odd lines that go through a small circle.
“Yes, so you can’t read it then?”  Kai asks.
“Sorry, but I wouldn’t even know it was a number if you hadn’t told me.”  I say apologetically.
“Well never mind.  We’re third from the jail so it should be easy to find our home again.”  Kai says and we head that way.  Kai points at a large red sign with three vertical black lines.  It reminds me of the jail bars so I should remember that.  “Now follow me, and try to remember the way.”
The streets all look very much the same but I keep my air senses open as we walk and notice a few hints that should help guide me home later.  Something seems odd though.  “Why aren’t we passing anyone?  Shouldn’t these streets be full of dwarves?”
“These streets will be really busy when you return home.  Everyone is working at the moment, but they’ll all be going home, or wherever they need to, when you finish work.  You’re not allowed to port so you’ll need to walk home through the crowds.”  Kai tells me.
“Are there any rules against using flight magic?”  I ask.
“No, but it would be better not to, because you’ll stand out too much if you do that.  We should try to keep our heads down.”  Kai warns me.
“It’s a pity I can’t just do bounty hunts like I did in Contractia.”  I say with a sigh.
“You don’t have a license, or the money to buy one.”  Kai reminds me.
“I know.  I hope we can earn enough to get one.”
“This is the forge.”
“That wasn’t far.  I should be able to find my way back.”  I say and look up at the black stone building.  It is large but not that tall.  It is as wide as most of the streets we passed, but only about six feet tall.  There are lots of small chimneys belching out smoke.  The chimneys are each only about a foot tall.  With my air sense I count four hundred chimneys and I can tell the building is five times as long as it is wide.  In other words it is huge.  I hope I don’t get lost inside it!
“Well, good luck!”  Kai says and leaves me standing here.
“Wait, how will they know I’m the boy you told them about?”  I protest.
“How many human boys do you think there are in this city?”  Kai asks over her shoulder without stopping.
“True.”  I say and look at the stone door.  It is about ten foot wide and reaches the very roof of the building.  It is also really heavy, so I use earth magic to open the door.  That’s not my strongest element, but it would be difficult to open this door with wind magic.
“Welcome.”  Says a male dwarf in the same black armour everyone seems to wear.  He is sitting behind a short desk just the other side of the door.  The desk extends about twenty feet in both directions.  The dwarf has green eyes, black skin and golden hair just like all the other male dwarves I have seen.  At this point I’d be surprised if his skin or hair were any other colour.
“Hello.  I’m Peter and I was told there was a job for an errand boy.”  I tell him nervously.
“That’s right.  One of the smithy masters got sick of his old errand boy, so there happens to be an opening.  Follow the light to Grundle’s forge.  Be careful of his guard though, it bites anyone who gets too close.”  The dwarf says and a line of bright white light appears on the floor.
“Thank you.”  I say and follow the light.  This place is a maze of winding tunnels and it seems Grundle’s forge is really deep within that maze.  I pass lots of small doors on the way but eventually the light reaches a door and stops.  I don’t see or sense any guards so I knock on the door.
“Who’s there?”  A gruff dwarven voice calls out.
“I’m your new errand boy!”  I call back.
“Well, come in, but mind Pebble.”  He calls back.  I open the door and look around for ‘Pebble’.  He laughs and points at a stone to the left of the door. “That’s Pebble, over there.”  It is about twice the size of my head, so I’m not sure how it got the name Pebble!
“Ah, thanks.”  I say and keep to the right, well away from Pebble.  The dwarf is standing by a large black metal anvil.  He looks very much like all the other male dwarves and is wearing the same black stone armour.  His eyes are green and he is about half a foot shorter than I am, so about four foot tall.  He is probably about two foot wide and a foot and a half deep.  His long white beard looks a little singed.
“I’m Grundle, and you’re name is?”  He asks gruffly.  It seems to be normal for dwarves to act gruffly.
“Peter.”
“Peat?”  He asks with a laugh and creates a little to demonstrate.
“No.  Peter, not peat.”  I tell him firmly.
“Well, I’ll just call you boyo then.”  He says with a hearty laugh.  I shrug.  It doesn’t really matter what he calls me.
“So what do you want me to do?”  I ask.
“You know any magic?”  He asks.
“Yes.  Wind magic is my strongest element.  I can use all the elements to some extent and I learnt some dimensional magic whilst I was in Contractia.”  I tell him.
“Wind magic is good.  Just sit there by the forge and feed air to my flames when I tell you.  As much as you can.”  He says.
“As much as I can…?  Wouldn’t that be a problem?”  I ask nervously.
“Why?”  He asks.
“The flames would fill the whole room if I do that.”  I tell him.  He laughs with one hand over his stomach.
“You’re confident!  Well don’t kill us, but feed plenty of air to the flames when I tell you.”  He says and walks over to the forge.  It is a square hole in the wall with black metal lining the edges.  There is a chimney for the smoke to leave and the base is covered in coal.  Grundle creates a black metal sword using earth magic and then holds it in the forge.  His hand is worryingly where the flames will be.  “Be ready.”
“Ok.”  I say nervously.  He summons flames.
“Now!”  He says.  I increase the air a lot, just like he asked.  The flames surge but he focuses them around the sword and they never touch his hand.  “More air.”  So I add almost as much as I can.  “Less air!”  He shouts as the flames almost wrench themselves out of his control.  I reduce the air.  “That’s better, keep that level of air.  Just a bit longer, almost there, almost… stop!”
I stop increasing the air and he stops the flames with fire magic.  He pulls the sword out of the forge and examines it carefully.  It is red all over from the heat.  He uses earth magic and then water magic.  The water turns to steam the moment it drops onto the sword.
“Is it ok?”  I ask.
“Yes, that was perfect.  Now, just another couple of hundred by the end of the day.  You wouldn’t believe how many the army get through each day, and they aren’t even fighting anyone.  Just training, training and more bloody training.”
True to his word we really do make another two hundred swords.  Two hundred and three to be precise, as I keep a count.  I have no idea what the point of this process is, but I assume there must be a point.  I certainly hope that there’s a point to it!
“That’s it for today.  Be here at five o’clock in the morning tomorrow though.”  Grundle says.
“Five o’clock?”  I ask confused.
“You don’t know how to tell the time?”  He asks.
“I don’t sense a dimensional time keeper.  I can keep track of time with my body’s timekeeper, but only if I focus on it.”  I tell him.
“Well, take this then.”  He says and takes a ring of black stone out of his pocket.  There are three smaller stones moving around it, one black, one red and one blue and each moving at a different pace just like at the prison.  I guess this must be what a clock is.  “When the black stone reaches the mark for five it is five o’clock.  It has an alarm set just before five o’clock so it will tell you and you should be thinking about leaving then.  Are you far from here?”
“No, not far.”  I tell him.
“That should give you enough time to be here then, as long as you don’t take long getting ready to leave.”
“Don’t worry, it only takes me a moment to get ready.”  I tell him with a smile.
“Well, don’t be late.  You’ll want paying, I suppose?”
“Yes, sorry.”  I say.
“No need to be sorry, we’ve all got to eat.”  Grundle says with a laugh and pats his plump belly.  “You did a good job today, but we’ll be starting on the real work tomorrow, so make sure you are well rested and not suffering from hunger pains.  You can have ten blue coins for today’s work.”  He then puts his hand through his armour as if it wasn’t there and when he pulls it out again he is holding ten bright blue crystal coins.
“Thanks.”  I say.
“Don’t let anyone con you.  Those coins are each worth a good meal.  If you cook it yourself you could feed a family of six or seven with just one coin.”  Grundle tells me.
“That’s a lot of pay for just one day’s work.  Not that I’m complaining of course.”
“It’s less than what a dwarf would expect for the work you did today.  I may have hired an errand boy, but the work you did was that of a skilled helper.  Not that I’ll pay you any more than this.  You’ve set my expectations now though, so I hope you can live up to them.”  Grundle says with a shrug.
“I’ll do my best.”  I say with a smile.
It seems that Kai wasn’t exaggerating.  The crowds on the way home cover the whole of almost every street.  I am a little taller than most of the dwarves, but only slightly and some are just as tall as I am.  I even see one dwarf who is a couple of inches taller than me.  Everyone is elbowing and pushing their way through the crowd, so it is hard going.  I really wish I had my left arm back to protect myself and sometimes I fear I am going to be pushed over.
Eventually I arrive at the jail and go down our street, which is a lot less busy than the other streets.  I breathe a sigh of relief when I reach our home.  I eagerly push the door open and find an unexpected sight.  In front of me is Elucia struggling to get her little black top past her head.  She is covered in sweat so I assume she was working hard, but more importantly her top now covers her eyes, leaving the top half of her body completely bare.  I just stand there stunned and I start to feel a tingling sensation unlike anything I’ve felt before.
Suddenly Elucia pulls the black top past her eyes and her cheeks go bright red.  She covers her breasts with both arms and stands there like that.  After a few moments she recovers her senses and glares at me.  “Shut the door!”
“Ok.”  I say.  I turn shut the door and start to turn back towards her.
“No, don’t face me!  Face the door and wait until I say it’s ok to turn around again.  It’s bad enough that I have to wear this ridiculous outfit, without a perverted little boy peeking at me!”  She yells.
“Don’t worry, there wasn’t much for him to see.”  Lucy laughs.  I didn’t even notice Lucy was there.  I don’t know why I was so stunned to see Elucia like that, but even thinking back to it leaves me feeling weird.
“Shut up, you stupid little fairy!”  Elucia yells sounding really upset, but Lucy just laughs.
“I’m really sorry Elucia, I didn’t mean any harm.”  I tell her.
“I’ll throw something at the next person who speaks!”  Elucia yells.  So I shut up and focus on the door.  It seems really interesting now.  A few minutes pass with nothing but the sound of Lucy sniggering.  Finally Elucia quietly tells me.  “You can turn around now.”
“Thanks.”  I say and turn to face her.  Elucia’s face is bright red still, but her black top is back in place and the sweat is gone from her body.  She was obviously removing it to wash.  Since this place is only one room though, there isn’t anywhere private to wash or do anything.
“Next time, knock and wait for an answer.”  Elucia tells me with a sniff.
“Ok.”  I reply looking down at the floor.
“Well, just make sure you do.  Anyway, how did your day go?”  Elucia asks.
“It was hard work, but it went well and I got to use wind magic, even if it was just to feed the flames.”  I tell her.
“You weren’t the only one who got to use magic today.”  Elucia says with a smile.
“It sounds like your training went well.  How far did you get?”  I ask.
“I now have full control over basic magic of all elements.”  Elucia says with a grin.  I blink.
“Even fire?”
“Even fire.”  Elucia nods.
“How did you make such quick progress?”  I ask stunned, remembering all our fruitless efforts previously.  Dairon and Lucy are better than I thought.
“It seems this ridiculous outfit helps channel and control my magic.  So it seems I have to keep wearing it even when we have enough money to afford something a bit more…”  Elucia says looking down at her clothing in disgust.  Small black shorts not even halfway down to her knees and an even smaller black top that only covers her breasts.  At least when it is on her properly, rather than just over her eyes.  I blush thinking about it.  “You just thought something dirty, didn’t you?”
“No!”  I protest.
“Like he would bother.”  Lucy laughs reminding us of her presence.
“So is Kai not back yet?”  I ask.  It is a stupid question, because I can clearly tell Kai isn’t back yet, but at least it serves as a distraction.
“No, but she left a note.”  Lucy answers pointing at a piece of paper near the door.
“What does it say?”  I ask.
“She’ll be back soon after the rush hour and she’s bringing some food with her.”  Lucy tells me.
“That’s good.  If she’s bringing food we can keep the money I earned today.  So where’s Dairon?”
“He was embarrassed to get beaten by Elucia, so he’s training.”  Lucy laughs.  I blink.
“You beat Dairon?”  I ask Elucia in amazement.
“It was just luck.”  Elucia says with a blush.
“It was her sheer power.”  Lucy says with a laugh.  “Dairon has perfect control, but Elucia is as elegant as a war hammer.”
“I wasn’t that bad!”  Elucia protests.
“Sometimes a war hammer is exactly what you need.”  Lucy says with a smile.
“I don’t want to be compared to a war hammer!”
“I wasn’t comparing you.  I was comparing your magic, but if you want…”  Lucy laughs.
“No.”  Elucia says firmly and glares at Lucy, who just giggles.
The door opens and turning I see Dairon enter followed by Kai.  So we’re all back now.  Kai is carrying a black stone bag.  I am amazed at all the uses of this black stone.  That stone can be flexible enough to form bags and gloves is ridiculous, but the evidence is right in front of me.
“Anyone hungry?”  Kai asks, but it is only a joke.  None of us have eaten a proper meal since we got here, so we are all really hungry now.  Not as much as I was at the arena when I was a slave, but this is bad enough.  Kai uses earth magic and forms a black metal pot large enough to fit a person in.  “Dairon, fill this with water.”
“Ok.”  Dairon says and the pot is instantly full of water.
“Now to add the worms.”  Kai says and to my horror she empties what look like worms into the pot.  They are wriggling so clearly still alive.
“They’re not really worms are they?”  Elucia asks concerned.
“Do you not like worms?”  Kai asks sounding surprised.
“Are you serious?”  Lucy asks sounding just as concerned as I am.
“Yes.”  Kai says sounding innocent and confused.
“We need to eat, so we can’t waste them.”  Dairon says sounding no more enthusiastic than the rest of us.
“If you’d prefer I can get something different next time.”  Kai says with a shrug and lights a fire under the pot.  “You’ll change your mind once you taste boiled worm meat though.”
Elucia looks up at the ceiling and asks with a desperate laugh, “What did I do to deserve this?”
“Just be grateful you’re getting anything to eat.”  Kai says sounding a bit annoyed now.  “To think I carried this ungrateful girl to safety, and now I work all day to earn enough to feed everyone… and this is how she thanks me.”
“Sorry.  I am grateful but, worms…”  Elucia says with a sigh.
“They’re ready.”  Kai says and forms a small black stone dish.  She scoops out some of the boiled worms and hands me the dish.  It has five large worms in.  “They taste best hot, so don’t wait for everyone.”
“Um, ok.”  I say and pick up a worm.  It is slimy and starts to dissolve in my hand, but I get it to my mouth and bite with a wince.  I smile and say, “It actually tastes nice.”
“I’m next.”  Lucy says and takes the small dish that Kai hands her.  She takes a bite and her face is comical.  “You said it tasted nice!  You stupid boy!  Idiot!  I’m never healing you, ever again!”
“You don’t like it?”  I ask with a grin.
“No, I don’t like it!”  Lucy says.  Dairon takes a nervous look at his dish of worms and takes cautious bite.  He winces and sighs before taking a second bite.
I return my gaze to my own dish and slowly devour a worm.  It really tastes awful, but it is food and once I am finished I do feel better for having eaten a proper meal.  Well, sort of proper.  I look around and only Elucia is still eating.  She winces every time she takes a bite but eventually she does finish.
“I was paid with these.”  I tell Kai and show her my ten blue crystal coins.  She looks at them, rubs her eyes, and then looks at them again.
“That’s twenty times what I was paid today.”  She says with a laugh.  “We really can eat better than this tomorrow.  Perhaps double the amount of worms.”
“No worms!”  We all protest at once.
“Just joking.  I’ll hang onto those.  That will pay for meals for the next ten days.  If you work for the next seven days at the same rate you’ll be able to afford a bounty hunter permit, but I doubt you’d earn more from bounty hunts than your wages.”  Kai tells me.
“Perhaps Dairon, Lucy and Elucia could do the bounty hunts whilst we continue working where we are.  I don’t think I can do this forever though.  Even though I used wind magic, I was bored out of my mind today.”  I tell her.
“It would probably make more sense for me to do the bounty work too.  I don’t earn as much as you.”  Kai says.
“Ok.  Now I need to start work at five tomorrow.  Is that long from now?”
“It’s not for a while, but you should get some sleep right away.  I didn’t even know the forge opened that early!”  Kai says in a panic.
 



Chapter 2 (Multiple)
(Grunti)
I wake to the smell of crispy fried fungi.  My favourite!  Now if there was a young, scantily clad female dwarf cooking the fungi my morning would be perfect.  I climb out of bed, open my bedroom door and find it is just my dad at the cooker.  I shrug.  It’s not like I actually expected to find a scantily clad dwarven girl cooking my breakfast.  That only happens in dreams.
“Is something wrong?”  Dad asks.
“You really should hire a young dwarven girl to cook for us.”  I tell him with a sigh.
“We’ve been through this before.  Dwarven girls can’t cook and even if they could cook, hiring one would cost a fortune.”  Dad says.
“Like I always tell you, just claim it as a business expense.  You are a smithy lord, so something like that is a perfectly reasonable expense.”  I tell dad but like always he just doesn’t get it.
“There’s no way that I could do that!”  Dad protests.
“The fungi are close to burning.”  I tell him and he turns his attention back to the food.  He may not look appealing, but his food is the best.  Maybe I should invent a form changing device for him to overcome the weakness of not being a young girl.  Wait… no way!  He’d still be my dad, so that wouldn’t work.  He’ll just have to train a girl to cook.
“The fungi are ready.”  Dad says and carries two large plates of fungi to the table.  I wait until he has placed the plates down.
“You should make me a sister.”  I tell him.
“What?!”  He asks.
“It’s the only solution.  That ways she could cook well and look pretty doing it.”  I say.
“You realise even if that was possible, she’d still be family.  You shouldn’t treat a blood relative like that!  It would be like looking at me like that.”  He tells me.
“That would be bad, but what if you created an artificial young female body and give it an artificial intelligence?”  I say and skewer a large fungus with my fork.  I put the whole thing in my mouth and chew as dad shakes his head.
“The only person who could do that would be you.”  Dad says with a sigh.
“Can I have the week off to do it?”  I ask.
“No!  We have five important orders to complete today alone.”
“Which is more important though, that, or a girl to do our every bidding?”  I ask.
“The orders!”  Dad tells me.  He just doesn’t get it, but it just means I’ll have to do it in my spare time.  The body isn’t too hard, though making it perfect will take a bit more effort.  The problem is the artificial intelligence.  Of course the other problem is that dad works me to the bone so I have very little spare time.  This is going to take a while.
“What about next week?”  I ask.
“No.”  Dad tells me firmly.
“The week after that?”
“No!  You can’t have any week off.”  Dad tells me.
“Slave driver.”  I say as I chew on my fungi.
“Don’t talk with your mouth full, or you’ll never get a girl.”  Dad tells me.  I almost choke at his harsh words.
“Don’t say such evil things!”  I scold him when I have finished my mouthful.
“Girls don’t like dwarves without manners.”  Dad warns me.
“I have lots of manners.  As long as it doesn’t involve food I’m the model of politeness.”  I tell him.
“Food is important though.”  Dad tells me.
“Fine, but I’ll save that for when I’m with a girl.”
“That’s too late.  Bad habits can’t just be discarded like a bad lump of rock.”  Dad tells me.
“Fine, fine.  I’ll be polite now then.”  I say.
“I bet you forget before you finish your fungi.”  Dad says with a hearty laugh.
“I’m not going to forget!”  I tell him and skewer another large piece of fungi.  I just about get it in my mouth.
“There’s a scantily clad girl!”  Dad says.
“Where, where!?”  I ask with my mouth still full and look all around.
“Just kidding, and you forgot your manners already!”  Dad laughs.
“Evil.”  I mutter with my mouth still full.
“You should really lose weight if you want a girl.”  Dad tells me.  I finish my mouthful before answering.
“You’re not fat unless you’re bigger outwards than upwards.  Anyway, better fat than tall.”  I tell him.
“Much better fat than tall!  Even so, girls want a dwarf that is neither fat nor tall.  Also, the outwards and upwards comparison is the medical definition of unhealthily fat.  Girls don’t go by that definition when choosing a boyfriend.”  Dad tells me.
“Any dwarf can be thin, but how many dwarves can do even half of what I can.”  I tell dad.
“Most dwarves can’t do one percent of what you can, but most girls would rather have a healthy dwarf than a fat genius.”  Dad tells me.
“Girls are evil!”  I tell dad.
“That they are.”  Dad says with a sad nod.  For once we agree on something about girls!  Now for those business expenses…
(Lucy)
Dairon and Elucia are both training together again today, but I will be looking for a dwarf capable of removing my curse.  Until I can find one we have no idea how much it will cost, or even if it’s possible to remove my curse.  Just because the dwarf who freed us said there are dwarves who can, doesn’t guarantee that there actually are.
I was amazed at Elucia’s control yesterday.  It seemed to be because of her clothing, but I’d like to know exactly what those clothes do and how.  I can understand most enchantments, but this is complex enough that only an alchemist could understand it.  So for now it’s just going to be one more mystery niggling at the back of my mind.
At least I don’t need to worry about Elucia blowing up anything.  Like the city.  The only magic we aren’t going to be able to teach her is dimensional magic, because it is banned in Nirvali.  Dimensional magic leaves traces that elemental magic doesn’t. Using it would risk revealing the city to outsiders.  Now the enemy have taken control of the temple that is even more important than ever.
Everyone else has already left, but I was tired and am in no particular rush.  There is no point waiting any longer though, so I slowly stand and then quickly wash myself with magic.  I yawn and take a look at the pot that damned half dwarf used to cook the worms.  Worms!  I’m a noble, not a bloody fish!
I fly to the door and open it with earth magic.  I close it behind me the same way.  The air outside seems fresher, even though we are still inside.  I noticed it yesterday too, but I was busy wondering what damage Elucia was going to do.  Alone and in no rush I open my senses.  “Ingenious.  A wind magic based air filtration system that is purely powered by the earth’s natural mana.  Not even a trace of dimensional magic, and no increase to the mana flow, just elemental conversion.  This would be completely undetectable, unless you were already inside the city.”
I have nowhere in particular to go so I just fly along random streets, starting with our own.  In our street the homes on our side are all carved into the wall of the cavern.  All you can see are the doors, which are very unevenly spaced with just short gaps between some and others a lot further apart.  Most of the homes are shielded from my elemental and dimensional senses, so I can’t tell whether this is just because there are big gaps between some homes, or whether some are just much bigger than others.  If it is because they are bigger than others, then some are probably even bigger than my mother’s mansion.  It could even be that they aren’t homes at all.  Perhaps they might be storage facilities or something else entirely.
In other streets the homes are almost all identical, with the exception of the markings at the bottom of each door.  I am impressed how the dwarves carved these homes with such precision.  Between streets there are often significant differences.  Some streets are obviously for richer dwarves, because the houses are huge, although very few buildings look tall enough to have more than one floor.  In other streets the houses are just as tiny as ours, so probably only contain one room.
Like in our street the buildings are shielded and have no windows, so I can only make an assumption based on their size.  Every building is made from the same black stone, obviously because it was easiest to simply carve the buildings out of the natural stone already here.
The streets are empty of people so it feels a bit eerie.  A bit like flying around a ghost town.  The white light that just hangs around everywhere, without really coming from anywhere, adds to the sense of eeriness.  I hover motionless and listen.  It isn’t just quiet.  It is silent.  Spooky.
“From what Kai said everyone is working, but I am amazed that there isn’t at least someone here.”  I say and shake my head.
“The people who aren’t working are in a tavern, at home or at the market.”  Says a mischievous sounding deep voice.
“Who are you?”  I ask turning.  Not seeing anyone I frown and ask.  “Where are you?”
“Down here.”  He says.  I look down and see a black head with short golden hair and piercing green eyes sticking out of a hole directly below me.  “I like the way you use magic to obscure the vision of anyone peeking up your skirt.  It would be an even better view if you didn’t though.”
“Who are you?”  I ask coldly and fly a bit away from him.
“I’m Grunti and I’m a genius, but I’m much more interested in you.  I’ve never seen someone so small or so cute.”  He tells me with a mischievous grin.
“And why aren’t you at work, or at a tavern, or the market, or at home?”  I ask with a frown.
“Because those are the first places my dad would look.  Anyway, there aren’t any girls as cute as you at any of those places.”  He tells me.
“So, Grunti the self-professed genius, do you know why I’m so small?”  I ask.
“It’s an obvious curse, though quite a powerful one.  Who’d you piss off?”
“That doesn’t matter.  He’s dead now though.”  I say with a shrug.  “What does matter is whether you know how to remove it.”
“Why would you want to do that?”  He asks.
“Why?  Who would want to be stuck this small and unable to use their full power?”  I ask, rather stunned that he would even need to ask.
“The power issue would be annoying, but most dwarven girls would love to be that small.  I’d certainly love for them to be.”  He says with a wishful smile.
“Enough with your sick fantasizing, can you remove my curse or not?”  I ask with a scowl.
“Yes, but I’m not going to.”  He says.
“Because you want paying?”  I ask.
“No, I’d do it for free for such a cute girl, if it wasn’t for the fact that it would destroy that cuteness.”  He tells me.
“So how much do you want?”
“I’m not doing it.  It would be a crime against dwarvenkind, no, against reality itself.”  He tells me overly dramatically.  Then his head ducks down into the hole.  I dart into the hole a moment before it is filled in with the same black stone that must have been there before he popped his head up.  We are now basically in a small cavern under the ground.
“Now you wait here, mister dwarf!”  I yell at him.
“I’m not unshrinking you!”
“Then unseal my powers without unshrinking me!”
“I suppose I could do that.  It would be a pain though.  What’s in it for me?”  He asks.
“What do you want to be in it for you?”  I ask cautiously.
“How about you serve me from now on?”  He suggests.
“Do you have a death wish?”  I ask sweetly.
“You don’t have your full powers right now.”  He reminds me.
“I still have enough power to kill a perverted genius.”  I tell him.
“If you do that though, who will return your power?”
“Someone who isn’t perverted.”  I answer with a shrug.
“I don’t think I’m perverted.”  He says with a frown.
“Says the dwarf who tried to look up my skirt!”
“That was my stone given duty.”  He says sounding like he actually means it.
“Never mind, just open up the hole in the ground again.”  I say with a sigh.
“If you aren’t going to serve me, how about another cute girl.  No bigger than you of course.”  He says with a nod and a smile as if he has come up with a perfect solution.
“Are you sure you’re not just an idiot, who says he is a genius?”  I ask with a frown.
“What was wrong with my suggestion?”  He asks.
“How many girls do you think there are as small as I am?”  I ask shaking my head in disbelief at his stupidity.
“Oh fine, I’ll make you your power amplifier.  I’ll drop it off at your home.  Number three if I recall correctly, near the jail.”
“How do you know that?”  I ask.
“That was where you started your little flight today.”  He says whilst scratching his head.
“You were following me the whole time?”
“Only since you started talking about the air filtration system my father’s father invented.”  He says.  I blink.
“You’re the grandson of the dwarf who invented that?”
“Yes.”  He says calmly like it is nothing.
“Maybe you really can help me.  How long will it take?”
“Well, first I need to design the amplifier, and then…  I’d say about half an hour.”  He tells me.
“Half an hour…  I’ll be eagerly awaiting this power amplifier.”
“See you then.  I don’t suppose you could remove that enchantment on your way home?”  He asks.
“What enchantment?”
“The one that spoils my view.”  He says with a smile.
“No…”
“Pity.  Oh well, see you.”  He says and opens a hole to the street above us.  I fly up through it and look back, but the hole is already filled.
“See you.”  I say shaking my head one last time.  Then I race through the empty streets to get back to our temporary home.  Of course there is nobody there when I do get back.
(Grunti)
I inscribe the last rune into the emerald and fill it with magic.  I close my eyes and create a chain of round jade stones linked together by a string of flexible black stone.  The chain moulds to the emerald without spoiling the enchantment.  Perfect.  That is the part that is easiest to mess up, so I breathe a sigh of relief.  It took ages to form an emerald suitable for enchantment, so it would have been a pain to have to make another one.  I’ll shrink it to the right size when I put it on her.  It gives me an excuse to accidentally touch her.
Now I just need to get there and do this before dad finds me.  He’ll be annoyed when he does, but he’d probably forgive me if he saw how small and cute she was.  I didn’t even think to ask her name.  I’ll have to ask when I give this to her.
“Grunti.”  An exasperated voice says.  I look up at my dad.
“I just need to take this to a cute girl, and then I’ll be right back.”  I tell him and start to focus my earth magic on creating a tunnel.  Then he grabs my left wrist.  Thankfully the power amplifier is in my right hand.
“Five important orders...  I told you we had five important orders to complete today and I even cooked your favourite fried fungi this morning.  Despite all that you go off and waste time creating…  What in Nirvali is this?”
“A power amplifier for the cute girl.  She’s been cursed into a fairylike form.  Even you would be moved if you saw how small she is.”
“What exactly does this power amplifier do?”  Dad asks sounding rather intrigued.
“Exactly what you think it does.  Her soul is still producing power like normal, but her body is too small to allow her to actually store much of it without incinerating herself.  If she channels her power through a power amplifier, although she can’t store any more power, she only has to use a small amount of power to create an effect that would normally use lots of power.”
“What would happen if you channelled lots of power through this?”  Dad asks.
“It would blow up, destroying the world.”  I tell him with a shrug.
“Don’t you think that would be a bit of a problem?”  Dad asks incredulously.
“Risking the end of the world is a small price to pay for the sake of a cute girl.”  I answer with a shrug.
“Grunti…”  Dad says shaking his head as if he doesn’t understand.
“Anyway, I’ve just got to deliver this to her and then I’ll help out with the orders.”  I tell dad.
“I’m going to have to ask you to destroy that crazy invention of yours.  Without destroying the world in the process.”  Dad says.
“Don’t be silly.  I just spent almost half an hour creating it!”  I protest.
“That’s almost half an hour that should have been spent helping me, instead of making me search all of Nirvali for you!”  Dad scolds.
“But you didn’t see her.  At least take a look at her before you judge me.”  I protest quite reasonably.
“I don’t care, even if she is an inch tall, because that doesn’t help me complete the five important orders!”  Dad protests.  He just has a one track mind.  I suppose I do too, but mine is much more sensibly focused on girls.
“What if I said she was just an inch tall?”
“She wasn’t, was she?”  Dad asks sounding really interested.  Ok, perhaps even he would be moved by that.
“She was two inches ten.”  I say.
“That’s almost three inches!”  Dad protests.
“See, even you’d be interested if she was one inch tall.”  I say with a smile.
“Not enough to risk blowing up the world though.”  Dad says sternly.
“It might not even blow up the world even if you channel lots of power through it.  I calculated that there would be a one in five hundred thousand chance of the world surviving even if you channelled ten metra through it.”
“Ten metra isn’t much!  Destroy that power amplifier right now!”  Dad yells at me.
“What if I work late tonight?”  I ask.
“After messing around like this you are anyway!”  Dad yells.
“I bet she hates me for not turning up.”  I say with a sniff.  Then I crush the emerald with my right hand.  I have to squeeze quite hard to do it.  It shatters into thousands of pieces, but my skin is way too tough to get cut that easily.  The jade stones fall off the black stone string and hit the ground a moment before the string does.
“Now for some real work.”  Dad says and pulls on my wrist.  I don’t bother resisting.
(Lucy)
That dwarf said he’d finish it in half an hour.  It’s been nine hours now and I have more or less given up on him.  That said I don’t dare leave our home in case he really does bring me something to restore my power.  Searching for someone else to help me can wait until tomorrow, but I am bored and frustrated cooped up here like a pet or a child.  I suppose I am Peter’s pet, but having been stuck in that jail cell for so long I want to fly around freely.
“I’m home!”  Elucia calls out with a smile as she throws the door open.
“Welcome back.”  I say gloomily and fly past her out the door.
“When Peter comes back, remind him to knock.”  Elucia tells me.  I shut the door behind me without responding.  There are some dwarves going past our house, but in the nearby streets it is much busier.  I don’t imagine it will be like this for long, but just a couple of streets away the whole street is filled with the constant flow of dwarves.  Then I sense Peter just as he is turning into our street.
“Lucy.”  Peter says sounding tired.
“Go right in, nobody is back yet.”  I tell him suppressing my grin until he has already opened the door.
 



Chapter 3 (Multiple)
(Peter)
“You seem to have the hang of it.”  Grundle nods grudgingly.
“Thank you.”  I say with a smile.
“So here’s your pay.”  Grundle says and gives me the usual ten blue coins.  “Careful on your way back.  There’s talk of strangeness on the streets.  Just talk if you ask me, but it never hurts to be careful.”
“Strangeness?”
“Yes, strangeness.”
“What kind of strangeness?”  I ask curiously.
“Strange strangeness.”  Grundle says with a serious nod.  I suppose I’m not going to get any details out of him.
“Thank you for the warning.”
“I wouldn’t want to have to train another new recruit.  You’re tall and ugly, and worse you’re human, but you know what you’re doing.”
“See you tomorrow.”  I tell him.
“Tomorrow is Hallowed Stone Day, so there’s no work tomorrow.  I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.  Now off with you.”
“Ah ok.  See you the day after tomorrow then.”  I say and quickly back away from him towards the exit. He looks almost ready to pick me up and throw me out the door.  I then turn and hastily leave the room.
I am grateful for the day off, because I’ve now worked every day for the last eight days without a single day off.  Dwarves don’t have a rest day in their week.  They just have the occasional holy day like Hallowed Stone Day.  I have no more idea when the next one is than I had about when Hallowed Stone Day was until Grundle told me just now.  When I first asked Grundle he just said, ‘it is when it is’.
The corridor is crowded but the street is worse.  It is no different to normal though, so I just follow the flow of pushing and shoving dwarves until I reach the prison.  When I reach the jail I struggle against the flow and make my way into our street.  I breathe a sigh of relief, because our street is as quiet as always.  I then calmly stroll to our door.  I blush as I remember my previous mistakes.  Not wanting to get yelled at again I knock and then wait.
“Just a minute!”  Elucia calls out and I am glad I knocked.  “You can come in now!”  I open the door and find Kai and Lucy are both back too.  I don’t imagine Dairon will be long.
“I have the day off tomorrow.”  I tell them with a smile.
“Did you get paid the usual?”  Lucy asks.
“Yes.”
“Then Kai will be able to get a bounty permit.”  Lucy says with a nod.  “After that it will be Elucia and then Dairon so even without your day off it would have been another fourteen days.  Now it’s fifteen days.”
“Kai will be earning too though, so it should take less than that to afford the permits.”  I remind Lucy.
“Until Elucia has her permit Kai’s not going to be able to do the harder jobs, so she’s not going to be earning much.”  Lucy points out.
“Anyway, I need a day off so I’m glad I am off work tomorrow.”  I say a bit annoyed at Lucy.
“So what do you plan to do with it?”  Lucy asks.
“I’m not sure, but I could use a rest.”  I tell her.  Kai looks like she is about to say something, but then there is a knock on the door.  Dairon is just as cautious as I am, because he has also had the misfortune to enter at an awkward moment without knocking.  “Come in!”
The door opens and Dairon enters, obviously tired, and just sits against a wall without saying anything.  He has clearly been pushing himself really hard.  He just can’t stand being repeatedly beaten by Elucia, who until she started training here was utterly useless at magic.
“Welcome back.”  I say.
“Thanks.”  He says weakly.
“Now everyone is here, let’s eat!”  Kai says lifting up her cooking pot.  It is the same black stone pot she created to cook the worms, but the food Kai has been cooking since is much more appealing, as long as you don’t ask what it is.  The other pot has a clear white cross on it, so we can’t get them mixed up.  Considering what we use the other pot for that is rather important.
Kai fills the pot with water magic and creates a flame under it.  We all gather around the pot.  The warmth of the flames is nice.  Not that it is especially cold in here, but it could be warmer.  I didn’t see what she put in the pot, but when it comes out a few minutes later it is basically boiled meat.  Kai hands a small piece of meat to Lucy and says, “Don’t wait for us.”
“Wasn’t planning to.”  Lucy says and takes a bite.  Then she winces.  Taking the meat out of her mouth she asks the forbidden question.  “What is this meat from?”
“I forget the name, but a bug of some sort.”  Kai shrugs.  Then she hands me a piece of the meat.  It is hot, but not too hot to hold.
“Does it taste bad?”  I ask Lucy a bit worried about her reaction.
“No, it tastes fine.”  Lucy says but I don’t believe her.  Her aura seems to show a bit too much amusement.
“Dairon, here’s yours.”  Kai says.  Dairon looks nervously at me.
“Try yours first.”  I tell him.
“Ok.”  Dairon says nervously and takes a bite.  He winces too.  He takes it out of his mouth and checks his teeth with his right hand.  “Ah good, all still there.”
“Is it too hard to eat?”  I ask.  Dairon nods.  Kai takes a piece out and bites into it.  Then she chews.
“Seems fine to me.”  Kai says with a frown.
“That’s good, because it doesn’t like we’re going to be able to eat it, so you’re going to have to eat all of it on your own.”  I say with a sigh and hand back my piece of meat to Kai.  Then Lucy and Dairon do too.
“The market closed early today, so if you’re not going to eat this that only leaves biscuits for today and tomorrow.  I was planning the same again for tomorrow.”  Kai tells us apologetically.
“I’ll get them.”  Elucia says and gets up to get the small black stone box of biscuits.  Since our home is so small they weren’t far away from any of us, but Elucia was still the closest to them.  She walks the whole six or so feet to get them and then offers the small stone box around.  We each take three small biscuits, other than Lucy who only takes half a biscuit and Kai who is busy eating the meat.
Three biscuits may not sound like much, but they are enchanted to relieve hunger.  By the end of the third biscuit I am truly full.  They don’t have any taste to them, but at least we don’t have to risk our teeth to eat them and it beats staying hungry.
“Grundle was talking about ‘strangeness’ on the streets.  He said to be careful.  He wouldn’t tell me what he meant by strangeness though.”  I say and Lucy frowns.
“That’s not very helpful.”  Lucy says shaking her head.
“I think I know what he meant.”  Kai says.  “Three dwarves went missing last night.  There was a lot of talk about it in the market today.  None of them knew each other and they all lived in totally different areas of the city.  One was a smithy apprentice who lived near the main forge that you work at.  One was a mage tutor who lived in the fifth dome and the last one is the real shock.”
“What do you mean by the fifth dome?”  I interrupt.
“We’re in the first dome.  There are about fifty domes in Nirvali, all connected by secret tunnels.  That way if one is found it is possible to escape to the other domes.  Most dwarves live their whole lives in one dome, though news spreads between domes along with the merchants who trade their goods between the domes.”  Kai tells me.
“Oh…  Nirvali is much bigger than I realised then.”  I admit.
“So the third person who went missing was one of the council members on the Council of Elders.  He lives in the twenty fifth dome.  Crime is really rare in Nirvali so to have three random crimes, especially something as serious as a kidnapping or murder, on the same night is unthinkable.  For one person to have committed three crimes in three separate domes on the same night is just as unthinkable though.  So everyone is scratching their heads.”  Kai tells us.
“What if it wasn’t a dwarf?  Perhaps an enemy spy.”  Lucy says looking concerned.
“If the dwarves think of that we’ll be the first target of their suspicion.”  Kai says with a frown.
“Dwarves aren’t stupid.  They’ll think of it.  Some certainly already have by now.”  Lucy says with a nod.
“They aren’t going to do anything about it tomorrow, because it’s a holy day.  If they suspect us it will be today or the day after tomorrow that they investigate us.”  Kai says.
“Maybe we should investigate it tomorrow.”  I say.  “If we can find out who the real culprit was they aren’t going to have any reason to suspect us.”
“No.”  Kai says shaking her head.  “Even if we stood a chance of solving this, which we don’t, it would be too risky.  Everyone should stay inside tomorrow, because that’s what the dwarves will do and expect us to do too.  We’ll only draw more unwanted attention if we go outside tomorrow.”
“So we just have to stay indoors all day?  At least it gives me a chance to rest, but it’s going to be boring.  I’m tired though, so I’m going to try and get some sleep now.”  I say.
“You don’t need to get up early tomorrow.”  Lucy reminds me.
“I’m still tired though.”  I say and as I say it I feel even more tired.  I yawn, get up and walk the five feet to my stone pillow.  Although I have just eaten it was only three biscuits.  Sure they relieve my hunger, but it is still very different to eating a proper meal so sleeping straight after eating them is no problem.
“Well good night.”  Lucy chuckles.
“Yeah good night.”  Elucia says sounding a bit more genuine.
“Good night.”  Kai and Dairon tell me.
“Good night everyone.”  I say and rest my head on the soft stone pillow before closing my eyes.  The others talk quietly for a while before settling down for the night.  I am glad they don’t talk for long, because despite my tiredness it is impossible to get to sleep whilst they are talking.
Lying here in the silence I find myself dwelling on a certain image in my mind.  That first time I saw Elucia changing.  I don’t understand why, but I have been having a hard time getting it out of my mind whilst I try to sleep each night.  Eventually though, sleep finds me.
(Grunti)
“Are you serious?”  I ask dad, not quite believing what he has said.
“Yes.”  Dad says sounding very serious.
“You’re not going to change your mind?”  I ask suspiciously.
“Definitely not.  If you can find Grimji and return him safely to his father, then you’ll deserve it.”  Dad tells me.
“I think I often deserve it.”  I say.
“That’s just in your mind.”  Dad says cruelly.
“Fine, I’ll find Grimji, just as soon as I finish the fungi.”  I tell dad firmly.  Then I take a large bite of fried fungi. My favourite breakfast again!
“Try not to get arrested whilst you’re at it.”  Dad tells me.
“Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.”
“And don’t do anything stupid, like blowing up the world.”  Dad says sounding a bit nervous.
“Don’t worry, there’s very little chance of that happening.”  I tell dad.
“Make sure there’s no chance of that happening!”
“Ok.  No need to yell.”  I say with a shrug.  Then I finish up my fungi and head to my room.
“Weren’t you going to find Grimji?”  Dad asks.
“Yes.”  I say and continue into my room.  I shut the door so I can concentrate and start by forming the gem.  Diamonds are a pain to get right, so it will take a while.  I consider the reward though.  Yes this is well worth the effort.
(Peter)
I wake to find a dwarf staring at me.  He has piercing green eyes, short golden hair and of course black skin.  He is about three foot tall and probably a couple of feet wide.  He doesn’t have a beard so is probably fairly young for a dwarf.
“So who are you?”  I ask cautiously.
“I’m Grunti, but you are interesting.”  He says scratching his head.
“Interesting?”  I ask and hear Lucy yawn from across the room.
“Two souls...  What’s more I have no idea what either of them are.  Not human, certainly.  What are you?”  Grunti asks.  Then Lucy lands on top of his head and yells at him.
“What are you saying to my Peter!?” She yells.
“You’re Peter?”  He asks dumbfounded.
“Yes my Peter!  My master!”  Lucy yells and jumps into the air again.
“Lucy, it’s ok.”  I tell Lucy.  “I’d like to know what he has to say.”
“You are my Lucy’s master?!”  Grunti asks me furiously.
“I am not your Lucy!”  Lucy yells right in his left ear.  “Anyway, you never brought the amplifier!”
“I knew you’d be mad!  I’m sorry, but you don’t need to give yourself to another guy just because of that!”  Grunti exclaims.
“What’s the racket about?”  Elucia asks sounding very annoyed and then rubs her eyes tiredly.  Grunti looks at her.
“You’re not as cute as my Lucy, and you are a bit tall, but at least you’re nice and flat.”  Grunti says.  I blink at his words, which turns out to be a mistake.  The time I lose doing so almost prevents me avoiding the fireball that Elucia sends at him.  Using flight magic I just about avoid her attack with only singed clothes.  Lucy lands on my shoulder.  Grunti standing there unharmed where the fireball hit, mutters.  “That wasn’t cute.”
“That was a bit of an overreaction.”  Lucy says.
“She threw a fireball at me!”  Grunti complains.
“Exactly.  An overreaction to a mere insult.”
“I suppose I shouldn’t have said she was tall.”  Grunti says.
“That wasn’t what annoyed her.”  Lucy chuckles.
“Elucia does seem to have been overreacting a lot recently.”  I say.
“Peter, do you want to die?”  Elucia asks me sweetly.  I urgently shake my head.  “Dwarf, never tell a girl she’s flat.  Especially never tell me that again, or you will die.”
“That was a compliment!”  Grunti says stunned by her words.
“It wasn’t.”  Elucia says firmly.  Grunti just shakes his head.
“Elucia.”  Lucy says firmly and waits for Elucia to look her way.  “Attacking someone with a fireball is going way too far.  Someone could have been killed.  You didn’t even know that dwarves are almost invulnerable to fire, did you?”
“No…”  Elucia says with a shrug.
“Your time under David’s control really seems to have changed you.”  I say with a frown.  “The Elucia I met at the academy was clearly a kind girl who wouldn’t dream of trying to kill someone because of an insult.  I didn’t know you well, but that much I am sure of.”
“I wonder…”  Grunti says scratching his head and staring at Elucia.  Then he grins and says.  “It’s the clothes.  They’re cursed.  You should take them off.”
“Dwarf, do you really have a death wish?”  Elucia asks him.
“He’s right!”  Lucy exclaims.
“You want to die too?”  Elucia asks.
“No.”  Lucy says.  “I’m not suggesting you take them off here and now, but we need to get you some new clothes.  Those are definitely cursed.  I should have noticed that sooner!”
“But they help me control magic!”  Elucia protests.
“They also help control you though.”  Lucy says firmly.  “If you wear them for too long the enemy will be able to completely control you.  That would be bad.”
“We’ll help you control your magic without them.”  Dairon says.
“Just when I had full control of my magic!”  Elucia protests.  Kai sighs, stands and stretches her arms up in the air.  They touch the roof.
“Everyone other than Elucia go outside until I say it’s ok to come back in.”  Kai says.
“You’re one ugly tall girl.”  Grunti tells her.
“I foresee you living a very short life.”  Kai tells him with a glare.
“I don’t believe in magical predictions of the future.”
“I don’t need magic to see your future.”  Kai says with a shrug.  “Now get out.”
“Ok, ok.”  Grunti says and so we leave the two of them alone.
Waiting outside I look at Grunti with a frown and ask.  “So why were you here?”
“Yes, I’d like to know that too.  Were you here to bring me my amplifier?”  Lucy asks.
“Sorry, because it might blow up the world, dad wouldn’t let me.  He’s always worrying about trivial little things like that.”  Grunti says sadly.
“Trivial?”  I ask in shock.
“Yes, for the sake of pleasing a girl, what’s a little risk of blowing up the world?”
“Ummm…”  I say unable to find suitable words.
“So why were you here then?”  Lucy asks.
“I was searching for Grimji.  His dad is a friend of my dad, so I was asked to help find him.”
“So why were you here?”  Lucy asks with a frown.  Does he suspect us of being involved?
“I was going past your home whilst tracking him, so I decided to pop in to see you.  Then I noticed Peter.”  Grunti explains.
“You can come back in now!”  Kai calls out as she opens the door.  We enter and find Elucia is now wearing black clothing.  It looks a bit like a shirt and shorts, but I get the impression it is much heavier.  She seems a bit uncomfortable.
“I’m really sorry about earlier.”  Elucia says meekly staring at the floor in front of her.
“Oh, um, don’t worry about it.”  Grunti says obviously rather taken aback by the complete change in her personality.  “I could probably make something that would help you control your powers.  Perhaps a necklace or a ring.  Would you like that?”
“Yes, that would be great!  I would be really grateful if you did that.”  Elucia exclaims as she looks up.  Grunti grins.
“Just how grateful?”  He asks.
“I’m not sure what you mean.  If you want paying we don’t have much money.”  Elucia says, clearly worried.
“No, that’s not it.”  Grunti says with a grin as he approaches Elucia.  Then he whispers something in her ear.  Elucia goes bright red, but it is Lucy who responds.
“I can more or less guess what you just said, and I’m going to start hating you if keep on acting like that.”  Lucy says.  Grunti’s grin falls.
“Fine, I’ll just make it.”  Grunti says.
“That’s better.”  Lucy says.  “So shouldn’t you be getting back to your search?”
“Wait.”  I say.  “Grunti, I want to know a bit more about what it was about me that caught your interest.  You said I had two souls.  Is that true?”
“Yes it is, but the first thing that grabbed my attention was your missing arm.  Why don’t you have two?”  Grunti asks.
“Oh, I lost my left arm to a curse.”  I say looking down.
“But why didn’t you replace it?”  Grunti asks.
“Replace it?”  I ask confused.
“Yes.”
“Well even if I could regrow it, doing so would bring back the curse.”  I tell Grunti.
“But why not make a new one?”  Grunti asks.
“Make a new one?  You can do that?”  I ask.
“Why wouldn’t you be able to?”  He asks confused.
“How would you even do it?”  I ask.
“The same way you make anything.  It would be stone, crystal or metal rather than flesh and blood, but that just makes it stronger.  Some dwarves have even been known to cut off their arm, because they want a stone one.”
“So can you make me a new arm?”  I ask hopefully.
“Sure, but you’re male so I’m not going to unless you pay me.”  Grunti says.
“Don’t be so…”  Lucy starts to say.
“No, I’m not doing it.  It’s a lot of work.”  Grunti says firmly.
“How much would it cost?”  I ask.
“A thousand white.”
“How much is a white?”  I ask.
“A hundred red.”  Grunti says.
“A red is ten blue.”  Kai says with a sigh.
“So that’s a thousand blue for just one white.  It would take a hundred days to earn each white.”  I say with a sigh.
“It sounded like it isn’t just Grunti who can do it though.”  Lucy says thoughtfully.
“Maybe Grundle could do it cheaper.”  I say.
“I doubt it.  A thousand white is cheap for a new arm.”  Grunti says.
“Well there’s no way I can afford a thousand white.”  I tell him.
“Then you’ll have to make it yourself.  The other thing that interested me…”  Grunti starts to say.
“I find myself starting to hate you.”  Lucy says with a fierce glare at Grunti.
“Oh fine, I’ll go away then.  I need to find Grimji anyway.”  Grunti says.
“How about I help you?”  I suggest.
“Fine, but I’m not making your arm just for a little help from a human boy.”
“I’ll help too.”  Lucy says.
“That would be good, but even if you all help I’m still not making the arm.”  Grunti says.
“The others will wait here.  We’ll draw too much attention if we all go.”  Lucy says before anyone else can volunteer.
 



Chapter 4 (Multiple)
(Grunti)
“This way.”  I say walking in the same direction that my impromptu invention points.  It just looks like a metal rod with a diamond on the end, but it is attuned to Grimji.  I had to visit his home to attune it, but it is definitely attuned correctly so it will lead me to him.  I don’t really need any help, but I’m not going to refuse if little Lucy is going to come with me.  It’s a pity about the boy.  If he wasn’t here it would just be me and Lucy.  Instead Lucy is sitting there on Peter’s left shoulder.
“So how does it work?”  Peter asks.
“I could explain, but you wouldn’t understand so that would be pointless.”  I tell him.
“I bet Rin would understand.  She understands everything.”  Peter says.
“Who’s Rin?  The ugly tall girl?”  I ask.
“No, that’s Kai, though I didn’t think she was ugly.  Rin is a friend of mine back in Contractia.  Her mother is an alchemist and she’s trying to become one too.”  Peter says.
“Do you know many girls?”  I ask interested.
“Other than me and a few others everyone at the school I attend is a girl.  I have quite a few members of my club too now.”  Peter says.
“There’s only one other boy there now.”  Lucy says.
“I wish I could attend that school.”  I say wishfully.
“You’d be executed on your first day.”  Lucy laughs.
“Why?”  I ask.
“You’d say something stupid.”  Lucy says.
“That’s all you need to do to get executed?”  I ask a bit shocked.
“If it’s the sort of stupid thing you would say, then yes.  What you asked Elucia for would easily get you executed.”  Lucy tells me with a grin.
“Contractia sounds a scary place.”
“It is a scary place for men.  Of course most men in Contractia are slaves.”  Lucy tells me.
“What’s a slave?”  I ask.
“A person who is owned by someone else.”  Lucy says with a frown.  “Do dwarves not have slaves?”
“No.  How can you own a person?”  I ask a bit horrified.  Peter smiles.
“I think I just found something I really like about Nirvali.”  Peter says.
“Don’t forget you have a lot of people waiting for your return.”  Lucy says nervously.
“I’m not forgetting.”  Peter says seriously.
“It looks like we need to leave the dome.”  I say as I realise the tracker is now pointing towards the tunnel to the third dome.  We are behind a large storage facility that is almost as large as the main forge.  Not many people know the tunnel is here of course, but I have visited all the domes, except the fifty first dome.  Even I can’t get in that one.  The other secret tunnels like this one are unguarded because secrecy and enchantments are considered sufficient.  The fifty first though leads into the palace’s dome so there are always guards there.
“So hurry up and lead the way.”  Lucy says sounding annoyed.
“It’s odd though.  The third dome was flooded and deserted years ago.  Nobody lives there.”  I say with a frown.
“Sounds like a perfect place to hide.  Is it totally flooded?”  Lucy asks curiously.
“No, the water is only about two foot deep.”  I say.
“Why wasn’t the water drained?”  Lucy asks.
“That would have required a lot of magic.  There are enough domes that it was better to just abandon one dome than risk revealing all of Nirvali.”  I explain.
“I suppose that makes sense.  Anyway lead on.”  Lucy tells me.  I close my eyes, deactivate the traps and unlock the door.  It looked just like the rest of the wall but as I open my eyes there is a large round gap where the door was.
“Follow me.”  I say and so we enter the tunnel.  There is only room to walk single file.
I make my armour glow so we will be able to see and then I close the door behind us.  The tunnel gradually slopes downwards and as we follow it we are soon walking through shallow water.  It gets deeper as we walk until we reach the end of the tunnel, which isn’t really that far, though the ice cold water is now up to my chest.  Many of these tunnels are much longer or even a maze designed to confuse unwanted intruders, but this one is both short and simple.
I open the door at this end.  Since the dome is abandoned there is obviously no light, so I keep my armour glowing.  There are bits of stone floating in the water.  Originally they would have been parts of buildings and people’s possessions.  Now though the stone has lost its original shape and is simply rubble.  The buildings have partially dissolved to the point that every building in sight has collapsed into a ruin.  I have been here before so I know the whole dome is like this.
“This way.”  I say and wade through the water, using my hands to push aside floating rubble with every step.  Using magic would be a waste.
“Is it far?”  Lucy asks me.
“I can’t tell.  I only know which direction we need to go in.”
“How about I fly… us?”  Peter says but his voice goes really high as he says ‘fly’.  I stop and look at him.  He is holding his throat and looks confused.
“It sounds like my Peter may be growing up.”  Lucy laughs.
“What do you mean?”  Peter asks.
“When a boy is becoming a man there are lots of changes.  For one thing his voice deepens, but it also sometimes cracks like yours just did.  It may happen again from time to time, but only whilst you are still growing up.”  Lucy explains.
“I am grown up!”  Peter complains.
“In some ways you are, but physically you are certainly not grown up yet.”  Lucy tells him.
“Anyway, how about I fly us?”  Peter asks.  Lucy looks at me questioningly.
“If it means we can get out of this water I’m all for it.  Not too high though.”  I say and then Peter lifts us up with flight magic.  I don’t like the feeling, but it is better than the freezing water.
I guide Peter and we slowly fly through the dome.  Many of the buildings we pass are still recognisable by their general shape and size as homes or small storage facilities.  The main forge is obvious because of its sheer size, even though it is so badly wrecked.  I recognise one building as an old shop, because the window display isn’t too badly damaged.  Most of the buildings though are damaged beyond recognition.  Little more than piles of rubble.
“I sense two people up ahead.”  Peter tells us quietly.
“I don’t sense anything.”  I say with a frown.
“Neither do I, but if Peter says there are two people up ahead then there are two people up ahead.”  Lucy says.
“Perhaps Grimji and his kidnapper…”  I say a bit worried now.  I had hoped that Grimji would be on his own.
“I hope so.”  Peter says.
“They could be dangerous.”  I warn him.
“I imagine they are, but we should be fine.  I’ll hide our presence, but even if they detect us it should be three against one or at worst three against two.”  Peter says.
“Can little Lucy really do anything though?”  I ask dubiously.
“Call me that again and I’ll show you just what little Lucy can do.”  She snarls.
“Sorry.”  I say quickly, not wanting to offend such a cute girl.
“I’m about to hide our presence.  Be ready to fight.”  Peter calmly tells me.
“Ok.”  I say.  Then he hides us and flies a bit faster.  After a moment I can sense the presence of two people still a fair distance away.  Their presence is weak so I am impressed Peter detected them so far away.  It takes a minute or so to reach them, but when we do Peter hovers us above them.
One is Grimji.  I recognise him from the picture I was shown.  The other is female but they certainly aren’t acting like captor and captive.  Instead they are happily sitting together on a large pile of rubble that used to be a building of some sort.  There is a small fire between them and they are laughing heartily, perhaps at a joke one of them has just told.
“Is that Grimji?”  Peter asks.
“Yes, but I don’t get the impression he’s been kidnapped.”  I answer.
“Let’s land and talk to them.”  Peter says and does so before I can suggest we listen into their conversation instead.  They are rather startled to have us appear right next to them.  They both jump to their feet and look ready to fight.
“Who are you and what do you want?”  The dwarven girl asks.  Looking at her closer I realise she is rather cute, though not as cute as Lucy.
“I’m Peter and this is Grunti.  We were under the impression Grimji had been kidnapped.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.  His father knows exactly why he ran away.”  She says with a glare.
“His father may know, but we don’t.”  Peter says.
“We fell in love, but I’m a century older than Grimji, so his father didn’t approve of our love.”  She explains without dropping her guard for an instant.
“Is this true?”  I ask Grimji.  He nods looking a bit embarrassed.  “Then we’re sorry to disturb you.”
“How did you find us?”  Grimji asks.
“I invented a universal tracker and attuned it to you using an old shoe.”  I tell him.  He looks at me incredulously.  I show him the universal tracker.  It of course just looks like a black stone rod with a diamond on the end.  He looks at it and shakes his head.
“Are you a teacher?”  Lucy asks, looking at the dwarven girl.
“Yes, how did you know?”  She asks.
“Three people went missing last night.  You two and someone on the Council of Elders.  At least now we know where you both are.  That just leaves the council member.  Three disappearances on one night would be too much to put down to coincidence, but since yours are connected it seems that you both just happened to run away on the same night he disappeared.”  Lucy says.
“Everyone on the Council of Elders is a powerful mage.”  The dwarven girl says with a frown.
“Perhaps they annoyed another member of the council.”  Lucy says with a shrug.
“I can’t imagine council members harming each other.”  I say shaking my head.
“Why not?”  Lucy asks me a little sceptically.
“They’re like a little family.  Besides even if they were willing to harm each other, they’d get found out by the others.  Dwarves know when you lie and as members of the council they spend a lot of time together.  They would certainly talk to each other about anyone who went missing.”  I explain.  Lucy frowns and nods.
“That makes sense.  Not the family rubbish, but the part about getting caught.”  Lucy says.  “Anyway, we may as well return home now.  Peter, take us back.”
“You’re not going to tell anyone about us?”  Grimji asks clearly concerned.
“I don’t care about a couple of lovers running away from home, so I’m not telling anyone and neither is Peter.”  Lucy says with a shrug.
“In the name of love and all the cute girls in Nirvali, I swear that I will never tell a soul.”  I swear.  He chuckles at my words but he seems relieved.
“Good luck.”  Peter says.
“Yes, good luck.”  I tell them more than a little enviously.  I wish I had someone I could run away with.  Preferably Lucy.
“May the luck stone bless you.”  Grimji says with a deep bow and an elaborate flourish.
“May the luck stone bless you.”  I say as I bow back just as deeply and flourish just as elaborately.  Then Peter picks us up with flight magic and I lose the comfy feeling of stone beneath my feet.  Peter flies us back to the tunnel we entered from much quicker than on the way to find Grimji.  It isn’t long before we are back at Peter’s home.
Of course I’m not going to get my reward, because I can’t tell dad where Grimji is, so there is no need to rush back home.  I think I’ll spend the rest of the holy day with my cute little Lucy.  Then I remember I am meant to be making something to help control the other girl’s power.
(Peter)
I lay awake trying to get some sleep.  Those words haunt me though, ‘Two souls...  What’s more I have no idea what either of them are.  Not human, certainly.  What are you?’  Indeed, what am I?
“Is it what he said, about you?”  Lucy asks and only as she does so do I realise she is awake and only a few inches to the left of my head.
“Yes.”  I whisper.  Lucy always seems able to read me far too easily.  A whole day has passed and she still guessed correctly.
“Whatever else you may be, you are still Peter, the boy I met in the Labyrinth of the Lost Lambs.  Never forget that.  After the Death Bird attacked you and you were possessed I dived into your soul.  You were sharing your body with a god.  That god is definitely dead, I killed him.  He will not return.
“When I soul dived though, there were three souls within you.  With one of the three dead it is true that you now have two souls within you, but they are merged together as one.  They are both you, or more precisely you are both.  Neither soul alone is you.  If either soul were to die or become dominant you would cease to be Peter.  To avoid that you must never take too much power within you.  You can still take a lot of power, but there are limits.”
“Is it true that my souls aren’t human?”  I ask.
“Yes.”
“Then am I not human?”
“Your body is human.”  Lucy says cautiously.
“Then why is my soul not human?  Can a human be born with a soul that isn’t human?”
“No.  Your body was born with a human soul.  It died though, and you took its place.”  Lucy explains and I gasp.
“I killed it?”
“No, the god who possessed you killed the boy’s soul.  You then overpowered the god, but doing so reduced your power considerably.”
“How do you know that?”  I ask cautiously.
“When you kill a soul it taints your own soul.  Your soul was not tainted.”  Lucy says sounding sad.  I consider her words for a few moments.
“Did killing the god taint your soul?”  I ask.
“Yes, but it was a decision I made and not one I regret.”  Lucy says firmly and from her aura I can tell she really means it.  I cannot change what has already happened so I can only accept her words.
“What does it mean to have your soul tainted?”  I ask cautiously.
“A small stain like the one I suffered has very little impact.”  Lucy says but whilst her words are not untrue she seems to be hiding something.
“Does it have more of an impact on you because of the curse?”  I ask.
“No.”
“Then what are you not telling me?”  I ask bluntly.
“I should know better than to try to hide anything from you.  My immortality was broken when I soul dived.”  Lucy tells me with a sigh.  It takes a moment to realise what she has said.
“Is there any way to restore it?”  I ask urgently.
“Just form your company and earn immortality for the whole company.  That’s always a good way to do it.  That’s how most people become immortal.”
“Was that how you became immortal?”
“No.  I became immortal when mother adopted me.”
“So can she not restore the immortality?”
“Only the queen can do that and my mother does not enjoy the same favour with the current queen that she did with the previous queen.”  Lucy says and then she kisses my cheek.  “You have work tomorrow so stop worrying and sleep well.  Remember you have the love of a beautiful woman, who would do almost anything for you… or with you.”
I blush at her words before answering with a quiet.  “Goodnight Lucy.  Sleep well.”
I can’t respond properly to her words.  She has often joked around about being a pet or a girlfriend, but I don’t think she has ever used the word love before.  I don’t entirely understand what it means but I think perhaps I am beginning to understand.  Her aura seemed very serious too.  I am certain she wasn’t joking and she really would do almost anything.  My mind is no longer dwelling on Grunti’s words, but now I am kept awake for a very different reason.
(Grunti)
“So you still won’t tell me where Grimji is?”  Dad asks for the hundredth time.  Or at least it feels like the hundredth time.
“If you really want to know why he’s missing, just ask his dad!”  I blurt out, before realising I may have said too much.  I suppose it doesn’t really matter though, as long as I don’t reveal where he is.
“What does his dad know?”
“It doesn’t matter, just stop pestering me about it.  I’m not telling you where Grimji is no matter what.”  I say firmly.
“What if I offered to hire a girl to cook for you?”  Dad asks and I gulp, but then shake my head.  “It seems you do know something though.  Is Grimji at least safe?”
“Yes.”  I admit.  “That’s all I’m saying though.  If you really want to know why he’s missing you’re going to have to ask his dad.  I’m not telling anything else, even if you hire every girl in Nirvali.”  Dad chokes at that.
“Fine, I’ll stop asking.”  Dad chuckles.  “Now we should get going or we’ll never finish today’s work.”
“I just need to stop by somewhere on the way.”  I tell him.
“Where?”  Dad asks nervously.
“I just need to drop a gift off to a friend.”
“Who is she?”  Dad asks suspiciously.
“She’s a human.  I think she was called Elucia.”
“A human…  You shouldn’t get mixed up with outsiders.  What are you giving her anyway?”
“It’s a necklace of control.  It will help control her powers.”  I tell him.
“Any side effects?  Risks?  Like blowing up the world?”
“No, no, it’s quite safe.”
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“It does have a feature that allows me to keep track of her.  I don’t plan on telling her though.  I suppose you’re going to tell me that’s bad.”
“No, actually that might be useful if the outsiders ever cause trouble.  Poor control of magic could also be a problem so it sounds like you’ve made something useful this time.  Go give it to her and then meet me at the forge.  Don’t take too long though.”  Dad says surprising me.
“Thanks!”  I say and race off through the streets.  It is early still so they are empty.  As I reach the prison I almost run straight into Peter.  I just about stop myself in time.
“Grunti?”  Peter asks seeming surprised to see me.
“Peter…  I’m just here to deliver Elucia’s new necklace.”  I tell him.  “You’re early today.  Most workers don’t start for a few hours yet.”
“Grundle likes to start early and finish late.”  Peter says with a yawn.  “I’ll be late if I hang around.”
“Well you’re male anyway, so bye.”
“Umm, yes, bye.”  Peter says looking at me strangely.  Then he walks away at a brisk pace.
I was already almost there so I am soon at their home.  I check the door for enchantments and not seeing anything dangerous I quietly open the door.  Everyone other than Lucy is still asleep.  Lucy sitting on a small shelf opposite the door glares at me suspiciously.  I then show her the necklace.  She looks at it cautiously before nodding with a smile.  She points to the floor beside the door so I quietly place it there.  I blow her a kiss, which she frowns at.  Then I close the door behind me and head to work.
(Elucia)
I stare at the necklace Grunti left me.  It really is beautiful.  It is formed of round green stones alternated with round blue stones, but what captures my attention most is the large ruby in the centre with emeralds moulded into four green wings.  The ruby’s wings are two on each side, and they have been coated with gold and silver forming elaborate patterns.  The ruby itself glows.  Even without an enchantment a necklace like this back in Contractia would cost more than I could even dream of affording.  I place the necklace round my neck and smile.
“Elucia, do you feel any different?”  Dairon asks.
“Yes, I think I should be able to control my power with this.  Let’s head to the practise area and test it.  I may be a bit slow walking in these clothes though.  They’re really heavy.”
“Don’t worry.  We’re not in a rush, so take as long as you need to walk there.”  Dairon says.
“Are you coming too?”  I ask Lucy.  Kai and Peter have of course already left for work.  It is Kai’s first bounty hunt today, but she sounded confident so she should be fine.
“No.  Enjoy yourselves.”  Lucy says.
“See you Lucy.”  I say.  Enjoy yourselves…  As if.  Perhaps with those clothes from before I would have said it too.  It is scary that they had such an impact on me, without my even realising.
“Let’s go.”  Dairon says without even answering Lucy.  He must be just as annoyed by her words as I am.  Lucy is a good person that I actually quite like, but she can at times be really difficult to get on with.
We head out onto the street, which is of course empty.  We never leave until the morning rush has finished and we rarely encounter anyone until we reach the training area.  Even the training area is never busy.  It is basically a large building split into lots of rooms that anyone can freely use.  We can always find an empty room to train in.  Each room is protected by magic so you can just attack the wall as much as you want.  I try not to overdo it with my attacks though, just in case the protection is too weak to withstand my stronger attacks.
“Elucia.”  Dairon says stopping.
“Yes?”  I ask nervously turning to face him.  He sounds a bit annoyed.  Have I somehow upset him?
“We’re there.”  Dairon says and only now do I realise we have reached our destination.
“Sorry!”  I exclaim realising I was in a world of my own.
“That’s a different reaction.  I think I prefer it though.”  Dairon says with a smile.
“I’m sorry.  I was really mean to you before!”
“Don’t worry.  It was just those clothes.”  Dairon says sounding relaxed now.
 



Chapter 5 (Multiple)
(Hinata)
It really hasn’t been that long since I returned to my home.  It feels empty.  There are still villagers living here who have nowhere else to go, but mother, Asura and Asuna are all gone.  Only Asuna is even still alive, but she has made it quite clear she is no longer my sister.  With Peter left behind and possibly dead the chances of her returning to her place as my sister seem slim.  So I am not truly alone, but all the people who matter most are no longer here.  Except Lena of course, but I freed her before I left with Peter.  She’s living here still but I rarely see her.
This is the same room that I have used for most of my life, but it seems unfamiliar and cold now.  The bed is as soft as ever though, and after sleeping on the ground with Peter for so long that at least feels nice.  It is warm here too.  I am simply staring at the plain white wall in front of me when there is a knock on my door.
“Come in.”  I say listlessly.  A young man enters and bows deeply.
“Lady Hinata, you have visitors.”
“Who?”  I ask tiredly even though I haven’t done anything today.  It is already about midday too.
“They introduced themselves as Sor and Emi.”  He says and I frown.
“Where are they?”  I ask.
“Here.”  A familiar sounding voice says.  It is Sor’s.
“What did you want?”  I ask curious now.
“What are you wasting the day away in here for?  There is work to do and it isn’t going to do itself.”  Sor says sounding a little angry.
“The land has recovered, so there is nothing I need to do.”  I tell her with a sigh.
“Get out of your bed princess, or I’ll port you and your bed outside.”  Sor says with a quiet simmering anger.
“What’s wrong with my spending my time here?!  I worked so hard for so long and I’ve lost everything already!  I don’t even have vengeance to keep me going now!”  I scream at her whilst fighting back tears.  Sor looks at me coldly before responding.
“You’re still alive idiot, so you haven’t lost everything.  You have more now than most people will ever have.  You have your people and your land.  You have a home that whilst run down is many times larger than most people would even dream of.  Sure you’ve lost your family, but if you think that makes you unique then you’re an even bigger idiot than I realised.  Now get up!”
I look at her in shock.  I really am crying now.  I glare at her through my tears and shout, “Get out!”
All of a sudden it is no longer warm.  Instead I am sitting in my bed outside in the cold weather.  At least it isn’t raining right now, but even so it is a massive shock to my system.  I sit here shivering unable to move.  Then the bed disappears and I fall to the ground, landing bum first with my legs and arms up in the air even as my back hits the ground.
“Very elegant…”  Sor laughs.  I just sit there crying uncontrollably.  Then I hear her cold piercing words.  “Get up.”
I look up and feel real fear.  I quickly stand as if my life depends on it.  In the back of my mind I wonder whether it actually does.  I look at Sor fearfully.
“That’s better.  Now whilst you were lazing around in bed we’ve been defeating monster and the like so your people don’t get eaten or dismembered.  I’m not wasting the rest of my life doing it whilst you laze around in bed though.”
“I’m not strong enough to fight monsters!”  I protest.
“That’s certainly true.  That’s why you need to hire someone who is strong enough.”  She says, but repairing the town from the attack that killed mother cost what little money my family had left.
“I have no money, so how am I going to do that?”
“Easy, there are plenty of other ways to pay for help.”  Sor says and I blink in confusion.
“How?”  I ask curious now.
“Make a trade with Peter’s club.  Their protection in exchange for land.  A long term deal.  They were planning something similar in return for healing the land, weren’t they?”
“Yes, but…  Is it really ok to do that?”
“To protect your people is a noble’s most important duty.  Not that I can speak.”  Sor says sounding bitter for a moment.
“Why…?”  I start to ask but Sor’s glare silences me.
“Anyway, I’m here to take you to them.  Be grateful, brat.”  Sor says.  Despite her words I am grateful.
“Thank you.”
“Your thanks aren’t going to earn you any special favours, brat.  Emi, port us.”  Sor says the last part reluctantly.  Then we are in an alchemist’s workshop, with a variety of potions filling the five shelves in front of me.  There is a workbench in front of the shelves. The workbench has a few pots and lots of empty glass vials taking up half of it.  The other half of the workbench has half a bug resting on it as well as lots of blood and bits of flesh that I assume came from the bug.
“Hello?”  A questioning voice asks from behind me.
“Hello!”  I say turning quickly and bowing deeply.  “I’m very sorry to disturb you!”
“That’s ok, but who are you?”  She asks.  Glancing up I can see she is probably a similar age to my mother.  That makes me wince as I think of mother.
“She’s Hinata Hoshi.”  Sor says and pulls me up by my long black hair.  I suppress my urge to cry out in pain and instead just wince even more.
“Hoshi, that name sounds familiar.”  She says.
“It should do.  She’s Asuna’s sister.  She’s the girl that left with Peter.”  Sor says.
“Oh!  Of course.  Thinking about it I saw you briefly before you left.  You look different now though.  I’m not sure what it is, but something is definitely different.”
“She’s no longer obsessed with vengeance now she’s got it.”  Sor says.  I frown.
“Wouldn’t you be obsessed with vengeance if someone killed your mother?”  I ask.
“They did.”  Sor tells me.  I gulp.
“Sorry.”  I say looking down.
“And yes, I can’t say you’re entirely wrong there.”  Sor says sounding distant.
“So how can I help you?”  The woman asks.
“We need to talk to your daughter.”  Sor says sounding serious again.
“What do you need to talk to Rin about?”
“Hinata here needs some help keeping her people safe and Rin happens to have a large team of young mages, who are capable of doing exactly that.”  Sor explains.
“I hope you’re not planning to put too much pressure on my daughter.  She is still only a student mage and so are rest of the mages in her club, or team as you called it.”
“It’s up to Rin whether she helps us.  I don’t imagine any of the monsters in Hinata’s land are going to be a problem for her though, and she would be compensated.  I don’t see how it’s any different to the bounty hunts she’s already doing.”  Sor says with a shrug.
“You’re right that it is her decision, but I’ll not accept any emotional blackmail.”
“Don’t worry, it isn’t going to be emotional.”  Sor laughs.
“Or ordinary blackmail either!”
“Just joking.”  Sor says.  “So when can we talk to her?”
“She’s been to your land before, hasn’t she?”
“Yes.”  I say with a nod.
“Then I’ll have her visit on her day off.  I’m not disturbing her during the week.  Before you go though, since you left together does that mean Peter is back too?”
“No.”  I say shaking my head.  “I hope he is still alive, but he sent me back ahead of him.  He was stranded there, so I doubt we’ll see him again.”
“Don’t tell Rin that.”  Rin’s mother says sharply.
“Ok.”  I say taking a step back.
“Knowing Peter, he’ll find a way.”  She says with a smile.  There is only a hint of sadness and it is very well hidden, but it is something I am very familiar with.
“Make sure she comes.”  Sor says.
“Don’t worry, she’ll come.”  Rin’s mother says.
“We’ll be waiting.”  Sor says and then ports us back to my home.  “So I have to waste another day and a half of my life.  You may be a useless brat, but you’re coming along with us anyway.  It’s your people we’re protecting.”
(Emi)
I’m worried about Sor.  She’s been doing her best to reduce the power she uses, but protecting the Hoshi lands has been difficult.  If Sor keeps on using magic like she has been she’s going to wreck her magical senses, just like Lucy warned.  That’s why Rin and Hinata had better agree to a deal today.  Even another week like this would be dangerous.
Despite her harsh treatment of Hinata Sor actually cares about Hinata.  She pretends she doesn’t, but she can’t fool me.  I assume it is partly from spending time together, but it is more than just that.  Sor sees herself in Hinata.  Sor knows what it is like to be unable to protect those you are responsible for and she doesn’t want Hinata to experience that.  Also Sor’s mother was killed by the enemy and so was Hinata’s, although unlike with Hinata, Sor wasn’t there when it happened.
“What is so interesting about that old burnt out house?”  Sor asks.
“Sorry, I was just thinking.”  I respond apologetically.
“About what?”
“Whether we’ll be able to make a deal with Rin.”
“That’s Hinata’s problem.  I’m not staying here any longer even if she can’t make a deal.”  Sor says, but I know it is just a bluff.  There is no way Sor will simply abandon the people here.
“Rin’s here.  She brought Asuna and Yu Kii too.”  I say pointing.
“I know.  I sensed her port.  I should punish you at some point though.  You’re getting way too full of yourself, or perhaps you’re just thinking too lowly of me.”  Sor says.
“Sorry!  I didn’t mean…”
“Shut up.”  Sor says coldly.  I obey.
“Sor?”  Rin asks as she gets closer.
“Hinata’s inside.  I’ll show you the way.”  Sor says sounding bored.
“Don’t you normally port everywhere?”  Rin asks sounding a bit surprised.
“There’s no need.  It isn’t far.”  Sor says with a shrug.
“Ok.”  Rin says, but she is obviously suspicious. Like she said, Sor really does normally port everywhere.
“This way.”  Sor says and leads the way into the house and to the small room where Hinata is nervously waiting.
There is a large light stone hanging from the ceiling.  It is many times larger than most light stones and is obviously capable of holding its charge for years at a time.  Below the light stone is a faded map with a single stone marking each village in the Hoshi land.  There are also a few book cases.  There are six chairs gathered around the map, so enough for everyone.  They don’t look very comfortable.
“Hinata.  It’s good to see you again.”  Rin says with a smile.
“Rin.  It’s good to see you too.”  Hinata says a little weakly.  She seems to be avoiding Asuna’s gaze but nods slightly to Yu Kii.  “Take a seat everyone.”
We all sit and find the seats are no more comfy than they look.  Hopefully we aren’t going to be in them long.  I am on Hinata’s right and Sor is on her left.  Rin is opposite Hinata.  I am opposite Yu Kii and Asuna is opposite Sor.  Hinata seems unsure of what to say next and looks to Sor.  Sor sighs.
“Rin.”  Sor says and everyone turns to face her.  “I’m sure you know the basics.  Hinata needs help defending her people and you happen to have a club that is already fighting monsters for money.  What do you want in return for protecting Hinata’s people and land?”
“The club is Peter’s not mine.  I can’t just use it for whatever I want, but we’re not going to abandon Hinata.”  Rin says with a frown.
“So what do you suggest?”  Sor asks.
“We had a deal with Hinata’s mother.  Renewing all the land every few years in return for the land to the east of the river.  Hinata was also going to join the club.  I think that would be a good starting point.  If we want to add in protection by the club we need to increase the land.  How about adding this area here?”  Rin suggests pointing to an area to the west of the river but to the north.  There are no villages there so it seems reasonable.
“Where would you draw the border?”  I ask.
“The line here where the northern swamp ends.”  Rin says.
“That’s a swamp?”  I ask surprised.  “Why do you want a swamp?”
“There are plants there that would be useful in alchemy.  It would also be useful for training.”  Rin says.
“So will this land go to you, or to Peter?”  I ask.
“To Peter since it is his club.  The original deal was with Peter too.”
“How will you restore the land without the elf?”  Sor asks.
“Dairon and Peter will be back by the time we need to do that.”  Rin says.
“As far as we know they may both be dead.  Even if they aren’t they are probably stranded.”  Sor says bluntly.  Rin frowns.
“I believe in Peter.”  Rin says firmly.
“What about having the wind sisters renew the land?”  I ask.
“They’re no good for this.”  Sor says and Rin nods.
“Are they ok though?”  I ask.
“They’re fine.  They’re helping out our wind users, but they aren’t as good as Peter or Dairon, or even Cherry.  Still, they’re safe and nobody outside the club has discovered them.”  Rin says.
“How about using them to protect Hinata’s people and lands?”  I ask.
“It would be hard to keep them secret if they did that.”  Rin says shaking her head.
“More importantly, you’re about to make a deal you may not be able to keep.  The urgent part is protection now, not renewing the land a few years from now.”  Sor says sounding annoyed.
“How about we say that if we aren’t able to renew the land, we’ll just take the swamp in return for our protection now?”  Rin suggests.
“Protection for how long?”  Sor asks.
“Until we graduate.  After that we will need to go wherever we are told to.”
“Then have Hinata join your training.  Otherwise she isn’t going to be ready to protect her land.  You’ll also have to forget her joining the club, because if she does that there will be nobody here to protect her people.  She’ll also have to forget joining the academy, at least for now.”  Sor says and Hinata nods sadly.
“By the time we graduate you should be in a position to hire someone to do that.  The land is recovered so you’ll be able to tax your people a reasonable amount.”  Rin says but Sor shakes her head.
“The land is recovered but it will take time for the people to recover.  The land was blighted for most of the year so it will still be a bad harvest this year.  The town was wrecked and is still being rebuilt.  Next year’s harvest will be better, but if you take too much from the people after their first good harvest they will struggle just as badly as they have been.”  Sor says.
“The Year 3 students will still be here when we graduate, so how about until they graduate.  That gives you another year.”  Rin says.
“That seems reasonable.  If Peter is able to heal the land again then Hinata should be able to pay for protection with taxes. If he isn’t then she’ll hopefully be good enough to protect her people.  You’ll definitely need to train her though.”  Sor says.
“We’re training so many people already that one more isn’t going to be a problem.”  Rin laughs.
“Emi, write the contract.”  Sor says.
“Hinata, could you summon paper and something to lean on?”  I ask.
“Sure.”  Hinata says and forms paper and a slate.  I take them from her and use magic to write the contract.
“I think this is right, but read it over carefully just in case.”  I tell Rin as I hand it over to her.  She does read it carefully and then signs it.
“It looks fine to me, but make sure you read it carefully too Hinata.”  Rin says.  Hinata reads it a couple of times before signing it.  “I’ll have Jenny and Jimmy stay here with you.  I’ll have a couple of the elves stay here too just in case, but I hope they don’t need to fight, because I don’t want them revealing themselves.  Jenny can call us if there is anything she can’t handle, but obviously we can’t come when we are in lessons.  Jimmy can’t use magic so he isn’t going to be fighting, but I’m sure they’ll want to stay together.  Do you have enough spare rooms for them?”
“Yes.”  Hinata says with a laugh.  Then her face darkens for a moment.  She smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes as she says.  “There are plenty of rooms, but they aren’t in very good condition.”
“As long as they aren’t going to collapse I’m sure it will be fine.”  Rin says.
“They’re not going to collapse.”  Hinata says.
“Nya.”  The sound comes from behind me, even though I am facing the door and didn’t sense anyone port.  I am shocked, but the look on Yu Kii’s face is pure horror.  Before I can even turn Yu Kii throws herself on the floor face down, with her forehead literally touching the floor.
“Kuroneko.”  Sor says as she stands and turns.  I am slightly slower but when I see her the Kuroneko is in a catgirl form.  I can only assume that Sor is correct in naming her, but then Sor is always right.  At least about anything that uses her magical senses.
“Human girl.”  The Kuroneko hisses.
“So where have you been?”  Sor asks.
“Know your place.”  The Kuroneko hisses.  Then she looks at Yu Kii.  “I cannot take you or enter the academy because of the contract, but your sister is still mine.  Return her before the sun sets, or Ara Kii dies.”
“Please, take me in her place!”  Yu Kii begs.
“Like I said, that is impossible.”  The Kuroneko hisses.
“What about taking land instead?”  Sor asks.
“The land around here is worthless.”  The Kuroneko laughs.
“Is there nothing else we could give you in return?”  Hinata asks.  I look at her in surprise.  I was sure she wouldn’t speak up.
“Are you offering to take her place?”  The Kuroneko laughs.
“In exchange for Asuna’s freedom I would.”  Hinata says.  I hear a gasp.
“Don’t Hinata!”  Asuna cries out.
“I am not interested in you anyway.”  The Kuroneko laughs mockingly.  Then she smiles.  “Besides you are of interest to the Sky Lord.  Sacrifice ten of your people to me and I’ll spare the girl.”
“Never.”  Hinata says with an angry glare, but then she frowns.  “By the Sky Lord, you mean Peter, right?”
“What of it?”  The Kuroneko growls.
“Yu Kii and her sister are of interest to Peter too.  Yu Kii is his friend so he isn’t going to be happy if you take her sister away from her.”  Hinata says.
“Even so, she belongs to me…  She is worthless though…  I will let you keep her… for now.”  The Kuroneko says quietly almost as if to herself.  Then she disappears.
“Did you sense her port?”  I ask Sor.
“She didn’t port.”  Sor says confidently, and she would know.
“What did you mean by the Sky Lord?”  Rin asks as Yu Kii stands.
“That’s what she called Peter.”  Hinata answers.
“What is a Sky Lord?”  Rin asks.
“I don’t know, but Peter asked something like that too, and she said he was the Sky Lord, not a Sky Lord.”  Hinata says.
“There was something called the Sky Lord in the History of Ishki.”  Yu Kii says with a frown.
“When did you read the History of Ishki?”  Rin asks in surprise.
“At the Ancient Library in Portalis.”  Yu Kii answers.
“There’s a copy here too.  Could we borrow it?”  Rin asks Hinata.
“Sure.”  Hinata answers without a second thought.  Asuna looks at her disapprovingly.  “What?”
“That library is precious knowledge that was passed down the family for generations.”  Asuna says.
“So you would rather I didn’t lend it to Rin?”  Hinata asks dubiously.
“It’s not that.  It’s just that you need to be more conscious of its value.  You shouldn’t offer to give away your own freedom for mine either.”  Asuna says.
“That’s my choice.”  Hinata says with a shrug.
 



Chapter 6 (Multiple)
(Rin)
I want to read this book right away, but there’s no time.  So I leave it under my pillow.  Nobody other than Asuna, Hermes and I should be able to enter the room, but I still wouldn’t feel comfortable leaving it in plain sight.  I look at Asuna and Hermes, and say.  “Let’s port to the arena.  It’s about to start.”
“I’ll port us.”  Asuna says.  Hermes holds her left hand and I hold her right hand.  Just as we arrive the commentator starts to talk.  I don’t pay attention to her words though, because we need to find a seat quickly.
“Over here!”  Yu Kii calls out.  She ported back to her room as soon as we got back and is now sitting on the outer ring with Haru Kii.  There is just about enough room for the three of us to join them, but it is going to be squashed.  That beats standing for the whole fight though.
I sit on Haru Kii’s right and then Hermes sits next to me and Asuna takes the last spot.  Asuna is actually hanging over the edge of the seat into the aisle down to the arena.  Both the competitors are already down on the stage.
“And so it has begun.”  The commentator says and she is right.  The competitors are now both hovering above water.
“Who’s she fighting?”  I ask Yu Kii, but it is Haru Kii who answers.  She seems to be getting used to us now.  When she first arrived she was really nervous around everyone except Yu Kii.
“She’s fighting Ash Snow.”  Haru Kii says.
“I’m sure that’s who she teamed up with last year.  So now they’re enemies.  This battlefield is much better suited to a wind or water mage, but we’ve seen how that doesn’t seem to stop Ling.”  I say with a frown.  Was Ash Snow a fire mage, or was she a water mage.  I forget.
Perhaps it is just as well Peter isn’t fighting in the competition though.  It might be for the best if he comes back just after it finishes.  No, I should have more faith in Peter.  Besides, if nobody beats Ling she will own most of our classmates.  Peter would free them all if he beats Ling.  That would also get him enough members to form the company.
“Is there any chance Ash will win?”  Haru Kii asks.
“There’s always a chance, but I wouldn’t count on it.”  I answer.
“Why are they just hovering there like that?”  Haru Kii asks.
“I’m not sure.  Perhaps they’re still getting used to the battlefield.”  I say, but that doesn’t seem right.
“They’re both preparing a powerful spell.”  Asuna tells us, which makes more sense, but…
“Aren’t they too far away from each other though?”  I ask.
“I’m not sure what Ash’s spell is, but Ling’s is definitely powerful enough to reach from that distance.”  Asuna says.
“I could be wrong.”  Yu Kii says nervously.  “I think Ash’s spell is a summoning, but I’m not sure what she’s summoning.  I don’t think it’s a spirit or a god.”
“If Ash is summoning anything, I would guess a demon.”  Asuna says, sounding worried.  Just as soon as she has said it she is proven correct.  There is no mistaking the small red bat that appears in front of Ash.  It is a lesser demon and clearly under Ash’s control.  Just as it is summoned though, Ling’s spell takes effect and all of the water below them turns into a writhing sea of something filthy and disgusting.  They remind me of maggots, if maggots were six foot long and a foot wide.  They are very pale coloured with a slight brown glisten.  They don’t have teeth, but each mouth seems to be dripping something slimy.
“You don’t want to get eaten by those.”  Yu Kii says sounding horrified.
“It would be unpleasant.”  I admit.
“You’d melt.”  Haru Kii says and I look down at Haru Kii in surprise.
“Melt?”  I ask confused.
“They’re filled with acid.”  Yu Kii explains.  Then all of a sudden the sea of creatures lunges at Ash, but she laughs and is surrounded by flames.  The creatures are reduced to ash even before they reach the flames.  Yu Kii tells us.  “Those creatures are highly resistant to fire.”
“They don’t look it.”  I say as they seem to be getting incinerated about three feet away from the flames now.
“Those flames are demonic.”  Hermes says.
“So is it the demon summoning them?”  I ask.
“It must be.”  Hermes says.
“Do you think Ling is going to lose?”  I ask Hermes, but before she can answer Ling has been doubled over by an unseen force.  A moment later both Ling and Ash are in the arena again.  Ling is unconscious and Ash is standing there holding Ling’s jewel.  It takes a moment for the crowd and even the commentator to react.
“The winner is Ash Snow.  Ling Wu Fang, with approval of the royal judge, is hereby declared by royal decree slave of Ash, and Ash will advance to the next battle.  The rights of the family of Ling are eternally forfeit.  That was… unexpected.  Will Ash now take the final victory though, or is there anyone who can stand in her way?  Next week she will face Elf Lee Ironwood.  I hope everyone watches to see the outcome.  There aren’t that many more battle now until the royal tournament reaches its conclusion.”  The commentator announces.
“So now most of our class are Ash’s slaves.  I suppose she can’t be any worse than Ling.”  I say.
“I’ve no idea what Ash is like, but I suppose that is true.”  Hermes says.
“Ling’s awake again.   She looks scared, doesn’t she?”  Haru Kii says.
“Yes, she does look scared.”  I say and smile.  “Perhaps she’s scared that she’s going to get treated as badly as she’s been treating her slaves since she inherited them from Shelley.  Anyway, I’m going to read that book we borrowed.  I’ll meet you at the training grounds once I’ve finished it.  Have everyone continue their training like normal.”
“Why do you get to skip training just to read a book?”  Hermes complains.
“Because Peter left me in charge.”  I say with a smile and then port back to our room.  I take the book from under my pillow and sit on the side of my bed to read it.  It is poorly written and even things that should be exciting are very slow going.  I find myself wishing I was at training instead.
I am almost halfway through the book and it is over an hour later when I see the title Sky Lord.  I smile and read on.  My smile disappears and I reread the paragraph.  I read it a third time and a fourth.  That can’t be right.  Maybe I’m just missing something.  I use the queen’s gift and call Hermes to join me.
“Was it as good a read as Yu Kii said?”  Hermes asks.
“It’s a rubbish read, but that’s not the point.  Read this paragraph and tell me I misread it.”  I tell Hermes.  She looks confused but reads it.  As she reads the last few words she gasps and looks at me.
“Peter can’t be the Sky Lord if this is true.”  Hermes says still staring at the words in horror.
“Even so, we should make sure he never finds out what is written here.  He’d only worry about it.”  I tell Hermes who nods in agreement.
(Jenny)
I try not to watch as Yusa kisses my brother goodbye.  It is a long kiss.  It is always a long kiss, but this one is even longer than normal, because it will be a while before they see each other again.  I don’t really mind their relationship, especially since they are both seventeen, but I would still prefer not to see my brother kissing anyone.  It’s not like I think they shouldn’t be kissing, but Jimmy is still my adorable twin brother that I have taken care of for most of my life.
“That’s enough, or we’ll be late.  It’s not like you’ll never see each other again.”  I tell them crossly.  Yusa slowly pulls away from Jimmy and then looks at me like a sad puppy.
“It could be weeks before we see each other again!”  Yusa protests.
“Don’t tell Rin that.”  I warn her.  “The poor girl doesn’t even know if she’ll ever see Peter again.  Even if she does it could be years from now.”
“So Rin does love Peter?”
“She’ll not admit it, but yes she very much loves him.  She may not have realised before Peter left, but I am sure she’s realised by now.”  I tell Yusa.  Then I say firmly.  “Goodbye Yusa.”
“Goodbye Jenny.  Goodbye Jimmy.”  Yusa says and then kisses Jimmy one last time.  I grab Jimmy’s hand and port us both just outside the entrance of Hinata’s home.  It’s our home too now.
“Welcome.”  Hinata says bowing deeply to us.  It feels really weird to be bowed to by a noble.  I get on fine with the nobles in our club, but even that still feels a little weird at times.
“Thank you.”  I say bowing back to her and Jimmy bows too.
“I have two rooms ready.  They are next to each other and not far from the entrance.  Please follow me.”  Hinata says and leads us into the house and to the right.  Our rooms really aren’t far.  They are in fact the first two rooms.  We take a look at the first before moving onto the second room.  They both have a dark wooden bed large enough for two people to sleep on, covered in comfy looking blue bedding.  Beside the bed is a small wooden table made of the same dark wood as the bed.  The bare floorboards also made of the same wood are mostly covered by a few large blue rugs.
“This room used to belong to my mother and the one next door was Asura’s room.  We didn’t keep many rooms in good condition but you shouldn’t have any problems with these rooms.  Sor and Emi have been using them, but they left just before you arrived.  Literally a moment before you arrived in fact, which is why I was standing there when you both ported in.”
“That was convenient timing.”  I say with a smile.
“I am sure Sor timed it exactly.”  Hinata says to which I blink.
“How would she even know when we were going to arrive?”  I ask dubiously.
“She must have sensed your port.  She was just hanging around for a while before she actually ported away.  She was probably worried that something might happen before you arrived.”  Hinata says.
“It would be difficult to sense our port before we arrived.  For one thing a port is almost instant.”  I say still not convinced.”
“Sor can do anything with dimensional magic.  She can even port between worlds.”  Hinata says and I find myself shaking my head in wonder, but Hinata seems to misinterpret that as a denial.  “She really can.  I’m not lying.”
“I didn’t say you were.  It’s not that I disbelieve you, but it is hard to accept.”  I tell Hinata apologetically.  “So how do we know when you need our help?”
“A messenger will come to your room.  If you leave your room, just let someone at the main entrance know where to find you.”  Hinata tells me.  Then she frowns.  “Rin said she was going to send one of the elves in case it was too dangerous for you.  Do you know when they will be arriving?”
“She was going to stay hidden not far from here, so she has either already arrived or will do so soon.  If we need her help I know where to find her, but unless there is a particularly dangerous monster I should be ok without her.”
“Asura was a really good mage and she was killed because she fought alone.  Please be careful.”  Hinata asks pleadingly.
“Don’t worry, I will be.”  I assure Hinata.
“There’s a small bakery in town where you can buy bread and an inn where you can buy meals.  We only recently finished repairing them.  There’s also soup cooked here every day around sunrise and sunset.  It’s very basic but it is free and I can have someone deliver it to your room if you want.  The queue is huge, because most of the townspeople eat it now.  They can’t afford anything else.  Before the attack about a quarter to half the townspeople were eating it.”
“We’ll eat that then.  If you could get it delivered to our rooms that would be great.”  I say, because we want to keep our costs down so we can repay Peter for freeing us.
“I will do.  For now though I’ll let you settle in. If you need me my room is the next one after Jimmy’s.  If I’m not there just ask at the main entrance.  There’s always someone there.”  Hinata says with a smile.
“Thank you.”  I reply with a small bow.
“No, thank you for your help.”  Hinata says with a deep bow and then quickly retreats out of the room.
“I can help you.”  Jimmy insists as soon as we are alone.
“No.”  I tell him firmly.  “I didn’t teach you magic so you could take risks with me.”
“Hinata is right though.  Fighting alone is too risky.  If I help you it will be much safer.  I don’t want to lose you.”
“I’m not that weak.  I’m not going to die.”  I say shaking my head in frustration, but I’m obviously not the only one who is frustrated.
“I know you’re strong, but what if you go up against a monster that fire magic can’t harm?”  Jimmy protests.
“I do know other magic.”
“But you aren’t as good at it as you are at fire magic.”
“I can always port away if it gets too bad.  The sort of monsters I might have to deal with aren’t going to be able to stop me porting.  I have the elves and Peter’s club I can call on to deal with anything I can’t beat on my own.  If it is goblins or something, I’ll get help before I even attempt to deal with them.”  I assure him.
“But…”  Jimmy starts to say but I cut him off.
“No buts.  We agreed that I would teach you magic and you would only use it in an emergency.  That was the agreement and that is final.”  I tell him firmly.  He is obviously about to argue further but before he can do so there is an urgent knock on the door.  Almost relieved I calmly call out.  “Come in.”
“Are you Lady Jenny?”  A young woman about my age asks me.  She is dressed in plain brown trousers and shirt.  They have plenty of grey and brown stains but I get the impression that they are currently clean.  She certainly doesn’t smell.
“I’m Jenny, though I’m certainly not a noble.”  I tell her with a smile.
“Lady Jenny, a messenger pigeon just arrived from the village of Hogsford.  A monster was spotted nearby and they request help killing it.”  The messenger tells me.
“What type of monster?”  I ask.
“I’m sorry but I don’t know.  The message just says a monster.”
“Have you been to Hogsford before?”  I ask her.
“Sorry, but I’ve live my whole life in the town.”  She tells me shaking her head.
“Find me someone who has so I can port there to deal with it.”  I tell her.
“Right away, milady!”  She says and dashes out the door.
“I never thought anyone would ever call me milady.”  I say shaking my head in amusement.  “I even told her I’m not nobility.”
“How did it feel to be called that?”  Jimmy asks.  I consider for a moment.
“Weird.  I would have been insulted to be called that when we were first freed, but after meeting good nobles like Aventurine, Asuna and Hinata I don’t feel insulted.  It still feels weird though.”
“Maybe you should threaten to incinerate anyone who calls you milady.”  Jimmy jokes.  Then he looks at me seriously.  “Take me with you.”
“No.”  I tell him and though he is still unhappy he finally seems to accept that I am not going to change my mind.  At least not this time.  He will certainly try to convince me again at some point, but he knows I am too stubborn to convince in the little time we have before I go to deal with this monster.  There is another urgent knock on the door.
“Come in.”  I call out.
“Lady Jenny.”  A young woman says as she enters the room.  Then she bows deeply.
“Just call me Jenny.”  I tell her.  She gulps at that and stays silent a moment before continuing.
“I grew up in Hogsford and have lived here for the last two years.  I was asked here to help you port there, but I don’t know how.”  She says nervously.
“Don’t worry.  Just place your forehead against mine and think of somewhere in Hogsford.  The village square would be good.”
“Is it really alright to touch you, milady?”  She asks nervously.
“I’m not a lady, and I said to call me Jenny.”  I tell her firmly.
“Umm, ok.”  She says but only steps very slowly towards me.  I sigh and walk quickly towards her.  I stop in front of her and place my forehead against hers.
“Now think of somewhere in Hogsford.”  I remind her.  I sense the image of the village square in her mind and port myself there.  The village square is just a dry and empty dirt square surrounded by the village houses on all four sides.  This is common for poorer villages in Contractia and reminds me of the village I was born in.  Each house is only about eight foot wide and there are ten houses on each side of the square.  All of the houses are on the village square so just like the village we were born in it has exactly forty homes.  I am glad I didn’t bring Jimmy here.
I look all around and there is nobody in sight.  Normally so close to the harvest at this time of day everyone would be tending the fields so I’m not surprised that the village square is empty.  That made it a good choice because it was easier to avoid porting into the same spot as someone else.  Of course I still made the effort to avoid that, but it is always best to avoid busy areas when porting somewhere out of your sight.
I open my senses and realise that everyone seems to be inside their homes.  The fields are empty.  The villagers must be really scared of this monster to abandon the fields.  I need to find out what I am facing before I go up against it though, so I walk up to one of the nearby houses and knock on the door.
“Who is it?”  A nervous woman’s voice asks through the door.
“My name is Jenny and I work for Lady Hinata.  I am here to deal with a monster that was spotted nearby.”  I tell her in what I hope is a reassuring voice.
“Queen be thanked, we’re saved!  The bird ate two boys who were helping in the field.  That was yesterday.  We’ve all locked ourselves indoors since then.”
“What did it look like?”  I ask.
“It was twice as long as I am tall, and its wings reached out twice as far as that.  It had a huge golden beak and massive silver claws that could tear you apart in an instant.  Its eyes were black as the night.  Its feathers were red with a sharp purple tip and a pale purple mist seemed to surround the bird.  When the mist hit the boys their skin went all weird.”
“All weird?  What do you mean?”  I ask, now very worried.  This bird doesn’t sound like anything I have heard of before.
“It started to move on its own and it looked like it was melting.”  The woman says sounding terrified.  I don’t blame her.
“Well don’t worry, I’ll deal with it.”  I assure her.  My voice sounds confident, but I am actually a bit scared myself.  I consider calling Rin for some extra help since it is still her day off.
I feel something directly above me and I port to the centre of the square just in time.  I see the bird the woman described swoop down where I was moments ago.  The woman’s description was mostly accurate, although the bird is a bit smaller than I had expected.  Not knowing her height though I can’t say for sure that is because her description was wrong.  It is shrouded in a purple mist just like the woman described and I can sense water magic from the mist.
The bird darts forwards at me and I create a huge wall of fire between me and it.  The bird lunges through and though the mist is gone the bird seems unharmed.  I port the other side of my flame wall and summon the strongest flames I can around the bird.  It is already darting back at me and quickly passes through the flame wall. I can tell my attack is working though, because a trail of charred feathers is falling behind the bird.  The square is too small really but I drop the flame wall and repeatedly port away from the bird without dropping my attack.
It isn’t long before the bird darts upwards to try to escape me.  I can’t let it escape though, because if I do it will probably attack people somewhere else or may even return here.  I am not as confident in the air but even so I take flight and pursue the bird.  I take care not to follow too closely though.  The bird seems to sense my hesitance and darts back at me.
I simply port away from it but up high in the sky now rather than being so close to the ground it is much faster.  I have to port further each time and that uses more energy.  I maintain my flames though and after a minute or two its charred remains drop to the field below.  I stop the flames before they can set the field alight.  The area covered by the corpse is ruined, but the rest of the field is saved.
I casually lower myself to the ground.  I consider my power reserves and realise I don’t have enough power left to port back to the town.  The villagers are still inside their homes.  Some at least will have heard the thud of the bird corpse but I doubt any will risk coming outside until I tell them it is safe.  Before I can do that I should check that there are no other dangers.  With my powers reduced this much I set aside my pride and call for Rin with the queen’s gift.
“Jenny?”  Rin asks.  Of course I only hear it inside my head but it is little different from a normal conversation.
“Rin.  I’ve dealt with a monster but I don’t have enough power left to port back to town and there could be other monsters nearby.  Could you send a few people to help?”
“Okay.  I’ll send some of our club, but please be careful whilst you wait.”
“Thanks Rin.”  I tell her and then I feel the connection cut off.  I open my senses as wide as I can whilst I walk back to the village square.  I can’t sense anything but there’s no guarantee that there is nothing hiding from my senses.  Jimmy is right that I could use his help, but I don’t want to risk his life.  Perhaps just as importantly though, I don’t want to remind him of the early years of his life.
“Jenny!”  Cherry and Sherry call out together.  They were quicker than I expected.  Behind them are Yu Kii and Charlotte.  I didn’t expect Rin to send so many people, but better to be too careful than not careful enough.  In the end we don’t find anything else.  I let Cherry and Sherry give the good news to the villagers, who needless to say are both very grateful and relieved.
 



Chapter 7 (Multiple)
(Elucia)
“Are you ready?”  Kai asks.  I’m actually really nervous.  This is the first time I’ve gone on a bounty hunt.  Now I have my permit there is nothing stopping me and it is a chance to be useful.  Until now I’ve just been relying on everyone else.  So I’m not really ready but I nod anyway.
“Where do we go?”  I ask nervously.
“It seems a herd of rat mules was spotted in the Lower Maze, so that’s where we’re headed.”  Kai says.
“The Lower Maze?”  I ask confused and even more nervous now.
“There are tunnels all around the city that form a maze to confuse people searching for the city.  We’re only allowed in the Lower Maze, because we only have a tier one permit.  The more dangerous monsters are generally found in the Deep Maze and the Side Maze.  The Side Maze and Upper Maze are strictly off limits because the enemy is so close.  The Deep Maze you reach by passing through the Lower Maze.  You need a tier three permit for that though.”  Kai tells me.
“So how do we reach the Lower Maze?”  I ask.
“There’s a passage down to it from this dome.  You have to pass a few check points but it doesn’t take long.”
“So how do we find the rat mules we need to kill?”
“The job isn’t to kill them.  We need to capture them alive.  The bounty is one blue coin per live rat mule.”  Kai explains.
“Oh, ok.  But we still need to find them to capture them.”
“Finding them is easy.  Just leave it to me.  Now let’s go before someone else takes our bounty.”  Kai says and leads the way from our little home.  The streets are empty as usual.  The morning rush is already over.  “Here it is.”
“That little hole in the ground?”  I ask looking at a small hole near the outer wall of the cavern.  It isn’t actually that far from our home.  No wonder Kai had me wait at home rather than come with her when she got the permit.
“Yes and just be glad you’re small.  This hole was built for slim female dwarves.  It should be much easier for a child like you than it is for me.”  Kai says looking down at the hole with a frown.  Her words are true, though I don’t appreciate her calling me a child.  “I’m going first.”
“Ok.”  I say and watch as she slides her body down the hole.  I wince as she struggles to get her top half through the hole.  She has to take a really deep breath to get through.  At least there is enough space for her head to fit through easily.  Now it is my turn so I stand against the cavern wall and slide down.  I don’t even need to breathe in to fit through.
“See.  I said it would be easier for you.”  Kai grins.  Although it is good that it was so easy for me I don’t like the way she is saying it.  There’s no point complaining though.
“So what now?”  I ask looking around at the low dark tunnel we seem to be in.  It isn’t too dark to see but it is much darker than the dome.  Kai is having to stoop really low to avoid hitting her head on the ceiling.
“So now we walk to the first check point.”  Kai tells me and leads the way.  It takes a few minutes to reach it.  When we get there we have to show our permits.  They are a bit like large gold coins except that they have strange symbols on.  Dwarven writing I assume.
“Name?”  The dwarven girl sitting at the stone desk asks sounding rather bored.  She is only about two and a half foot tall and really thin.  Her clothes are the same black stone that everyone here wears, but unlike most of the dwarves I have seen before she is only wearing shorts and a small top.  They remind me a little of those cursed clothes I was wearing before I found out about the curse.
“I’m Kai and this is Elucia.”
“Bounty?”  She asks just as bored.
“The rat mules.”  Kai answers with a smile.
“Fine.  You can pass.”  She says still sounding bored even as she waves us through.
At the end of the tunnel not far past her is another hole.  Kai struggles just as much to get through it as the previous one.  Below the hole is another tunnel and halfway along the tunnel there are two more dwarven girls.  We just pass them silently and at the end of the tunnel there is a door with another two dwarven girls.  Unlike the previous ones they are both wearing armour and holding short swords.
“Ready?”  The dwarven girl on the right asks us.
“Yes.”  Kai says and pulls me through the door as it opens.  It closes silently behind us as soon as we are past it.  Kai begins to glow dimly and illuminates the tunnel.  It is about four foot wide and about eight foot tall, so Kai is finally able to stand straight.  “This is the Lower Maze.  There could be monsters nearby so keep alert and always be ready to use magic.”
“You’ll sense anything before it attacks us, right?”  I ask nervously.
“I should do, but we’ll need to react quickly if I only sense it at the last moment.”  Kai says, which doesn’t really reassure me much.
“Ok.  I’ll try to be ready, but I’m not that quick.  A bit of warning would be good and a lot of warning would be better.”
“I’ll do what I can but if need be I’ll just have to handle any surprises myself.”  Kai says with a shrug.  “Anyway, follow me.”
“Do you know where the rat things are?”  I ask as I follow Kai.
“I’m just following my nose.  Can’t you smell them?”
“I can’t really smell anything.”  I admit.
“You’re lucky then.  Those rat mules stink.”  Kai tells me whilst pulling a weird face.
“So how far away are they?”  I ask.
“That I don’t know.  We just follow the smell and eventually we’ll find them.  Pure dwarves have a better sense of smell than we do, so I doubt anyone else will want the job.”
“So what will they use the rat mules for when we turn them in?  It doesn’t sound like the dwarves will want to go anywhere near these things.”
“Wild rat mules stink but once they’ve been given a proper wash they only smell bad.”  Kai tells me.  Then we reach a split in the tunnel.  Kai points to the right and says.  “That way.”
“So are these rat mules dangerous?”  I ask.
“Yes, but as long as you know magic they aren’t too bad.  Without magic they can chase you down faster than a horse and eat you faster than a…  Well, faster than something that can eat you real quick.”  Kai says and it is finally starting to feel real.  I’m hunting some awful monster that wants to eat me.  I know Peter and Rin have both been doing this for who knows how long but it is my first time.  “You’re shaking.  Are you alright?”
“Umm.  Yeah.  It’s just my first time hunting something that wants to eat me.  Actually my first time hunting anything at all.”  I admit.
“How old are you?”  Kai asks.
“Fourteen.”  I say quietly looking down at my feet.
“I went on my first hunt when I was ten but most of the kids had their first hunt after their sixteenth birthday.  It was scary as anything for me, but even the older kids were terrified on their first hunt.  I got over it though, and you will too.  Don’t worry too much.  You’re not alone and I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”
“Why were you so much younger than the other kids when you went hunting?”  I ask both confused and rather impressed.
“That’s a tale for another day.”  Kai says and even though it is so dark and the only light is from her glowing body I get the impression she is blushing.  Maybe it is just my imagination though.
“So you’re not going to let the rats eat me then?”  I ask jokingly.  Thankfully my nerves seem to be gone now.
“Well, I may let them take a bit or two.  Rat mules need to eat too.”  Kai jokes.  I laugh and smile at her joke.
“So are they much further?”  I ask more seriously now.
“I have no idea.”  Kai says sounding a bit annoyed now.  I’d best not ask her again.  “This way.”  I follow Kai to the left this time as the tunnel splits into three this time.
“Are you going to be able to find the way back ok?”  I ask.
“Of course.”  Kai says with a grin.
“I think I can smell something now.”  I say after another minute or two walking.  There is definitely a faint odour in the air.  It smells a bit like rotting meat, but it is too faint to be sure.
“That’s good.  I’d hate to be the only one who has to smell this foul stench.”  Kai says and pats me on the back a bit too enthusiastically.  I almost go flying.  Kai winces and says quietly.  “Sorry.  Don’t know my own strength.”
“Don’t worry.”  I say looking up at Kai in surprise.  She seems a bit shaken.
“Back home at my village…”  Kai says sadly but then she shakes her head.  “No, never mind.”
“What’s that sound?”  I ask as I realise there is a strange clicking noise above us.  Kai pauses a moment and then smiles.
“Just a few bugs in the tunnel above us.  Nothing to be worried about.”  Kai assures me.
“Ok.”  I respond still a little anxious.  We continue along the tunnel until it splits again.  Each time it does so Kai seems to know exactly which way to go.  Five splits later the smell is now rather strong.
“Stop.”  Kai suddenly whispers to me and holds her hand out to stop me.  “I can hear them now, so they aren’t far ahead.”
I listen and realise there is a faint squeaking up ahead.  It could be my imagination but I think there is also an even fainter clicking noise up ahead as well.  I turn to Kai and whisper.  “So how do we capture them?”
“That’s easy.  The dwarves made these tunnels large enough for fairly large monsters to use, but more importantly for large machines or cages.  I’m going to create a cage around the rat mules and then we’ll drag it back to the city with magic.  We can get the whole herd in one go.”
“So what do I do?”  I ask wondering whether I’m just going to be useless today.
“You have more magic than me, so you’re going to be doing the dragging.”  Kai says with a smile.
“Oh.  I suppose that’s simple enough.”
“Just stay a few steps behind me until I’ve captured the rat mules.”  Kai says and so I move behind her.  “Now there’s no need to be scared.  No rat mule is going to get past me.”
Standing behind her Kai seems even taller than normal and her presence is much more powerful.  I can easily believe her words, so I’m truly not afraid.  She begins to advance silently towards the awful smell and sound of the rat mules.  I am careful not to get too close to Kai, because I don’t want to get in her way but I follow her without making a sound.
All of a sudden Kai’s glow flares up blindingly bright and once my eyes have adjusted I can see black stone bars that remind me a little of the jail.  There are lots of them now though, and the gaps are very narrow.  The smell is no worse but the faint squeaks are replaced by angry hissing.  Behind the bars I can see what must be the rat mules.  They are about a foot tall and wide, and perhaps two foot long.  They each have two long sharp white fangs that I can see.  Their black slimy fur is probably the source of the foul stench.
“I think I got them all.”  Kai says with a wince.  Then she closes her eyes and a quick flood of water drenches the rat mules.  The water only lasts a moment and flows away from us down the tunnel.  “Water isn’t my strength, but the smell definitely seems weaker now.”
“Let me have a go.”  I say and close my eyes.  I remember how I wash myself and summon the same cleansing water over a dozen of the rat mules.  Then I release the water.  Sure enough the rat mules are clean.  I repeat the process on the others about a dozen at a time.
“That’s much better.”  Kai says as I finish cleaning the last rat mules.
“There must be over a hundred of these things.”
“A hundred and five.”  Kai says.  “Now I’m going to form a proper cage so you can move it.  You’d have a hard time moving the walls I created.”
“Yes, I definitely couldn’t move them.”  I agree.  Then Kai reforms the stone into a cage with a floor and roof.  It is clearly really heavy but at least it is no longer merged with the tunnel.  The tunnel floor and roof are both mostly smooth.  The cage roof is about three foot above the ground.  Kai’s wall, which previously reached the roof of the tunnel now merges perfectly with the roof of the cage and stops there.
“Can you move that?”  Kai asks.
“Yes, though it will take a while to get it back, given how heavy it is.  Also how will we get them through the final tunnel?  There’s no way that cage will fit.”
“The guards will deal with them once we reach the tunnel to Nirvali.”  Kai says with a shrug.  “You just need to get it to them.”
“Ok.”  I say and close my eyes.  I focus my earth sense on the cage.  It still feels weird to use my magical senses, but to lift that cage I am going to have to.  I use earth magic to lift the cage up about half a foot and then open my eyes.
“I’ll lead.  Make sure not to squash us with the cage.”  Kai says with a smile.  I move the cage slowly towards us and then follow Kai.  We walk slowly so I can keep the cage close to us.
I don’t know how long it takes but eventually Kai stops, looks around and seems to spot something.  She knocks on the wall and it disappears.  There are two guards behind it.  They are about three foot tall and like all the female dwarves I’ve seen they are really slim.  They have pale skin, green eyes and brown hair.  They are both armed with a black metal short sword and black stone armour.
“You got the rat mules I see.  They’re nice and clean too.”  The first guard says with a smile.  “We’ll take them from here.”
Then the second guard grins.  “That cage must be real heavy.  One of you obviously has a ton of power, or you wouldn’t be able to move it.”
“That’s Elucia here.”  Kai says patting me on the shoulder.  “She’s as powerful as a mountain.”
“And almost as small as a dwarf, both upwards and outwards.”  The first guard laughs.
“A large dwarf.”  The second guard laughs.
“Well, a large female dwarf.”  The first guard says.
“Are you female?”  The second guard asks.
“Yes I am!”  I protest angrily.
“Ok, ok, no need to get worked up about it.”  She laughs.
“We’ll be going now.”  Kai says and guides me into the tunnel.  I can still hear the guards laughing behind us.
“Is it ok to keep the door open so long?”  I ask Kai.
“I doubt the enemy will ever reach the Lower Maze, and those guards can deal with any monsters that turn up.”  Kai says with a shrug.
“So how do we get paid?”  I ask.
“We pick that up at the first desk we saw on the way.  Where she asked our names and bounty.  It will take a while before its ready to pick up though, because they need to get the rat mules into the city first.  We’ll pick it up on our way to do another job tomorrow.”
“So what do we do now?”
“We go home and rest to get our power back.  I doubt you can have any power left and I don’t have much left either.”
“I don’t feel like I used much.”  I admit.
“Then you’re the scariest monster I’ve ever seen.”  Kai laughs but behind her laugh I sense a dark edge to her expression.  As if she isn’t entirely joking.
(Nairon)
If I mess up again there’s going to be no second chances.  I have two options.  Complete the mission or die a terrible death.  I only have myself to count on.  Not having to use a spiderfly is a nice change, but I wish Seraph and Ishki were here.  I hope they are at least still alive.
I thought at first that my mission was impossible.  Just a delayed death sentence.  Now though there is hope.  I’m sitting here waiting for the traitor to arrive.  He’ll be well rewarded for his treachery and I’ll get to live too.  That is if he doesn’t change his mind of course.
If he does change his mind I may just be sitting here waiting for a dwarven army to come and kill me.  That can’t be any worse than the Envoy killing me though.  In fact it would probably be a much quicker death than the Envoy would give me.  I have heard of executions lasting three or four months.  In fact I did hear a rumour that one execution lasted two years, but I think that was just a rumour.
I sense magic approaching.  It is powerful enough that it is most likely the traitor.  It is still some way from me and is only moving slowly.  I suppose dwarves can’t walk very fast on their short legs.
Strangely though the magic goes past me.  There is no way that dwarf would miss the spot we arranged to meet at.  There can’t be many dwarves with as much power as I can sense.  I certainly hope there aren’t.  This is definitely the spot we agreed to meet at, but I am curious.  My presence still hidden I follow the power I am sensing.
As I get closer I see a sight that almost draws a gasp of shock.  That is definitely the body that the spy master was using.  Was it just a lie that he was killed?  Perhaps an attempt to trick the enemy?
She is wearing strange black stone clothing.  They look very heavy and although they are still black shirt and shorts, are very different to the clothes the spy master dressed that body with.  These look much less embarrassing as they cover her up properly.
“She almost looks like a proper dwarven girl.”  A voice whispers from beside me.  I really do gasp this time, but I am far enough away that I doubt they can hear me.  I look down and to my relief it is the traitor standing beside me.  “So did she agree to my demands?”
“Yes.  The Envoy agreed to all your requests.”  I tell him.
“Good, good.  It seems we have a deal.”
(Peter)
It was a hard day and tomorrow will be just as hard again.  Even so I lie here unable to sleep.  Images keep entering my mind and disturbing my attempt to sleep.  Images of girls.  Asuna, Lucy, Hermes, Rin, Aventurine, Chery and Sherry and that is just to name a few.  I have no idea why I can’t get them out of my head, but I can’t.  It’s not just images I have seen, but images that exist only in my imagination.
It’s not just images but words too.  Words like Lucy’s ‘Remember you have the love of a beautiful woman, who would do almost anything for you… or with you.’  For some reason it’s the last words in particular that keep going round my head.
Then there’s Asuna’s words that appalled me at the time, but now seem so tempting.  I can’t remember exactly what she said because it was so long ago now, or at least feels like it was.  That just makes it worse though, as I try to remember exactly what she said and as I do they seem to get twisted into perhaps what I would like her to have said.  One thing I am sure of though, if I gave Asuna an order she would obey it.  The scariest thing though, is that I am not sure I can resist the temptation to give her the order that I want to.  I am certain however that I must not give that order.  That doesn’t make it any easier.  Perhaps that is why I seem to see Asuna’s image in my head the most.
When I have finally cleared my head of girls something else always takes their place.  It is always the same thing and it always leads me back to thinking about girls again.  The image I see is the scariest image I can think of.  I see myself staring back at me as if in a mirror.  In truth it just looks like me and shouldn’t be scary at all, but I can feel the accusation in my eyes.  The accusation of a dead boy whose place I have taken.
 



Chapter 8 (Multiple)
(Peter)
“You seem distracted, boyo.”  Grundle tells me as gruffly as ever, but there is a hint of concern in his eyes.
“Sorry, just tired.  I’ve not been sleeping too well lately.”  I tell him.
“Something keeping you awake?”  He asks with a mix of both gruffness and concern.
“Girls, mostly.”  I admit, not wanting to reveal my darker thoughts.  Grundle chokes and then laughs heartily with one hand on his stomach.
“And here I was concerned about you.  I’ll work you twice as hard if it is girls that are distracting you.  They can wait until you’re a master smithy.”  Grundle tells me and I wince but his last words catch me off guard.
“Can a human become a master smithy?”  I ask.
“Actually I suppose not.  Hmm…  What are you aiming to be when you’re older?”
“Captain of an independent company, but I need to return to Contractia first to do that.  My main goal as a captain will be to reach the stars.”  I tell him.  He frowns.
“No time for girls if you want to reach the stars in a mere human’s life time.  I hear you humans don’t even live two centuries.”
“Most humans don’t live one century.”  I admit.
“So how old are you now?”
“Thirteen or so.”  I say and then frown.  My body is thirteen.  I’m pretty sure of that, but how old am I?  For that matter what does ‘I’ even mean?  Since both my souls merged?  When did that even happen?
“You seem unsure.”
“I am unsure.  Regardless though, I’m aiming for immortality along with my whole company so I should have plenty of time to reach the stars.”
“Immortality…  Most people that aim to become immortal, live very short lives.”
“Even without aiming for immortality my life is going to be constantly in danger if I want to reach the stars, or more importantly protect my friends.”
“I’m glad to see you have your priorities straight.  I still remember when dwarves sought to conquer the stars.  That was before we got stuck down here.”
“To conquer the star?”  I ask in shock.
“We never even reached them, though we did reach both the moons.”  He says wishfully.  Then he blinks and rubs his eyes.  “Back to work, boyo.  These light traps aren’t going to make themselves!”
I focus on the task at hand.  Specifically I focus on whittling away these weird blue stones with carefully placed wind slices.  These stones have to be exactly the right shape or they don’t work.  I have no idea why they work but I know exactly what I need to do to make them work.  This is the fifteenth today alone.  We were working on them all of yesterday as well as all this morning.
“Grundle?”  An especially deep voice calls out from the door.  I turn to look as Grundle approaches the door.
“Lord Blake!”  Grundle calls out as he gets a bit closer to the door.  “Come in!  Oh, but mind Pebble.”
Too late the large rock has already jumped at Lord Blake’s head.  Lord Blake is large for a dwarf, at about four foot tall and almost as wide and deep as he is tall.  Even so he deftly grabs Pebble and tickles her all over, before throwing her back to the floor.
“You really should get a new guard stone.”  Blake says stroking his long golden beard.  If his beard wasn’t wrapped around his neck like a scarf I am sure it would be three times as long as he is tall.  Other than his beard though, he is completely bald.  He is only wearing black stone shorts and his flabby belly shakes as he walks.  There isn’t an ounce of flab in his short little legs that look far too weak to support such a large body, or in his powerful long arms that look like they could break a mountain in two.  Or at least a wall of solid stone.  His skin like all male dwarves is of course black.  “So I hear you have a new apprentice.”
“More of a helper than an apprentice, given that boyo here is just an ugly human.”
“Yes, he really is ugly, but I sense talent in him.  The way he was crafting that light trap when I first arrived is at least as good as most dwarves could manage.”
“He’s a wind mage, so the task suits him.”  Grundle says with a shrug.  “So what brings you here?  Not to admire my ugly helper, I’m sure.”
“No, certainly not.  I am here because I need help.  The king has demanded that I craft a Shadow Finder.”
“Hmm.  It seems he is taking these elves seriously.  A lot of fuss about nothing if you ask me.  Neither the Fallen Angels nor the Queen of Contractia will ever find this city.  Unless of course we do something stupid, like sending our army to fight them.”  Grundle says with a frown.
“Would you mind telling the king that?”  Lord Blake asks.
“He’d have my head for sure!”  Grundle laughs.
“So you see my predicament?”  Lord Blake asks with a huge smile.
“To make a Shadow Finder requires materials that can only be found in the Deep Maze, and none of the bounty hunters are willing to go there.”  Grundle replies with a frown.
“Why not?”  I ask.
“They’re all scared of the bullfrog.”  Grundle tells me.
“Is that a monster?”  I ask.
“The most terrible of monsters indeed.  It was awakened from its slumber by an idiot bounty hunter.  She got away with her life, but only just.”
“Is it as powerful as a dragon?”  I ask.
“Well, no…”  Grundle admits.  That’s good.  I wouldn’t want to fight anything as powerful as a dragon.
“Or a Death Bird?”  I ask.
“No.”  Grundle says shaking his head thoughtfully.  “I know I said it was the most terrible of monsters, but Death Birds and dragons are in a league of their own.”
“How about I hunt it with my friends then?”  I suggest.  Grundle blinks and so does Lord Blake.
“And here I was just hoping you might have some false light syrup.”    Lord Blake laughs.
“What’s the bounty on this bullfrog?”  I ask.
“Two thousand white.”  Lord Blake tells me.
“That would be enough to get Grunti to make me a new arm and still leave me with half.”  I say with a shocked smile.
“How do you know Grunti?”  Grundle asks in shock and Lord Blake’s mouth is now wide open.
“He took an interest in a friend of mine.”
“A girl?”  Lord Blake asks with a laugh.
“Lucy is a bit old to be called a girl.”  I say.
“How old is she?”  Lord Blake asks curiously.
“I’m not sure.  Hundreds of years at least.”  I admit.
“Is she a dwarf then?”  Grundle asks.
“Wasn’t one of the outsiders an elf?”  Lord Blake asks Grundle thoughtfully.
“Now that you mention it I think you’re right.”  Grundle says.
“Lucy is human.  She’s immortal… well, sort of.”  I tell them, remembering that she has now lost her immortality.  It doesn’t feel right to tell them that though, especially as I don’t think that Lucy has told anyone other than me about it.
“Sort of?”  Lord Blake asks sounding even more curious now.
“Sorry, but I can’t really go into the details.”  I say apologetically.
“Hmmm.  Well, I assume she must at least be pretty and fairly small, right?”  Grundle says.
“Very pretty and very small.  A few inches tall or so.”  I tell him.  Both Grundle and Lord Blake blink in shock.  “She’s under a curse that we need to get lifted so we can return home.  It prevents her from using her full power.”
“If you can defeat the bullfrog I may be able to help with that, for a reasonable price.”  Lord Blake tells me with a huge smile.
“Now wait a moment.”  Grundle says sounding worried.  “There’s no way some kid human is going to be able to defeat a bullfrog that bested a group of dwarven bounty hunters.  I don’t imagine he even has a tier one permit, let alone a tier three permit, to go down to the Deep Maze.”
“I don’t have the permit, but if you need the bullfrog defeated perhaps you could get one for me and my friends?”  I ask Lord Blake hopefully.
“How many friends?”  He asks sounding worried.
“Four friends including Lucy.  She knows healing magic so it would be good to have her with us even without her full power.”
“Healing magic!  You are full of surprises, boyo.”  Grundle laughs.
“So you need five passes.  I don’t have much choice, so I’ll get you the passes.  You can get the false light syrup whilst you’re at it.”  Lord Blake says sounding rather resigned.
“Do you really think he can do it though?”  Grundle asks Lord Blake.
“If he can’t I’m going to need to hire that damned Karina, and you know what I think of her.”  Lord Blake tells Grundle.
“Thinking about it…  Wasn’t one of the outsiders the daughter of your former apprentice?”  Grundle asks Lord Blake.
“Are you Smithy Lord Blake Two Hammers?!”  I ask remembering now who Kai’s father’s master was.
“High Smithy Lord Blake Two Hammers.”  Lord Blake says with a smile.
“You got promoted?!”  Grundle exclaims.
“The last High Smithy Lord was declared missing and presumed dead yesterday.  Apparently everyone thinks he was assassinated.”  Lord Blake says with a frown and sounding very worried now.
“You’d better be careful you don’t end up the same way.”  Grundle says sounding just as worried.
“I’m too careful for that.  Besides, my wives would kill me if I got myself killed like that.  Now there’s a scary thought!”  Lord Blake laughs, but I sense he is still worried.  “Anyway, I’ll be back here with five tier three permits.”
(Kai)
“Tier three permits, for all of us!  How?!”  I ask in utter shock as I stare at the five white disks in Peter’s hand.  We still need to add our magical signature, but that is easily done.
Getting hold of five tier three permits on the other hand is a miracle.  Elucia doesn’t seem to appreciate just how difficult it is to get hold of these permits.  Even if they had gotten back yet I doubt either Lucy or Dairon would either.  We’ve been back home a while but I still wasn’t expecting Peter back so soon, and I certainly wasn’t expecting the permits.
“I took a job from High Smithy Lord Blake Two Hammers.”  Peter says and I can tell from his expression that he understands the significance to me of his words.
“My father’s master…”  I say sadly.
“I hope its ok.”  Peter says rather nervously.
“I’d like to talk to him after the job, but its fine.  It sounds like he’s been promoted too.  What was the job, anyway?”
“We need to kill a bullfrog and get hold of some false light syrup in the Deep Maze.”  Peter says.
“I’m not sure why but a bullfrog sounds familiar.  What is a bullfrog anyway?”
“Some sort of monster.  It defeated some dwarven bounty hunters so now everyone is scared of it.”  Peter explains.
“It must be dangerous to scare the other bounty hunters.  What’s the bounty on it anyway?”
“Two thousand white.”  Peter says.  I blink a few times.
“I must have misheard.  How much did you say?”
“Two thousand white.”  Peter repeats.
“That’s a ridiculous amount.  This thing can’t just be dangerous.  It must be the scariest thing in the Deep Maze.  My father told me about a monster with a bounty of five hundred white, and it sounded like that was the highest bounty there had ever been on a monster.  I forget what it was called but it could turn you to stone just by looking at you.  Did anyone tell you what this bullfrog can do?”
“No.”  Peter admits.  “I’m sure we’ll be fine though.”
“I’m scared.”  Elucia says with a shiver.  Then the door opens and Lucy flies through, followed by Dairon.
“What are you scared of?”  Lucy asks flying towards us.  “And what are those white disks?  Are they the white coins Grunti was talking about?”
“They’re tier three bounty hunter permits.”  I explain.  “And Elucia is scared of the job that Peter has accepted for us.”
“What job?”  Lucy asks sounding even more interested now.
“We need to kill a bullfrog in the Deep Maze.”  I tell her.
“Oh a bullfrog.  Isn’t that a type of demon?”  Lucy asks sounding happy.
“Is it?”  I ask surprised.
“I’m sure it is.  I don’t think they’re meant to be that strong, but all demons are dangerous.  We should be able to defeat it with brute force, unlike the ones we beat in the Black Forest.”  Lucy says with a smile.
“The bounty is rather high for a not that dangerous demon though.  Two thousand white would suggest a ridiculously over powered demon.”  I say rather dubiously.
“Then we should have Elucia give Peter some power.”  Lucy says with a frown.  “Peter, be careful not to take too much.  Half should be enough I think.”
“Wait, doesn’t that mean kissing?”  Elucia asks backing away a little.
“Isn’t a little kiss better than having your soul eaten and getting sent to hell?”  Lucy asks sweetly.  Elucia goes white and for a moment I am sure she is going to faint.  “Besides, do you really hate Peter that much?”
“That’s not the point.”  Elucia says quietly.  “I’ll do it this once, but only because you all helped me when I was being controlled by the enemy.”
(Peter)
Elucia approaches me very slowly.  I don’t want to scare her so I just wait for her to come to me.  Finally she is only a few inches away.  She looks at me nervously.
“Close your eyes.”  Elucia says with a shaking voice.  I don’t really get it, but I close my eyes.  Perhaps it is less embarrassing for her like this.
I’ve never really been that nervous about kissing.  It’s just taking or giving power after all, but this time it feels different somehow.  I can feel Elucia’s breath as she approaches my face and my heart feels like it is beating really quickly.
“Both of you do realise that this is just power sharing, right?”  Lucy chuckles.  Neither of us answers though, because just as she says it Elucia has placed her mouth over mine.  I can sense her power much more clearly now we are connected.  I slowly start to draw out her power but she has so much it will take forever like this.  I increase the force pulling her power much quicker, but it feels weird somehow.
“That’s enough.”  Lucy says and so I stop.  Elucia pulls away and stares at me.
“It doesn’t feel like you took any power.”  She says sounding as confused as I am.
“I took a lot, but it didn’t feel like it even dented your power reserves.  It was a bit like taking power from the queen, except that I was careful to draw the power out much slower than with the queen.”  I say confused.
“Why couldn’t Peter take as much as he wanted, short of killing Elucia and up to his own limits of course?”  Kai asks.
“It’s dangerous for Peter to take too much power, and no I’m not going to explain further.  Peter knows why and so do I, but nobody else needs to know.  Oh, and if you dare pester either of us for more details I will make sure you get fed to a demon.”  Lucy says and I am grateful she didn’t reveal the secret about my souls.  Kai on the other hand is clearly shocked, and so are Elucia and Dairon.
“Oh, ok.”  Is all that Kai says, apparently lost for words.
“Thank you Elucia.”  I say with a nervous smile.  By now she has backed away a few steps from me.
“Oh, that’s ok.  I’m glad I can at least help.  It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be either.  I’d already given my first kiss to poor Priscilla.”
“Priscilla?  The artificial woman that David created?”  I ask in surprise.  I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised she had a name, but I never even thought to ask what it was.  Rin at least must have known.
“Yes.  She was killed just before David moved into me, wasn’t she?”
“Yes, but how did you know?”  I ask.
“Wasn’t it you who told me?  Or was it Lucy, or maybe Dairon?  I forget, but one of you told me.”
“Oh, well I suppose that makes sense.”  I say with a nod.  Perhaps it was me, but I suspect it was Lucy or Dairon.
“Anyway, we have a frog demon to hunt, so perhaps we should make a move.”  I say with a smile.
“We should wait until tomorrow, so my power can recover.”  Kai says hesitantly.
“That might be best.  I’ve used a lot of power today too, so I’d like to recover mine as well.”  Dairon says.
“I suppose a one day delay shouldn’t be a big problem.”  I say with a nod.
(Nairon)
Right about now Seraph would be laughing gleefully, but this sort of thing has never been to my taste.  The three young dwarves are hanging from the wall with their arms, hands and legs sealed inside the bullfrog’s goo.  Actually I have no idea whether they are young, but they look just like human children, which is a bit off putting.
I wish I could just free them, but they are the enemy and right now they are part of the plan.  I force myself to continue watching as the bullfrog continues to kiss the first dwarven girl.  It has been kissing her for too long.  I wish it would stop, but it will only stop when it has finished and when it has finished her life will be over.
“I thought you’d enjoy the show, but you seem rather squeamish.”  The traitor says with a hearty laugh that reminds me of Seraph’s gleeful attitude towards killing and torturing people.  The dwarf that is being kissed is obviously in no position to comment and the other two are unconscious.
“I will do my job, but only a monster can enjoy seeing a young girl having her soul sucked out of her like that.”
“That girl is over five hundred years old.  Even for a dwarf she is not a young girl, though as dwarves don’t age she is still a girl.  An adult girl, but still a girl since she was created a girl and not a woman.”
“What about the other two?”  I ask, relieved that she isn’t a child.  That at least is something.
“This one here is four hundred years old and very much an adult too.  As for the last one though…”  The traitor laughs.
“How old is she?”  I force myself to ask even though his laughter makes it plain that she is still a child.
“Just fifty years old.  Very much a little girl.”  The traitor laughs.  For a human she would be a grown adult, but amongst dwarves and elves a fifty year old is still as he says, a young child.
“At what age is a dwarf considered an adult?”  I ask resignedly.
“At one hundred you are officially recognised as an adult, though some people will treat you as an adult from about sixty and some only when you reach a hundred and fifty.”
“So how did you get your pet?”  I ask trying to distract myself from the horrific sight in front of me without looking away.
“I sacrificed an entire dome to summon him.  All those dead dwarves floating lifeless in the water.  It was the most fun I ever had.  Of course everyone assumed it was just a tragic accident.  I made sure of that.”  He says sounding rather pleased with himself.
No, rather than reminding me of Seraph, he now reminds me of the Envoy and the Fallen Angels.  From what he said earlier an awful lot of dwarves live in each dome.  This man is not only a mass murderer, but one who obviously enjoys his ‘work’.  I’m clearly on the wrong side in this war, but what choice do I have?
“Please!  Let me go!”  A high pitched dwarven voice cries out.  I turn to face her with a wince.  I wish I could let her go, but I can’t.
“I’m sorry.”  I tell her, feeling ashamed of myself.
“But I’m only fifty!  I shouldn’t even have been here!”
“Don’t worry, we’ll save you for last.”  The traitor tells her with a laugh.  “Perhaps if you are really lucky there might be a special treat for you before you die.”
 



Chapter 9 (Multiple)
(Peter)
“Names?”  The dwarven girl asks sounding quite interested as she looks up from her desk in this little tunnel.
“Peter, Lucy, Elucia, Dairon and Kai.”  I tell her.
“Bounty?”
“The bullfrog.”  I tell her.  She blinks.
“I’ll need to see tier three permits for all of you.”
“Here.”  I say and show her our permits.  She examines them each in detail.
“They appear genuine.  Good luck, but I doubt I’ll ever see any of you again.”  She says and waves us on.  From Elucia’s aura I can tell she is panicking.
“Don’t worry, we can handle a bullfrog.”  I assure the dwarven girl.  She looks back dubiously.
“We’ll see.”  She says with a shrug.
“Follow me.”  Kai says and so we do.  We pass a couple of bored looking dwarven girls and then reach the end where two dwarven guards are waiting.
“Ready?”  One of the guards asks.
“Yes.”  Kai replies and then the door disappears.  We quickly leave through the gap and once we have done so the door reappears.  It looks just like the rest of the wall.
“How will we ever find the door again?”  I ask Kai a bit concerned now.
“Don’t worry, I’ll find it.”  Kai says.
“But how?”
“I looked at a map of the whole area so I can find it using the shape of the tunnels in the Lower Maze.”  Kai tells me.
“Perhaps we all should have done that.  Oh well, I’m sure you’ll find it.  So you do remember the way to the Deep Maze and the spot where the bullfrog was last seen, don’t you?”
“Yes, just follow me.  Keep your guard up though, because there could be monsters anywhere from here on.”  Kai says and again she leads the way.
“Elucia, don’t worry, everyone here with you knows what they’re doing.  There’s no way we’ll let that frog eat you.”  I say seeing she still seems to be scared.
“I’m not scared.”  She says, but her voice is shaking a little.  I pretend not to notice.  We walk for about an hour and a half along winding tunnels.  Each time there is a split Kai seems to know exactly which tunnel to choose.
“This is the entrance to the Deep Maze.”  Kai says as we enter a large cavern with a gaping hole in the centre about twenty foot by twenty foot.  The cavern itself is a dome that must be hundreds of feet wide.  The cavern is freezing and there are silver grey stalactites and stalagmites reaching up from the floor and hanging down from the ceiling.
“So we go down that hole?”  I ask just to be sure.
“Yes.  It is rather deep and there’s no ladder, so we’ll need to use flight magic.”  Kai says.
“I’ll handle that then.”  I say.
“I can do that.”  Elucia says surprising me.
“You’ve already mastered group flight?”  I ask in shock.
“It isn’t that different to normal flight.”  Elucia says.  Whilst I agree with that, most of the students from our club would disagree.  Actually I suspect most of the students from the academy would disagree.  That’s not to say they can’t use it, but it seems normal to find it much harder.
“Then I’ll leave the flight magic to you.”  I say with a smile.  It means I can save my power for later.  To my surprise Elucia picks us up with flight magic and hurtles us to the hole.  I had expected to walk there and then use flight magic down it, but this is fine.  It’s not like it will have had any impact on her vast reserves of power.
“Ready?”  Elucia asks.
“Sure.”  I say and everyone else agrees too.
“Then here we go.”  Elucia says and then slowly lowers us down the hole.  Kai wasn’t joking.  It really is deep.  We don’t dare go too fast though, or we may go splat on the ground at the bottom.
Eventually we do reach the bottom and land safely on the ground.  The tunnel is much larger now.  I’d say it is fifty foot tall and just as wide.
“Is it far?”  I ask.
“No actually, it is very near here.  That’s why nobody wanted to risk coming down to the Deep Maze.”  Kai says.
“That helps.”  I say.
“It does, but keep your senses open and your magic ready.”  Kai warns.
“Of course.”  I agree.
“And remember I can’t heal you if you’re dead, so don’t get killed.”  Lucy warns.  There is a mixture of humour and seriousness in her aura as she says it.
“You’re as bad as Elucia.  Nobody is going to die.”  I tell her.  Lucy laughs but Elucia goes bright red with embarrassment.  I am about to reassure Elucia again when I notice magic in the air very close to us.  I turn to face it and realise it isn’t exactly magic.  More like aura, but a very thin trail in the air a bit like a thread.
“What’s wrong?”  Lucy asks me completely serious now.
“A thread of aura in the air.  I’ve never seen anything like it.”  I answer without looking away from it for even a moment.
“That definitely sounds demonic.  Demons eat souls and use them in their magic, just like Dairon used his soul when we fought against the demons in the Black Forest.  Of course demons use other people’s souls and not their own.”  Lucy tells me but she sounds worried.  “Normally only more powerful demons could spin a soul into a thread like that.”
“Is that what an aura is then?  A soul?”  I ask not having really realised until Lucy said it.
“More like the soul and mana combined.”  Lucy explains.
“So, can that thread harm us?”  I ask.
“I doubt it.  Most likely it is just being used to spy on us.”
“Can we do anything about the thread?”
“No, but at least it should lead us to the demon.”
“Ok, everyone follow me then.”  I say.  Of course there are only two directions we can go right now so it helps ensure we take the right direction, but as long as we chose the correct direction I doubt we could really go wrong.  As I lead the way the thread slowly retreats so the end is always watching us.
“There’s something or someone up ahead.”  I say as I realise the thread joins a more normal aura not far from us now.  It is still a weird aura.  A swirling multi coloured aura that reminds me a little of Sor’s aura.  This one has many more colours than Sor’s though.
All of a sudden the aura hurtles towards us and I realise it is a dwarven girl.  She has a sword of black stone in each hand and is wearing black stone armour from her toes to the top of her head.  If I didn’t know better I would think we were facing a golem, but there is definitely a flesh and blood dwarf inside that armour.
“Golem?”  Elucia asks in shock as she sees what we are facing.
“No.”  I say as I blast the dwarf away from us with wind magic.  She quickly recovers though and launches herself at us.
“She’s possessed, but can still be saved, if we can capture her.”  Lucy tells us.  I buffet the dwarf away from us again and Lucy continues.  “The demon must be powerful to possess her.  We really are up against something dangerous.”
“How do we capture her?”  I ask.  At least the dwarf is only using physical attacks so keeping her at bay is easy enough.
“Ice magic would be best.”  Lucy says after a moment.
“Dairon, are you able to capture her with ice?”  I ask as I blast her away from us again.
“I’ll do my best.”  Dairon says, but as he says it I sense fire rushing towards us from behind.  Ignoring the girl in front of us I throw back the flames with wind magic.  It takes a lot of concentration to do so though, so I have none spare to defend against the girl.  She almost reaches me but a fist of stone knocks her back.  That must be Kai’s magic.
As the dwarf jumps at us again ice leaps up at her.  This is clearly Dairon’s magic.  The dwarf shatters the ice before it can encase her and Kai is forced to throw her back with another stone fist.  I leave the dwarven girl to Kai and Dairon and return my full attention on the flames and their source.  It only takes a moment to spot the dwarven girl that is throwing them at us.  She is encased in flames like they are her armour and I don’t sense any stone armour on her.  So we have two dwarven girls to capture and no demon in sight.  Great!
I don’t know why these flames are so powerful but I can’t just keep holding them back, because despite taking power from Elucia I am going through my power quickly.  I can knock her out if I steal her breath, but I’ll need to get closer to do so.  In fact I’ll probably need to be in contact.
I increase my wind that is throwing the flames back and then walk towards her, but naturally she backs off.  So I take a gamble and throw myself through the air with flight magic and pray I can keep the flames at bay.  I seem to manage but only barely.  The dwarven girl backs away quicker now but she can’t compete with the speed of my flight magic, even though it is slower than normal thanks to her flames.
The closer I get the harder it is to keep her flames at bay.  I am close enough now to reach out and touch her.  I am going to have to do so if I want to steal her breath, so I reach out to touch her forehead.  As I touch her I am able to control the air in her lungs.  I draw it out in an instant but as I do so her flames focus entirely on me now.  In fact entirely on my hand and arm.  Just as her eyes close and she starts to fall backwards I feel an instant of indescribable pain in my arm.
(Elucia)
I hear Peter scream and as I glance towards him I see both Peter and the dwarven girl he was fighting fall backwards away from each other.  The girl’s flames are now gone and she is simply wearing a white loincloth and a small black leather top.  The girl is obviously unconscious but so is Peter.  I gasp as I see that Peter’s remaining arm is now gone and black ash is falling to the floor beside him.
Lucy who was hovering beside me is now hurtling towards Peter.  I am about to follow her when I hear a thump to my left.  I look and see Kai fall to the floor unconscious, but I have no idea why.  Dairon is wincing as if he has been hit by something and the dwarven girl in stone armour is hurtling towards him.  I focus on summoning a stone fist similar to Kai’s and try to punch the dwarven girl.  Although I form the fist it is slow and clumsy.  The dwarven girl easily dodges it and turns her attention on me now.
Panicking I abandon subtlety and form a wall of stone in front of me, which I throw at her.  It easily knocks her back and I have an idea.  I have the stone surround her up to the neck.  I feel her try to wrestle for control of the stone, but her efforts seem weak, almost pathetic.
“Turn the stone to ice!”  Dairon tells me urgently.  It is something I wouldn’t have dreamed of doing back at the academy when I was a student, but then most of what I am able to do now I wouldn’t have even dreamt of doing.  I remember my training with Dairon and Kai and slowly the stone turns to ice.  Eventually the girl is encased in ice up to her neck.
“Will that hold her?”  I ask Dairon.
“Yes, but we also have an elf and a demon to deal with.”  Dairon tells me still wincing as if in pain.  Then he stops wincing as if the pain is gone.  I hear Kai groan and looking down see she is slowly picking herself up off the ground.  “The elf retreated.  I sense the demon approaching.”
“Where’s Peter?”  Kai asks sounding as if she is still in a lot of pain.  I turn and see Peter is still unconscious and Lucy is lying on him, also unconscious now.  Peter’s shoulder looks like it has completely healed but his arm is still gone.  Kai following my gaze simply says.  “Oh…”
“The demon will be here any moment.”  Dairon says and I can now hear hooves in the distance.  The sound of the hooves gets louder quickly and soon I can see the bullfrog.
Originally I suppose I thought it would look like a frog, but after hearing the hooves I thought it was probably more like a bull.  Nothing however could prepare me for the grotesque sight now in front of me.  Its legs are twenty foot tall and it has eight of them, each with a massive hoof about a foot tall and three foot wide.  It has black fur with two large streaks of red on its front.  Its main body is similar to a bull, if bulls had four legs.
From the shoulder however it is a red mass of slimy skin with green spots.  Although it is where the head would be, the red mass looks nothing like a head.  There are no eyes or nose. Not even a mouth.  At least none that I can see.
“Elucia, hit it with ice magic.”  Dairon tells me urgently.
“Ok.”  I say.  I close my eyes and in front of me I form a huge ice shard, about thirty foot long and five foot wide at my end.  I open my eyes and hurtle the ice shard at the demon, which has now almost reached us.  I am sure my shard is going to miss, but it seems to hone in on the enemy without my doing anything.
There is an unearthly screech as my ice shard hits the demon.  It stands there obviously hurt but not seeming to be really injured.  It seems the demon does have a mouth after all though.  The entire mass of red opens up as one huge mouth.  Inside is a huge green forked tongue, but it is the vile green goo that has me worried as the demon spits it towards me.
A wall of stone rises in front of it but the green goo just eats straight through the stone without even slowing.  I feel flight magic pick me up and throw me out of the path of the goo, but the goo changes direction and now it has almost reached me.  Desperate and certain I am going to die I focus as much power as I can and form ice around the goo.  The ice shatters but after a moment the goo has frozen and shattered too.  It falls to the floor and lies there motionless.
There is an almighty roar and the demon charges at us again.  Desperate I form ice around the demon and try to freeze it just like I froze the goo.  The ice shatters again but I continue to freeze the demon.  It slows and suddenly a huge ball of fire races towards me.  I blow it aside with wind magic and it hits the wall of the tunnel, exploding and melting the stone wall.  I don’t stop trying to freeze the demon though.
All of a sudden the demon disappears and where it was a dwarven girl appears.  The girl is wearing black stone armour, but it has holes all over.  She is about twenty feet above the ground and plummeting downwards.  Then flight magic picks her up and slowly lowers her to the ground.
“Someone summoned that demon.”  Dairon says as the girl touches the floor.
“That was dwarven magic.”  Kai says with a frown.
“So a dwarf was controlling that awful demon?”  I ask Kai in shock.
“Yes.  The question though is who and why?”  Kai answers.
“More importantly though.”  Dairon interrupts us.  “We need to wake Peter and Lucy.  We also need to get these dwarves unpossessed.”
“Are they still possessed?”  I ask dubiously as I look at the dwarven girl who I encased in ice.  She doesn’t look possessed, just upset now.  Understandable given that she is up to her neck in ice and was just possessed by a demon.
“They should be, but they aren’t.”  Dairon says sounding rather confused.  “You can remove the ice from that girl.  Then we need to wake Peter and Lucy.”
(Peter)
I wake to find myself being carried with wind magic.  I can tell right away that it is Dairon’s magic.  I realise immediately that I can’t sense my right arm.  In horror I look to my right and see that it is completely gone.
“It will be alright.”  A calming voice near my left ear tells me.  I look to my left and see Lucy floating along with a sad smile.   “You really need to stop taking such reckless risks.  It’s just fortunate that Grunti can replace both your arms.  With the bounty we can even pay him.”
“So we beat the demon?”
“Sort of.  Elucia it seems had it really worried.  Then a dwarf summoned it, stopping her from finishing it off.  Since it was meant to be a wild demon, we can claim the bounty even though we didn’t kill it.  Especially since the Council of Elders will want to keep it quiet that they have an out of control dwarf using a demon.  We’ll need to talk directly to the Council of Elders of course.”  Lucy explains.
“So why would a dwarf be using a demon?”  I ask.
“For power or revenge.  Those are the only reasons anyone uses demons.  If they are working with the enemy though, it will be really bad.”
“If the demon is still loose isn’t that going to make it dangerous for dwarves to continue to come down here?”
“Yes.  They’ll need to come up with an excuse to prevent anyone coming down here.  Most likely they’ll use the elves as an excuse.”  Lucy tells me.
“Did we get that false light syrup?”  I ask concerned this may be our only chance to do so.
“Yes.  Kai’s carrying that.”
“Did we save the dwarves who were possessed?”  I ask.
“Yes.  They’re a bit shaken but alive and well.  It seems that the demon was originally sucking the soul from one of them, but when its master noticed us it possessed two of the dwarves and swallowed the one it was sucking the soul from.  That way it could continue sucking her soul out even as it fought us.  Dwarves are a tough lot though and sucking a dwarven soul takes a very long time.  It isn’t a pleasant process though.”
“I can walk.  Dairon, lower me to the ground.”  I say and Dairon quickly swings me down so my feet are touching the ground.  “Thanks.”
“Are you alright?”  Dairon asks.
“Yes, I’ll be fine once Grunti makes my new arms.  I can’t believe I lost both my arms though.”  I say shaking my head.  If it wasn’t for the prospect of replacing them I am sure I would be in a lot more shock, but it still feels really weird.
“Thank you for saving us!”  A dwarven girl says and bows deeply to me.  She is wearing a weird white loincloth and small black leather top.  Her hair is a fiery red.
“Oh, um, that’s ok.”  I say, still a bit disoriented from standing.
“Thank you!”  Two other dwarves beside her say and bow together.  The dwarven girl on her right is wearing standard black stone armour but the dwarven girl on her left, whilst wearing black stone armour, has a lot of holes in her armour.  It doesn’t really count as armour anymore in my mind.
“Don’t worry.  We should probably continue moving along though.”  I say realising we have stopped and not sure how far we are from the city, or how likely it is we will be attacked before we reach it.
(Grunti)
“So you’re an elf girl?”  I ask.  It is the first time I have seen one and she is a bit tall for my liking, but at least she isn’t as tall as the tall and ugly half dwarf.  Right now she is stuck in my stone trap.  Her hands and feet are completely encased in stone and she is unable to use magic, thanks to the unique properties of my special stone.
“More an elf woman than elf girl.”  She says with a sigh.
“So why were you following my little Lucy and her friends?”  I ask suspiciously.  I don’t know what they were doing there, but when I saw they were in the Deep Maze I had to find out.  They were already on their way back when I reached them and this elf was following them.
“Just making sure they got back safely.”  She lies.
“Dwarves can tell when you’re lying.”  I tell her and she braces herself for a punishment as if she expects me to hit or torture her.  I tickle her stomach, which she seems entirely unprepared for.  After a minute or two I relent.
“I was trying to find your city.”  She says sounding resigned and closes her eyes.
“Why?”
“Those were my orders.”  She says opening her eyes and staring at me as if I am something entirely incomprehensible.
 “So what would you do if you found our city?”
“Report back to the Envoy.”
“What would she do?”
“Conquer or annihilate your people.”
“Do you want that?”
“What does it matter what I want?  I just obey orders, because if I don’t I’ll be killed.”
“What’s your name?”
“My name?  What does that have to do with anything?”  She asks thoroughly confused.  I tickle her just for the fun of it.  “Nairon!  Nairon!”
“Ok, Nairon.  If you didn’t have to obey orders, would you tell the Envoy where our city was?”
“No, I suppose I wouldn’t, but what choice do I have.  If I don’t I’ll die a dreadful death.  It would be better to die at your hands than face that.”
“Hmmm.  Do you know what a slave is?”  I ask her.
“Of course I do.”
“So how about you become my slave and I’ll protect you from this Envoy person, thing, monster or whatever?”
“Even if I became your slave, how would you protect me?”  She asks me dubiously.
“No enemy has ever found Nirvali, so you’ll be safe with me.”
“So what do I have to do as your slave?”
“I only found out about slaves recently, but they have to do everything they’re told, right?”
“Well, yes, but… wait…  How did you only just find out about slaves?”
“Well there aren’t any slaves in Nirvali.  They’re banned.  I looked it up after I was told about them and they’re illegal.”
“So wouldn’t you be prevented from making me your slave?”
“Hmm, well that’s true, but as long as nobody finds out it should be fine.”
“Even if I have to obey you, I can still only do what I can do.”
“That’s fine.”
“But what do you want me to do?”
“Would you have a baby with me?”  I ask and she goes bright red.
“I’d rather die!  Evil dwarf!  Just kill me now!”  She screams at me.
“Quieten down.”  I say and put a hand over her mouth before anyone or anything hears her.
“I thought I’d heard everything.  A dwarf wanting to have a baby with an elf, whatever next?!”  A deep dwarven voice tells me from behind, and then roars with laughter.  I spin around and see a familiar face.  “Not that it really matters, but that is a violation of the royal inter gender breeding prohibition, not to mention the royal inter species breeding prohibition.  What does matter is that you are in the way, so now you have to die.”
“Why is the Council of Elders…?”  I start to ask but he has already filled the tunnel around me with molten lava.  Of course the lava can’t harm me that easily, but elves are not that resistant to intense heat. My prisoner is going to get incinerated if I’m not both quick and careful.  Fight now, ask questions later and hopefully have some fun after that.
I throw the lava back at High Smithy Lord Thor.  Why did he even bother with lava?  All dwarves have good control over fire and earth magic, which means almost any dwarf could control lava.  He just ignores the lava, because it isn’t really any more of a threat to him than it is to me.
“So you want to keep your prisoner alive.  That makes this easier.”  He chuckles and I realise why he bothered with lava.
“You plan to kill me?!”  The elf exclaims.  For her to be so shocked they must have been working together.  An elf working with a dwarf is bad enough, but with the Council of Elders?  Or is the High Smithy Lord a traitor?  Either way it is bad for Nirvali.  Oh well, as long as I get to have fun with the elf I suppose it doesn’t matter.  I’m sure she’ll agree if I can impress her enough now by saving her life.
The High Smithy Lord sends a hail of crystal shards at me.  That could be painful so I summon a wall of diamond like crystal between us.  It doesn’t have to be perfect so it is much easier than summoning a diamond.  It is still not something every dwarf can do though.  I then slam the wall against my enemy.  I can’t hear his grunt of pain but I can see it.
Then a shard of crystal forms between my feet.  Now this really could hurt, so I jump back and reply in kind.  I can’t hear the High Smithy Lord’s wail of pain, but I can sure see it.  Killing a dwarf isn’t easy and I’ve never killed before so I’m not sure I want to.  This may be enough to get away, but will it be enough to impress the elf?  That is much more important and I am a bit concerned my couple of attacks are not going to be enough.  Attacking a man whilst he is doubled over in pain isn’t exactly going to impress her either though.
Thankfully the High Smithy Lord saves me from my dilemma by summoning a lesser demon.  It looks just like a small bat but it is as powerful as the hell it comes from.  Well, that may be an exaggeration as obviously one demon isn’t as powerful as all the demons of even one hell, but it is as powerful as you would expect from a demon of hell.  The cloud of acid that eats through my diamond wall like it wasn’t even there is proof of that.  Not wanting to get eaten by the cloud of acid it is my turn to get serious.
“Clean, clean kun!”  I shout reaching into a pocket in my armour and throw my invention at the cloud.  Sure enough it cleans up the acid in an instant.  Then it falls onto the floor.
“What is that yellow stone thing?”  The High Smithy Lord asks in amusement.
“It’s just a stone duck with a cleaning enchantment.”  I tell him politely, whilst readying my next invention for use.  The High Smithy Lord howls in laughter and the demon attacks again.  Its lightning rather stuns me, but it was what I was hoping for.
“Shiny, shiny kun!”  I shout and throw the metal bird at the bat demon.  Sure enough, the lightning has turned it shiny like its name and it begins to peck at the demon.  The demon reacts by targeting its lightning at the bird and intensifying it.  This is perfect as the lightning powered bird pecks even quicker.  In moments the bat demon falls lifeless to the ground.  The High Smithy Lord didn’t even have time to intervene and save his pet demon.  “Ready to give up?”
“You worthless toad, get eaten by a toadstool!”  He shouts back at me and suddenly a huge mushroom blooms from the floor between us.  It lunges at me.  I realise from the pattern of spots it is immune to fire.  Fungi are after all my favourite food so I know almost everything there is to know about them.  Like this one’s natural weakness.  I freeze it.  Not my strength, but it works.
This is probably enough to impress the elf, so I loosen the stone binding her to the walls.  Then I grab her and activate my boots.  It allows me to run like the wind and cover a mile every four seconds.  It only takes two seconds to get back to my secret tunnel to Nirvali and less than a second to return home from there.  Nobody sees me.  Not even dad as I whizz past him whilst he is cooking dinner.  Fungi again today!
 



Chapter 10 (Multiple)
(Smithy Lord Odin)
I was sure I felt a breeze a few minutes ago and sure enough my son is now walking out of his room.  What I didn’t expect was the other person walking out behind Grunti.  I suppose she is just about decent in what she is wearing, but I still wouldn’t suggest walking in the streets like that.  What is much more concerning though are her ears.  She’s obviously an elf.
“What have you been up to now?”  I ask Grunti with a tired groan.  My son will be the death of me one of these days.  Probably by royal execution if the elf in front of me is any indication.
“I know she’s a bit tall, but you have to admit she still looks ok.”  Grunti tells me.
“I’ll give you that, but she’s an elf.”  I tell Grunti.
“What’s wrong with being an elf?”  Grunti asks.
“Other than the fact we are at war with the elves?”  I ask.
“Ah, no need to worry.  The collar she is wearing stops her using magic.”
Her face is naturally red.  She is wearing a black leather collar with a small golden bell hanging from it. She also has a pair of blue crystal wings that sprout from her back.  She seems to be struggling with their weight.  Other than that all she has on is a silver thong and some silver cloth partially covering her breasts tied together with a silver string.  I seem to remember seeing a drawing in Grunti’s room of a dwarven girl dressed like this.  Without the wings and collar it would really just be a daring swimsuit, but they make her look a bit like a large pet fairy.
“Anyway, Nairon says she can cook, so she’s perfect!  We don’t even need to pay her anything.  She’ll just work for shelter and food.  The High Smithy Lord Thor was trying to kill us, but I’m sure it was just a misunderstanding.”  Grunti says.  It takes a few moments to sink in given all the other shocks.
“Wait, I thought he was assassinated.  When did you see him?”  I ask urgently.
“Just now.”
“And why was he trying to kill you?”
“He said I was in the way.  He then seemed pissed when I stuck a crystal up his…  I shouldn’t talk about that sort of thing in front of a woman, but anyway, then he summoned demons and had them attack me.”
“He summoned demons?!”  I ask in complete shock now.  Then the elf woman adds to my shock.
“He’s a traitor working for the elves and the Envoy.”  She says and my mouth gapes open like a cavern.  It takes a few moments to recover.
“Are you certain?”
“Yes.  I was the one working with him for the Envoy.”
“So why did he try to kill you?”  I ask, suspicious now.
“Because I had been captured and Grunti was trying to protect me.”
“I need to inform the Council of Elders right away.  We can’t reveal you, or there could be trouble though.”
“So I can stay here?”  The elf asks sounding relieved.
“Yes, but you can start work right away.  These fungi don’t cook themselves.  I doubt I’ll be back in time to eat them with you, so just save me some.  I’ll have them cold.  Oh, and whatever you do, don’t leave the house or let anyone else see you.”  I tell her seriously.  Then I dash out the front door and head straight for the tunnel to the next dome.
It is just fortunate that I’m a Smithy Lord or I wouldn’t be able to leave the dome.  At first I am going to head to the Council of Elders, but then I realise it will be much easier to talk to Blake.  He was a friend of my father but I still keep in touch with him and he came round earlier today to tell me about his promotion.
It takes a while but eventually I reach the right dome and soon after that I am at Blake’s home.  He is just leaving as I am arriving.  He looks at me and says, “Sorry, but I really don’t have time to talk right now.  The council is calling.”
“I just saw Thor.  Well, my son did.”  I tell him and he stops in his tracks.  Turns to face me.
“You’re sure?”
“Yes and I have news you need to know about before you see the council.”
“More shocking than seeing Thor?”
“Yes, much more shocking than that.”
“Come inside.”  He says holding his head with his right hand.
“Thank you.”  I say and follow him inside his home.  On the outside it looks just like any other hole in the wall home.  Inside however it is almost as big as the main forge.  He just leads me to the first room on the right so I don’t get to see just how big it is this time, but I have been on a tour of the whole place before.  This room is just fifty feet by fifty feet with comfy stone chairs and square tables all around the edge.  He picks the first table and we both sit facing each other.
“So what else do I need to know?”
“I believe Thor is a traitor and working with the enemy.  An elf claimed he was and she seemed to be telling the truth.  He also tried to kill my son, with demons.”
“With demons?  Are you sure about this?”
“Grunti knows what he’s talking about and he definitely wasn’t lying.”
“If this is true it is beyond bad.  Nirvali may already be exposed to the enemy.  They may even know of entrances and exits we don’t know about, given it’s Thor we are talking about.”  Blake says having reached the same conclusion I did.
“Please don’t mention my name or my son’s to the council.”
“Why not?”
“I am sheltering the elf.  Her magic is restrained so she’s not a threat.”
“You’re right.  I’d best not tell the council about you.  They’d have you executed for sure.”  Blake says with a frown.  “Anything else I need to know?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”  I tell him.
“Well, good luck.”
“Good luck to you too.”
“Thanks.  I’m going to need it.”  He says sounding very tired indeed.
(Peter)
It seems you can’t just walk in and demand to talk to the Council of Elders.  I had expected that.  I had thought given the nature of our bounty and news that we would have been seen by now though.  We’ve been waiting for hours.  It is late and I am almost expecting someone to come and tell me to come back tomorrow.
“You will be seen now.”  A dwarven girl tells me.  She is wearing a black stone dress and a red stone top just like all the other servants we have seen in here.  “Follow me.”
“Thank you.”  I say.
“About time too.”  Lucy says crossly.  She liked the wait even less than I did.  Kai, Elucia and Dairon don’t say anything but we all follow the servant.  We follow her through winding corridors, up tall staircases and down ladders.  It takes a good ten minutes to reach the council chambers and when we do we all have to duck as we walk through the entrance, other than Lucy of course.  The servant waits outside the chambers.
Inside the chambers there are three tables.  The smallest has three elderly dwarves sitting at it and is at the back of the room, so furthest from us.  In front of that there are eleven dwarves sitting at the middle sized table and in front of that there are fifty one dwarves sitting at the largest table.  They are all facing us.  The dwarf at the centre of the small back table stands and speaks.
“We understand that you fought the bullfrog and rescued the bounty hunters who disturbed its slumbers.  A very worthy deed, but why do you feel the need to address us?”  He asks and Lucy now on my shoulder answers him.
“The bullfrog was being controlled by a dwarf.  It was summoned away before we could kill it.”  Lucy answers and there are gasps from all around the room.
“This cannot be possible.  No dwarf would or could do such a thing.”  He responds angrily.
“No dwarf?”  One of the dwarves on the middle bench stands and asks dubiously.  “Even after what we discussed earlier?”
The dwarf who is standing at the back goes pale.  “You can’t mean to suggest…?”
“His use of demons would certainly lend credence to their story.  She also didn’t appear to be lying.  We should at least ask for more details.”  The dwarf on the middle bench says before sitting down again.
“Very well.  What makes you so sure it was being controlled by a dwarf?”  He asks and this time it is Kai who answers.
“It was a dwarven primal summoning.”  Kai says and the entire front bench is now buzzing with whispered conversations.
“Naturally you will not speak of this to anyone.”
“The job was described as a wild demon, so about our bounty…?”  Lucy asks knowingly.
“It will of course be paid.  I will have it sent to your home.  I trust this will settle matters?”
“Of course.”  Lucy says with a grin.
(Nairon)
Even now the wings are gone this outfit is humiliating to say the least, but I’ve not been tortured and the dwarven boy seems to accept that I don’t want to bear his child.  I don’t have to obey the Envoy anymore and as long as the dwarves don’t lose I am safe from her.  If they do lose I will kill myself before she can do so for me.  That way will be much less painful if it comes down to it.
The three dwarves that we captured have all been freed and the dwarves now know about the traitor.  I think I am finally on the right side.  Either way I no longer have to fight.  All I have to do is cook, which is easy.  That and wear this outfit.  I suppose I will get used to it eventually, but…
“They’re burning.”  The boy’s father tells me sounding annoyed.
“Sorry!”  I say and quickly move the fungi around the frying pan.
“You’ve got some way to go, but you’re still the best female cook I’ve ever seen.  Actually you’re the first female cook I’ve ever seen.”  He tells me.
“Did your wife not cook?”
“I’ve never had a wife.  Never had time for one and never met one that interested me.  At my age I’ll never have one.  You’ve got to be young to get a wife.  Either that or on the Council of Elders.  I’m good but I’m not that good.  Grunti could do it if he stopped wasting time on girls, but the sea would be dry if it had no water in it.”
“So is Grunti not your child?”  I ask confused.
“Of course he’s my child!  I made him with my own two hands!  That, and a bit of my left shoulder.  See here where there’s a bit missing?”  He says and there is a small bit of his shoulder missing.  The uneven hole is probably about an inch wide and deep.
“You make children like that?  You don’t have a child with a woman?”
“Well dwarves used to do it that way, but the law doesn’t allow you to do that now.  It’s considered dirty and impure.  Every dwarven boy has one father and every dwarven girl has two mothers.”
“But you seemed to know what a wife was?”
“It’s burning again!”
“Sorry!”  I say and move it about again.
“Actually it looks ready now.  Serve it and then call Grunti.”
“Yes!”  I respond and quickly serve the fungi onto three plates.
“Your portion seems a bit small.  Have a couple more fungi.”
“Thank you!”  I say and gladly add two more fungi to my plate.  One from each of the other two plates.  Mine is still the smallest portion, but I can’t eat as much as a dwarf can anyway.  This is as much if not more than what I’d eat before I came here.
“Now call Grunti.  I’ll put these on the table.”  He tells me and floats the three plates through the air to the table.  I go to Grunti’s door and knock on it.
“Grunti!  Food’s ready!”  I call to him.
“Coming!”  He calls back and throws the door open knocking me down to the floor.  “Sorry, are you alright?”
“Yes.  I’m ok.”  I say picking myself up.
“I’m always telling him to open the door more gently.”  His father says with a laugh.
“I said sorry!”
“I know, but you need to be more careful now we have an elf staying with us.”  His father says sounding serious.  Then he grins and says.  “Anyway Grunti and Nairon, don’t let the food get cold.”
So we sit down and eat, and it really is delicious.  It tastes just as good to me as the fungi we had at lunch time.
“So Nairon here was asking about wives and children.  I don’t suppose you got any ideas in her head, did you Grunti?”
“No.  She refused to have a child with me.”  Grunti says regretfully and his father chokes.
“Only you would ask an elf you just met to have your child…”  His father laughs, shaking his head in disbelief and then looks at me.  “I hope you weren’t too offended.  Grunti has always been like this, but he doesn’t mean any harm by it.  He’s a good boy really.  Just a bit weird.”
“No, I wasn’t too offended.  A bit shocked, but he did at least accept when I told him no.”
“It seems she was offended.”  His father laughs.
“It was worth a try.”  Grunti says with a shrug.  “It’s not like I could ask a dwarven girl to have my child.  I bet Grimji will have a child with his wife though.”
“What?!  Grimji?!”  His father almost falls off his chair in shock.
“Oh, sorry, forget I said anything.  Just jealous.”  Grunti says but then he smile and looks at me.  “But I bet his wife doesn’t cook for him.”
“I’m surprised you weren’t watching the whole time.”  His father laughs.
“Oh, I was.  I was recording the whole thing.”  Grunti say with a smile.
“What do you mean by recording?”  I ask rather confused.
“I invented a new device specially.  It records images and sound.  I call it draw, draw, talk, talk kun.”
“My son is a genius, but he always comes up with weird names for his weird inventions.”
“So can we see this recording?”  I ask.
“Sure.”  Grunti says proudly.  Then he looks at me seriously.  “One thing I noticed was that you seemed unsure what to call my dad.  How about you just call him dad?”
“Grunti…”  His dad says shaking his head.  “You’re perceptive, but also an idiot.  Nairon, you can just call me Odin.”
“Thank you Odin.”  I say relieved that I don’t have to call him dad.  That would just be too weird.  I suppose no weirder than my outfit, but even so…
“By the way Grunti, you’d better not be planning on showing anyone else that recording.  Nobody can find out about Nairon, or we’ll all be in real trouble.  The three of us would be executed for sure.”  Odin warns.
“Don’t worry.  I’m not going to show anyone.”  Grunti says seriously.  “I’m also starting to wonder whether tall might not be such a bad thing.  Nairon looks really cute despite her height.”
“That’s partly because of the weird clothes you’re making her wear.  Not that I’m complaining.”  Odin laughs.  I blush.  Then there is a knock on the door.  “Grunti, take her into your room and take your plates too!  Stay there and stay silent.”
“Yes dad.”  Grunti says and floats the plates ahead of us into his room.  We quickly follow them and I close the door behind us.  It is very heavy.  Grunti sits on his bed and patting the bed beside him he tells me quietly.  “Sit and eat.”
I obey him without daring to say anything.  It sounds like Odin is talking to someone outside.  The fungi still tastes nice but it is weird eating together in silence on his bed.  This is the weirdest meal I have ever eaten.  No, actually not as weird as that time we had to eat goblin flesh.  That was both weird and sickening in more ways than one.  This is just weird not sickening.
Suddenly Grunti’s door opens and I look up to see another elf standing there.  A male elf who looks vaguely familiar, but that may just be my imagination.  He takes one look at me and his face goes bright red.  Almost as red as mine.
“Hello.”  He says sounding like he is still recovering from the shock of my appearance.
“Hello.”  I answer weakly.
“I’m Dairon.  Are you Nairon?”
“Yes.”
“What do you want with my elf?”  Grunti asks suspiciously.
“Actually it’s you we want something from, but I was a bit shocked to find another elf here.”  Dairon says.  “We want you to make Peter two new arms.”
“That will cost two thousand white then.”  Grunti responds firmly.
“Lucy says she’d think better of you if you did it for one thousand five hundred.”  Dairon tells him.
“Hmm.  Very well, one thousand five hundred it is.  How did the boy lose the other arm?”  Grunti asks.
“It was incinerated when we fought a dwarf possessed by a bullfrog.”
“Have Lucy and the boy come here with the money and I’ll start designing the new arms.  It will take a couple of days, but they’ll be much better than squishy human arms.”  Grunti tells Dairon.
“Thank you.  They’ll be here in the morning.”
“Did you kill the bullfrog?”  Grunti asks.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t really talk about that.  We promised not to.”  Dairon says sounding very apologetic.
“Oh well.  I suppose that’s fine.  You can’t tell anyone about my elf.  I’m surprised dad let you see her.”
“I could tell as soon as I entered the house.”  Dairon says with a wry smile.  So he must be a song elf.  I blush even deeper red as I realise a song elf has seen me like this.  “I’m not going to tell anyone about Nairon.  Oh, and now I remember where I sensed you.  You were riding one of those flying spiders, weren’t you?”
“Yes.”  I admit and after a moment realise where I have seen him before.  “You were with the humans who fought us off in the forest!  I’m really sorry!  I never imagined you were a song elf!”
“Don’t worry.  We were enemies.  Since you’re here now though, would I be right in thinking you have also abandoned your tribe?”
“Yes.”  I admit and lower my head in shame.  I truly believe this is better than fighting for the Envoy, but the fact remains that I am a traitor to the tribe.
“If my master meets my expectations, I truly believe that elves may one day be free again.  Probably not for tens of thousands of years, but one day.  It is the Fallen Angels and not the elves that I have betrayed.  Perhaps when that time comes you may be able to join your people again.”  He says and I look up in surprise at his words.
“No way.”  Grunti says.  “I’ve just got a girl and I’m not having her abandon me like that.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest that.”  Dairon says with a wince.
“Well go away then.  I want to spend time alone with my girl.”  Grunti says and Dairon goes even redder, and so do I.
“Sorry, I’ll leave you two alone then.”  Dairon says and backs away before making a hasty retreat.  I can’t think of anything to say to lessen the embarrassment.
Living with Grunti, my dignity seems to have gone completely down the drain.  To make such an impression on a song elf though.  Song elves are like princes and princesses.  They are the last of the old nobility, and the purest of elves.  They are also the most likely to be used by the Envoy.  I can’t blame a song elf for abandoning his people to escape such a fate, especially if his words were true.
Might elves really be free one day?  I dare not hope it, but I can’t extinguish the flames of hope that his words have lit in my heart.  I on the other hand have abandoned my tribe for nothing more than my own personal survival.  It is true I am glad I don’t have to commit or even watch evil deeds, but I didn’t have the courage to abandon my people for the sake of such good intentions.  I can’t curse the loss of my dignity knowing this.  The shame is much less than the shame of my own actions.
“What’s wrong, Nairon?”  Grunti asks softly and I realise I am crying.  I look up and smile sadly at him.
“Do you still want a baby?”  I ask.  He looks at me for a few moments and then shakes his head.
“Not like this.”
 



Chapter 11 (Multiple)
(Peter)
“So what do I need to do?”  I ask Grunti.
“Just lie down there on the floor.  Face upwards.”  Grunti tells me.  We are alone in a small workshop in his house.  There are scary looking red metal tools all around the edge of the room and the centre is just empty black stone floor.  I lie down as instructed and find the floor is just as cold as I expected.
“Stop shivering.”  Grunti tells me sounding rather annoyed.
“But this room’s freezing and I’ve nothing on the top half of my body!”  I protest.
“The room’s cold to prevent impurities affecting your new arms, which I spent the last two days making.  Just deal with it.”  Grunti says as he waves my new right arm in front of my face.
“Will it hurt?”  I ask nervously.
“You’ll hardly feel it.  Now I’m going to freeze your shoulders.”
“But they’re already frozen!”
“Just stay still.”  Grunti says and grasps my shoulders firmly.  His grip hurts but that is nothing compared to the pain a moment later.  I cry out in agony as he freezes my shoulder.  Then the pain is gone and I can feel my right arm and hand again.  They feel just like my old ones.  I look down and see my arm looks no different to the skin on my shoulder, which is no longer frozen.
I feel Grunti grip my left shoulder and I brace myself for the pain.  It’s just as bad as the first time and no amount of mental preparation could ever prepare me for it.  Then the pain is gone and I have two new arms.  Like my right arm my left blends perfectly into the skin at my shoulder.  It isn’t just the appearance.  I can’t even feel where my real body stops and this new artificial arm starts.  I look at my hands and flex my fingers.  They feel completely real.
“Job’s, done.  Now get out of here.”  Grunti tells me gruffly.
“Thank you!”  I tell him with a bow and then gladly leave the freezing workshop.  I put on my shirt in his living room.
“My son did a good job.”  Odin tells me proudly as he looks at my new arms.  “I suspect he didn’t tell you everything you’re supposed to when you give someone a new limb.  Unlike real arms those arms will never grow, but they’ll adjust to any growth in your body at the merge location.  So if your shoulder grows they’ll spread out a bit there to ensure the merge remains intact.
“They’re very resistant to physical and elemental attacks but they still produce pain. They have great strength, but when using their full strength it is easy to accidentally break things.  It must be worse for a weakling human, since your strength is so much less than even normal dwarven strength.  To use their full strength you need to apply a small amount of magic in the hand.
“Magic that requires skin to skin contact should still work even though your arms are not truly a part of you, because Grunti infused them with your soul.  They may be tough but they are not invulnerable.  Any damage incurred will not warrant a refund and the job is now officially complete and final.  Good luck and goodbye human.”
“Thank you and goodbye.”  I say, grateful for the information but feeling a bit of information overload. Especially after having just had my arms replaced!  I then hurry outside and back to our little home.
I’ll need to do something about my left sleeve.  Naturally I didn’t want an empty sleeve hanging around so I cut it off, but now my arm feels exposed and a bit cold.  It is weird how an artificial arm can actually feel cold though.  It may not be real, but for all intents and purposes it may as well be.
“Welcome back.”  Lucy tells me as I swing the door open.  Grunti was really disappointed that Lucy didn’t stay to watch, but Lucy was too worried she might distract him.  He wouldn’t let anyone else go with me either, but it’s not like I really needed anyone else there.  Everyone else has been training together the whole time so it would have been a waste of their time to just wait with me.  It looks like they must still be training now.  I think I’d actually have been a bit embarrassed if Lucy or Kai had been there.  “Those arms look good.  How do they feel?”
“They feel just like real arms.”  I admit with a smile.
“Well, try not to get them damaged.  I can’t heal artificial arms.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.  It sounds like they’re pretty tough too.”
“There’s nothing in existence that can’t be broken though.”  Lucy warns me.
“I’m not going to break them.  I’m grateful I have arms again.  The last thing I want to do is break them.”
“So now we just need to wait for Blake to remove my curse.  It seems he’s been too busy with council work, but a job’s a job and we’ve already paid him.  It shouldn’t be long now.”  Lucy tells me, looking very happy.  I’m glad we took the detour to come here.
“Any news on the traitor, or the enemy outside Nirvali?”  I ask.
“Like anyone would tell us about that.”  Lucy laughs.
“I just feel a bit guilty leaving with that still hanging over Nirvali.”
“There’s only so much we can do.  We’re not gods.”
“I know.”  I say, but I still feel uncomfortable leaving things the way they are.
(General Karina)
I warned the council that we should take the fight to the enemy.  Now it’s too late.  The enemy are attacking five different domes all at once.  The council warned me to expect an attack, which was strange enough in and of itself, but five domes at once…  Clearly the enemy have help from the inside and either the council knew about it, or I’m a bloody elf!
Thankfully I was ready for an attack against any of the domes, except the 51st dome, which the Royal Guard are responsible for.  As a result the local forces should be able to hold out briefly.  The enemy are just humans, but there are a lot of them.  The real problem though, is that I was planning to send reinforcements from the linked domes and it is domes six to ten that are under attack.
The sixth, seventh and eighth domes are only connected to other domes that are under attack and even the fifth and tenth domes are only connected to one dome that isn’t under attack.  I always thought those domes were weak points so at least I had more forces there than in the other outer domes but I was still counting on local reinforcements.
I also can’t ignore the possibility that as soon as I send reinforcements from the fourth and eleventh domes that they are going to be attacked.  So my choice is to start by evacuating the civilians from all the domes that are under attack and to send most of my forces from the inner domes, which will take a while.  That means the local forces have to hold out.
It is very tempting to ignore the prohibition of dimensional magic, but the enemy surely have much more experience at it than we do, so we would only give them another advantage by revealing the other domes exact location.  Instead I have ordered the natural port block reinforced to maximum.  This should prevent the enemy porting even to locations they already know.
“General Karina.”
“High Smithy Lord Thor.  I’m very busy right now as I’m sure you can tell so I don’t have time.”
“But I thought you might want advance warning.  Anyway, didn’t the council tell you I was a traitor?”  He says with a grin.  His last words turn me cold.  I look up at him in shock.
“A traitor?”  I ask and silently prepare a petrification spell.  I don’t even consider using the twin swords on my back.  I armed myself in case I need to defend myself from the enemy, but against Thor I would be dead by the time I finished drawing them.
“Yes.  I always wanted to see who would win in a real battle of strategy.  I had hoped they would tell you, so it would be a better fight.  I even gave you a couple of days to prepare but, oh well.   The next domes that will be attacked are the first, second and fifth.”  He says and before I can attack he has ported away.
He ported straight through the maximum strength port block as if it wasn’t there.  I don’t have time to worry about that though.  He didn’t seem to be but he may have been lying. He was the High Smithy Lord so I have to assume he is capable of hiding a lie even from me.  Unfortunately he was probably telling the truth and if he was we are well and truly in the dragon’s gaze with stolen treasure in our hands.
“All outer domes to be evacuated of civilians!  Twenty first and twenty second companies to the fifth dome at once!  Thirty first and thirty second to the second dome. Thirty third and thirty fourth to the fifth dome.”  I send the mental orders and hear my captains respond almost calmly.  Obviously they are as stressed as a drake’s arse, but I am proud they are coping so well under the circumstances.  Never before has Nirvali faced such a serious threat.  I want to join my forces, but a general’s most important job is to direct her forces not to personally enter the fray.
(Captain Glorin)
I wish again that I wasn’t in charge of the sixth dome even as I throw my flames at the humans.  A captain’s job may be to direct her forces but I have no choice.  I lost half my mages to the enemies’ first attack.  We burnt their poison fog before it could reach the civilian population but we didn’t even notice it until the dwarves on the outer perimeter had been enveloped.  They were instantly killed the moment it touched their skin.
Now there are far too few of us left and it sounds like the seventh dome is even worse.  They weren’t caught by surprise like us, but the enemy seem to have sent more forces there and we had less there than any of the other domes they targeted.  It connects to all the domes that are under attack so it should have been easiest to reinforce.  I doubt they’ll hold out long enough to evacuate our dome, but I can only pray their dome is evacuated in time.
That’s why I am standing in the middle of the street throwing fire magic at the enemy with Sergeant Lain whilst a couple of dwarves from her platoon shield us from the enemies’ lightning attacks.  At least the enemy aren’t using life magic.  It really is nothing more than a power lugging matching.  There’s no way a dwarf would lose to one human, but it isn’t even close to one on one.
“What’s that sound?”  Sergeant Lain asks me urgently.  I listen and hear what she means.  It is a quiet but eerie wail.  It reminds me of death.  That is the only way I can describe it.
“Not sure, but it can’t be good.  Seems to be coming from the breach in the outer wall.  They must be planning something.”
“What do we do?”
“What can we do?  Carry on fighting and praying.”  I say and smile as a human goes up in ash.  His shield finally failed under my attack.  It seems that human males like dwarven males are black.  I always wondered what they looked like, but I wish I hadn’t found out like this.
“What is that?”  Sergeant Lain gasps in shock.  I follow her gaze and swear.
“Vengeful spirits.  We need to banish them quickly or we’ll be finished.”  I say and close my eyes.  I sense the spirits and summon a cleansing flame.  The spirit is instantly gone.  That just leaves a few hundred more spirits to deal with and the humans are still just as much of a problem as they were before.
“The evacuation of the seventh dome is complete.”  I hear a tired voice in my mind that brings relief before chilling me to the bone.  “The seventh company is falling back, but we are down to less than two dozen mages and our officers have all been lost.”
So we’ll need to deal with the enemy that were attacking the seventh dome at the same time as the humans who were attacking us and the vengeful spirits.  I can only hope that we can hold out long enough that one of my mages can give the same report about our dome that I just heard from the seventh.
“The fifth dome is under attack!”
“The second dome is under attack!”
“The first dome is under attack!”
Oh dear…
(Grunti)
“Was there meant to be a test today?”  Dad asks nervously as the evacuation sirens sound.  They test them every now and again but I don’t recall hearing anything about a test today.
“I don’t think so.  It seems like people are starting to leave their homes too.”  I say as I tap the left wrist of my armour.  I adapted draw, draw, talk, talk kun to draw small images onto my wrist of a few of my favourite dwarven girls wherever they happen to be.  “In fact people are starting to panic.  There is definitely something going on out there.”
“If this is real then we have a problem.  We can’t just leave Nairon here, but we can’t reveal her to everyone.” Dad says chewing on his fingernails.  The last time I saw him do that was when he applied for the title of Smithy Lord.  I was only fifteen years old at the time.
“I’ll take Nairon to safety.  Nobody will see me if I use my boots’ enchantment.  You leave the dome with everyone else.”  I tell dad and then look beside me at Nairon with a reassuring smile.  “Don’t worry, I’m not going to let anyone harm you.”
“Good luck son.”  Dad says sounding more serious than I’ve ever heard him.
“Good luck too dad, and take care.  Now I must be going.  At least we’d already finished dinner.”  I say and stand to face Nairon.  She is already standing and looks so cute.  I admire her for a moment before taking her by her legs and back.  Carrying her like that I dash out the house with my boots set to full speed.  I reach my secret tunnel and only then turn to take a proper look at what is going on in the dome.
“What is that?”  Nairon whispers but I think it is more to herself than to me.
“Just a big golem.”  I tell her.  Whilst true, big doesn’t even begin to describe it.  It must be bigger than the main forge.  Most golems are humanoid too, which this certainly isn’t.  I’d say it looks a bit like a ten headed centipede formed of some kind of green crystal.  It is destroying homes and seems intent on killing everyone around it.  There are a lot of dwarven girls desperately fighting it.  I can’t bear to see them killed.  “I’ll just be a moment.  Don’t go anywhere.”
“Where are you going?”  Nairon asks worriedly.
“To destroy the golem of course.”  I tell her and then I’m off.  My speed allows me to reach it almost instantly and to dodge its sharp legs and the acid that comes out of its mouths, melting the ground and everything else in its way.
I try to smash a leg with earth magic, but it is too tough.  The dwarven girls are trying to melt it with fire and that doesn’t seem to work, so I skip fire magic.  I summon a diamond hammer and bring it down on one leg with every ounce of strength in me.  The leg shatters but it takes a moment to recover and I am almost skewered by three more legs.  I manage to dodge but I am breathing hard now.  Even so the thought of girls dying is enough to strengthen my resolve and keep me moving.
I imagine Nairon in a suggestive pose and bring the hammer down with full force again onto the next leg.  As the leg shatters I dodge the golems counter attack.  Yes, girls are my strength.  I can do this if I think of Nairon watching and all the cute girls that I need to save.
I see a red haired dwarven girl about to get skewered as her shield fails.  She isn’t even wearing armour.  She is instead wearing a cloth bikini of all things.  With no time for gentler options I just run at her and push her out of the way.  We end up in a heap on the floor with my head on her belly, but she’s alive and that’s all that matters.  Actually this feels really nice, but there’s no time to enjoy it.  I jump to my feet and dash back towards another leg, without even time to say hello to her.
(Peter)
It seems I needn’t have worried about leaving the situation unresolved.  The dwarves seem to be handling the huge winding golem that is tearing apart the centre of the dome.  Dwarves have filled the streets in a mad rush to escape the dome and for the first time ever our street is packed with dwarves.
What concerns me most are the demon bats that Dairon, Lucy and I have sensed gathering near the roof of the dome.  Either none of the dwarven mages are aware or they simply don’t have time to deal with the demons.  I fear it is that they are unaware, but even if they are aware it doesn’t help if they can’t deal with them.
“This would be a good time to be uncursed.”  Lucy mutters angrily.
“They should be vulnerable to ice magic, right?”  I ask.
“Yes, but it would take a lot of ice magic to kill all those demons.  Even with Elucia’s power I don’t think we can take them out.”  Lucy tells me.
“I have a song that would work.”  Dairon says, nervously looking at the floor.
“How long would it take and how close do you need to be?”  I ask.
“About two to three minutes.  If I was at the centre of the dome it would work.”
“So if the golem was dealt with and we could protect you for two to three minutes it would work.”  Lucy says darkly.
“What if I were to fly you up there and just dodge any attacks?”  I suggest.
“That would work, but can you dodge all those demons for two to three minutes?”  Dairon asks, unable to hide the doubt from his words.
“Who knows, but it’s worth a try, unless anyone else has a better idea.  It seems to me the dwarves are really struggling.  I could very well see Nirvali falling to the enemy.  At least if we do this we’ll reveal the demons to the dwarves.”  I answer honestly.
“What about the rest of us?”  Elucia asks sounding really scared.
“The three of you should evacuate with the dwarves.”  I tell her.  I then look at Lucy.  “Please make sure they both get to safety and don’t come back here.”
Lucy looks at me sadly.  She just stands there like that for a few moments before finally answering.  “Fine, I’ll do it, but don’t die.”
“I won’t.”  I promise her.
“Take power from Elucia before you go.  That way you should be able to shield to some extent.”  Lucy tells me.  I look at Elucia who only hesitates a moment before nodding reluctantly.  We both step towards each other and kiss.  My heart races as I kiss Elucia and it’s not because I’m concerned about taking too much power, though I am careful not to take too much.
“Good luck Peter.”  Elucia tells me as she pulls away from me.
“Thank you and good luck too.  Good luck everyone.”  I say with a fake smile.  I’m too scared both for myself and everyone else for anything more than a fake smile.  “Are you ready Dairon?”
“Yes, as ready as I’ll ever be.  Let’s get this over with.”  Dairon tells me sounding about as scared as I have ever heard him.  Even when I captured him he wasn’t any worse than this.
“Don’t worry.  We’ll be fine.”  I say, but he knows as well as I do that there is no guarantee.  Actually ‘no guarantee’ is in and of itself very optimistic.
“Get going everyone.”  I tell the others and wait for them to shove their way onto the crowded street before following them.  Once on the street I fly both Dairon and myself straight up to escape the crowd.  Then I head even further upwards.
“This is far enough.  Are you ready if I start singing?”  Dairon asks.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”  I laugh.  Dairon grins desperately for a moment before turning serious again.
“I’m going to start singing in a moment and then every demon is going to come after me.  I’m starting, now.”  Dairon says and then he begins to sing.  Sure enough he wasn’t kidding.  The demon bats, and there must be at least a thousand, swarm towards us as one giant mass and the roar of thunder echoes throughout the dome as they fill the sky with lightning.
I soar upwards and fly as close as I can to the roof of the dome.  This should prevent their attacks harming the dwarves below.  Now I just have to dodge the attacks so we remain unharmed.  I use wind gusts to clear a path through the demons as they now surround me entirely.
I’m impressed that Dairon can continue to sing even when being flown so fast and erratically.  It is fortunate he can though, or this would be pointless!  His song is beautiful and enchanting.  It reminds me of gentle meadows and flowing rivers.  It brings to mind a night sky full of stars.  More stars than I have ever seen before.  In fact it is pretty distracting and I find myself now having to shield against some of the attacks.
I force my attention to return to my job.  It is hard even though I know our lives depend on it.  I thought dodging this many demons and their attacks was bad enough.  To do so whilst distracted is truly a nightmare.
Dairon’s song suddenly changes from the gentle calming one of a moment ago and become as furious as a raging river.  It is actually much better suited to fighting and I find myself flying to the rhythm of his song.  It is beyond weird how a song can affect me so much even with everything else that is going on around us.  The only down side is that it seems to invigorate the demons as well.  I find myself working twice as hard to avoid the demons’ attacks, which are much more frequent.
I check my body’s timekeeper and realise it has been a minute and a half.  Halfway there, good, I think we can do this.  I don’t think I’ve ever flown this fast or well before in my life.  Then the song changes again.  It is much slower now and I find myself instantly slowing down.  The demons are no longer so invigorated, but they aren’t affected as much as I am.  Come on, Peter, fly faster damn it!
I force myself to fly faster but everything is like a blur.  I find myself occasionally crashing into demons as I overshoot my wind gusts.  Thankfully my shield holds but it isn’t going to last forever if I keep crashing into the demons.  I find my power wavering but then Dairon’s song changes and I find myself returned to normal.  The demons however are in chaos now.  They seem to be constantly bumping into each other and I am easily able to avoid their much reduced attacks.
Then the song speeds up again.  The demons are no longer in chaos and seem desperate now.  They fly recklessly into my wind gusts and many are torn apart by the ferocity of the wind.  Dairon’s song quickly reaches a crescendo and as it reaches the final climax every demon still in the sky bursts into a golden white light.  The light lasts only a moment and then it is gone, along with the demons.
I breathe a sigh of relief before looking down at the battlefield below.  That is truly what the dome is now.  Thankfully most of the civilians have now been evacuated from the dome.  There are still however some dwarves desperately pushing their way through a large gateway into the next dome.
The dwarven mages are now fighting not only the golem but a small army of humans.  The humans wear black robes with a blue flame symbol.  The golem seems to have lost many of its legs and I can see a blur whizzing around its remaining legs.  After a moment I see it is a dwarf with a dazzling white hammer.  He is literally shattering the legs one at a time.  Without his efforts I suspect the dwarves down there would have been defeated the moment the humans arrived.
I want to help, but I used most of my power fighting the demons.  Dairon also seems unsteady and low on power so there really is no chance of our helping them right now.  I open my senses and find Elucia, Lucy and Kai.  They are near the exit so I race back to them before they leave the dome.
“Good work.”  Lucy tells me with a relieved smile.
 



Chapter 12 (Multiple)
(Lupine)
The crazy dwarven boy is doing a good job of wrecking that impossibly huge golem.  It still makes me feel funny when I remember how he saved me though.  He may be crazy, but he is certainly impressive.  I wonder whether he’s looking for a girlfriend and whether he’d consider an ugly redhead like me.  I doubt it, but more urgently I wonder whether I’ll survive to see another day.  Actually I wonder whether any of us will survive.
The humans are using lightning, but what worries me is the possibility of death magic.  Every dwarf knows that the enemy can use death magic.  Probably not these humans, because they would already be using it if they could, but sooner or later if we survive long enough we will surely face enemies who can use it.  My flames finally burn out the enemy’s shield and he is instantly reduced to ash.
Then I hear a low growl that fills the dome.  It takes a moment to remember which beasts have a growl like that.  I remember my training though, and realise it is a drake.  Looking up I realise it isn’t just one drake in the air above me.  There are about fifty of the creatures.
My face goes pale and I pray to the sacred stone of rebirth to accept my soul, because I am about to die.  There is no way we can beat fifty drakes, the golem and the humans all at once.  It is all I can do just to keep my shielding up.  The drakes’ thick red scaly metallic armour makes them extremely tough to kill even with a group.  Their fire breath can harm even a dwarf.
Then I hear the unending sound of a whistle behind me.  The drakes turn as one to face the direction of the whistling.  They furiously beat their red flowing metal wings and charge towards the sound.  I look behind me and see it is coming from the blur that is the insane dwarven boy.
The drakes attack him with their fire breath, but he is too quick.  In moments the golem is destroyed by the drakes’ attacks and it is looking much more hopeful.  I return my attention on the humans in front of me and pray that the dwarven boy can handle those drakes, because he is our only hope.  As hope returns to me yet another human’s shield falls to my attack and he goes up in a cloud of ash.
I feel a human fist hit my stomach.  I wouldn’t even feel it if I was in armour, but the attack occurred whilst I was at the swimming pool.  The pool isn’t very popular, because most dwarves aren’t fond of water.  That’s one of the things I like about it though.  It was almost deserted and so peaceful.
A human physical attack is normally weak enough that I wouldn’t be bothered even without armour, but there is magic in that fist.  He must have also used magic to get so close to me without my realising.  I am thrown through the air gasping for breath and hit something hard.  Dizzy from the impromptu flight I look back and to my horror my spinning vision reveals the dwarven boy behind me.  He is unharmed, but we are in a tangle and looking up there are fifty angry drakes.
Their fire breath roars towards us, forming a huge cloud of flames.  It is the second time in my life and the second time today I pray to the sacred stone of rebirth.  As I feel the heat of the flames I almost lose control of my bladder in fright, but then both to my shock and relief the cloud hits a shield, which miraculously holds.  I can tell the shield is almost dead after just one attack, but the dwarven boy has pushed me off of him now and is standing.  He races away from me and the drakes follow him.
I try to sense the human and find he is right in front of me.  I throw flames at him and he is instantly dead.  Hidden from sight he had no shield up, because it would have revealed his presence.  Angry and humiliated at almost causing us to lose the battle for the dome, I check for any other hidden humans, but there are none.  I then turn my attention on the humans that aren’t hidden.  To my surprise they seem to have mostly been killed now.  There is one nearby though and I send my flames at him in another relentless attack.  His shield only holds for a few moments.
It’s a pity that Nirvali is such a new city.  The ancient cities had much better defences than Nirvali does.  We could have taken out a few drakes with no problem back in the ancient cities.  Nirvali’s main defence was secrecy and now that is gone, the whole city is depending on us to beat the enemy.  I wish I was more confident that we could do it.  We can certainly beat these humans of course, but enemies like the drakes and whatever else the enemy brings against us next are much more of a problem.
“That’s the last of the humans.”  Captain Lela tells us moments later, through our mental link.  “The boy has the drakes under control and the civilians have evacuated.  We are to pull back to the inter dome tunnel.  It should be much easier to defend than fighting in the open like this.”
“What about the boy?”  I ask.
“I’m sure your boyfriend will be fine.”  Captain Lela laughs and I hear quite a few mental chuckles at that.  I turn bright red.  Not that I’d mind if he was my boyfriend.  It still seems unfair to leave him behind after he saved us, but the captain is right.  We are better off defending the inter dome tunnel than fighting here.  “Everyone, follow me!”
I take one last look at the blur of a boy pursued by all those drakes.  Then I follow Captain Lela and the rest of the company.  The captain really stands out because of her golden helmet.  It doesn’t serve any purpose other than looking good and is weaker than the standard helmets, but she probably never expected to actually fight a real enemy other than weak monsters.  It doesn’t take long to get to the tunnel and with the civilians evacuated it should prove easy to defend.
“Lupine, get changed into some armour.”  Captain Lela tells me looking disapprovingly at my bikini.  “There’s a small armoury over there.  Take whatever fits you.”
“Yes captain.”  I respond and salute before heading into the small room she pointed out.  There are about ten suits of armour here and I quickly find one that fits.  There are also about twenty swords in a weapons rack, but I work better with just magic so I leave them resting there.
I leave the armoury in my new stone armour.  There are already guards positioned at the mouth of the tunnel.  I can’t see the drakes from here, so I can only assume the dwarven boy still has them under control for now.  I wish we could help him but until they attack us there is nothing we can do about them.  At least fighting in this tunnel should give us a good chance of victory if they do attack.
I sit a fair way back from the mouth of the tunnel, because all I can do for now is to rest and recover my power.  That and pray for victory of course.
(Grunti)
Now everyone is out of the way I can focus on dealing with these pesky drakes.  I’m glad I had my portable shield with me though, or I would have died along with that cute dwarven girl who was fighting in a bikini.  She really had me worried when she got all tangled up with me.  Normally I would love to get tangled with a cute girl, but not when I’m fighting fifty pesky drakes.
So how to deal with them?  I double check that the dome really is empty and to my relief it is.  I guess it may seem a bit drastic but I only really have one way to kill them.  They’re way too tough to bash their brains in.  If I had time I could invent something, but I clearly don’t have time.
That just leaves the one invention I have which can kill drakes.  Actually it could kill a whole lot more than drakes.  I’ve never met a dragon, but I bet it could kill a dragon too.  The only problem is how to use it without killing myself in the process and without giving the drakes a chance to escape.
I carefully take the black brick out of my armour’s pocket.  I place a trickle of mana into it and breathe a sigh of relief.  It didn’t instantly activate and I should have a whole twenty seconds to leave the target area.  The target area is of course the whole dome.
I weave my way towards the tunnel where Nairon is waiting for me.  I keep a careful watch on the time.  If I get there too early the drakes will follow me into the tunnel, but if I get there too late…  Well, then I don’t get there at all, because I’ll die with the drakes if that happens.
I jump into the tunnel and feel the cold.  It is the coldest I have ever felt, but unlike the dome it is above absolute zero.  I turn and realise one very angry drake has made it into the tunnel with me.  The dome behind it is now solid ice and will remain at absolute zero for about a month.  Unless someone finds a way to reverse my magic, but the only solution I could come up with was to open a gateway to either hell or the elemental plane of fire.  Neither option struck me as particularly wise.
More urgently though I have a drake to deal with.  I quickly bring the tunnel down on it, but it just shrugs that off and the rubble almost hits Nairon.  I realise though that I now only need to get away from it with Nairon.  Getting Nairon to safety is much more important than killing some pesky drake.  Having now gotten my priorities straight I dart towards Nairon, pick her up and run with her in my arms.  I easily outpace the drake and quickly reach the open tunnels.
Ahead of me I sense a strong flow of mana and the presence of five powerful human mages.  They seem to be summoning a demon of some sort.  Anyway, I barge right past them with the drake right behind me.  I look back and see a red bloody mess.  One of the mages seems to have reacted quickly enough to survive.  He was pretty powerful so he may be able to kill the drake, but either way both he and the drake will be busy for a while.
“What’s wrong, Nairon?”  I ask, seeing her face suddenly go bone white with an expression of pure terror.
“Something unnatural, really close to us.”  Nairon whispers fearfully as her eyes flick in every direction.
“I don’t sense anything.”  I say, now confused and concerned.  I stop running and close my eyes to increase my senses, but I am instantly thrown against the wall.  I drop Nairon in shock and opening my eyes I still can’t see anything.
(Nairon)
I hit the ground rather inelegantly, bum first.  Wearing a thong and given the ground is solid stone that is rather painful.  I can’t see the enemy but I can sense it.  It is demonic and more or less the same shape as a person.  I blast it with ice as it plunges its hands towards Grunti.  I hit but it shrugs off the attack and turns its attention on me.  Sitting on the floor isn’t great when fighting a demon, but there is no time to move.
I spray acid at the demon and it takes a step backwards before moving towards me again.  Then all of a sudden it has been cut in half by a shiny string.  Grunti is holding the ends of the string as it sparkles in the dark.  Not all demons would die after being cut in half, but this one seems to be dead.  I can no longer feel its power and the top half of a silver body is lying on the floor in a pool of silver blood.  The bottom half seems to have dissolved into silver goo and is mixing with the pool of blood.
(Peter)
This is my third time kissing Elucia and again my heart races.  It’s odd, because I never felt this way taking power from anyone else.  Even when I took power from Rin the first time I wasn’t really nervous like this.  I feel Elucia pulling away and realise I have taken enough power.
“Getting distracted are we?”  Lucy chuckles at me.
“No!”  I deny a little too forcefully, which just makes Lucy laugh even harder.  Then she stops laughing and looks me in the eye.
“We have a battle to win, so please don’t get distracted now.”  Lucy tells me seriously.
“Don’t worry.  I’m not going to get distracted.  So how can we help the dwarves?”
“With the other dome frozen we shouldn’t need to worry about any enemies breaking through here or sneaking through the abandoned dome.  I can sense a tunnel to another dome from here.  There seem to be civilians pouring through it.  If we want to help we should probably go down that tunnel.  Or we could follow the civilians and head to safety.”  Lucy tells me.  The dwarves who fled from our dome have already moved on from here and many have now left this dome as well.
“The rest of you head to safety.  I’m going to go help.”  I say decisively.
“No.  I’m going with you.”  Lucy tells me firmly.
Dairon is clearly in no state to help.  His song took all his energy physically as well as magically.  He could get his magical power back from Elucia, but without his physical energy his reactions would be too slow to fight.  Elucia is powerful, but not ready for a battle like this.  It would mean killing people, and not just one or two.  Kai could probably help, but I’d rather keep her with Elucia and Dairon to ensure they are ok.  I had wanted to keep Lucy with them, both for her own sake and for theirs.  I take one look at Lucy though and realise there is no talking her out of this.
“Fine, but everyone else head to safety.”  I say with a sigh.
“I can fight too.”  Kai tells me firmly.
“I know, but Elucia and Dairon need you to protect them.”  I tell her.
“I can fight too.”  Elucia protests, but she is trembling.
“It seems I’m the only one who can’t fight.”  Dairon says wryly.
“I couldn’t have beaten those demons without your help though.”  I remind him.
“Do you sense that?”  Kai asks me urgently.
“Sense what?”  I ask confused.
“The ground is trembling.”  Kai tells me and I focus my senses.  It is faint but I can just about sense that the air close to the ground is a little disturbed.  My earth senses are simply not good enough to sense something so small.
“What could be causing it?”  I ask, very worried now.  Even something so small at a time like this could mean really big trouble.
“I’m not sure.”  Kai says with a frown.
“I think I know.”  Lucy tells us.  “I sense a dimensional disturbance in that direction.  Someone is almost certainly summoning something in whichever dome is over that way.”
“Kai, which dome is over there?”  I ask but Kai shakes her head.  Then I hear a female dwarven voice behind me.  Turning I realise it comes from a dwarven girl in black stone armour and a golden helmet, with the visor up.  She has piercing purple eyes and soft short blonde hair.
“Why do you need to know that?  And why haven’t you evacuated to the next dome?”  She asks.  Behind her are a large group of dwarves in black stone armour.  Lucy answers her sounding a bit annoyed.
“Someone’s summoning something there.  I don’t know what, but either a powerful demon or elemental, or perhaps even opening a gate to move an army.”  Lucy says and the dwarf stares at her in shock.
“I wish you were lying, but I can tell you’re not.”  The dwarf says.  “We’ll deal with it now you’ve told us, so you can evacuate with everyone else.”
“No.  We’re helping.  Well Peter and I are.  The others can follow your advice.”  Lucy answers.  The dwarf looks unhappy.
“There’s no time to argue, but if you die don’t blame me.  Everyone in my company, follow me!”
“Yes captain!”  The other dwarves respond and follow right behind her.
“We’ll follow behind the last dwarves.  You three get out of here now.”  Lucy tells everyone firmly.  Kai looks like she is about to argue but sighs and nods instead.  She leads Elucia and Dairon away from us.
The dwarves have now all gone past so we follow them and have to hurry to avoid getting left behind.  We soon reach a small tunnel like the one Grunti showed us and the dwarves are held up here because there is only room to walk single file.  We’ll need to wait until the last dwarf has entered the tunnel before following.
As the last dwarf enters the tunnel we quickly follow.  Lucy is sitting on my left shoulder now.  The tunnel is dark but the dwarves’ armour is now glowing faintly so I can still just about see.  If it gets too dark I’ll have to rely on my magical senses instead.
As we reach halfway I realise this must be the same dome that Grunti showed us, because there is water on the floor and as we continue it gets deeper just like in the tunnel Grunti led us through.  As we emerge from the tunnel the dwarves are advancing in five rows of ten.  They seem to have a clear idea of where the enemy is.
“Are they going the right way?”  I ask Lucy.
“Yes.”  Lucy answers, so I follow the dwarves.  The water is about two feet deep, so even the shortest of the dwarves has her head just above the water, but only just.  The ruined buildings and floating rubble are just as I remember them too.
“How far?”  I ask.
“Not far and judging from the pattern of the mana, the ritual seems to be only about half done.  We’ll make it in time.”  Lucy tells me confidently.
“Any idea how many enemies we’re up against?”  I ask.
“There can’t be many unless they’re very skilled at hiding their presence.”
“Well that’s good.”
“Whoever is there is probably very powerful, because this ritual requires a lot of power.  If they’re unguarded they’ll have to stop the ritual, but there’s no telling how dangerous they may be.  We could get lucky and the ritual may have used most of their power, but I doubt it.  I suspect it will not be an easy fight even with this many dwarves.”
“Easy or not we’ll win it.”  I tell both myself and Lucy.  I’ve met enough powerful enemies now that it isn’t easy to believe.  What if the enemy we’re about to fight is the Envoy?  Well, then we’ll die, but hopefully we’re not up against the Envoy.
“High Smithy Lord Thor!  What are you doing?!”  The dwarf in a golden helmet calls out in shock.  In front of the dwarves Thor is standing in a red circle of blood that was emitting a dark red light.  He is wearing nothing other than a white loin cloth.  The light fades as he turns to face us.
“Annoying little grunts.  All I was doing is summoning a Maou to make me king.  You interrupted me though, so now you can die.”  Thor booms.  Then he sends a blast of silver shards at the dwarves, which knocks them off their feet but they shield so are otherwise unharmed.  He then laughs.  “You’re good, for grunts.  Perhaps you’ll keep me entertained for a while.”
He seems focused entirely on the dwarves.  I don’t think he has even noticed me and Lucy, who had fallen behind the dwarves.  I am amazed how quickly they marched here given how short their legs are.  Not that I was ever good at walking quickly or far.  Perhaps it’s because I am too used to flying everywhere.
I didn’t want to risk using magic and alerting the enemy to our presence earlier, but now I lift Lucy and myself off the ground and above the water.  I hide our presence of course.  The dwarves in the front rank are able to shield Thor’s attacks and the other ranks are fighting back, but their attacks are fairly basic earth and fire attacks, which he easily shields.  The front rank dwarves will most likely run out of power soon too, so speed is essential.
I fly us around a ruined building and approach Thor from behind and above.  I am careful to fly above the other dwarves’ attacks and I focus on keeping my presence hidden more than I have ever done before.  I am just above Thor and dive down at him.  My hand lands on his neck and I blast him with lightning.  I send almost every ounce of power I have in me.  He sways for a moment before disappearing.  It seems he was still able to port, so my attack failed.  At least his ritual was disrupted.
“Can he try again?”  I ask Lucy weakly.  Thankfully the dwarves have stopped their attacks so we are safe for now.  They reacted quickly.  I doubt many of my club members could have stopped their own attacks so suddenly, but these are trained dwarven mages so I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.
“Yes, but a ritual like this requires a lot of preparation.  It would take at least three days to prepare for another attempt and it requires a special location so he can’t just do it anywhere.  To think that he had the nerve to attempt summoning a Maou.  You’ve probably never even heard of a Maou, but they are the lords of hell.  Each hell has exactly one Maou and it rules all the other demons and anything else that happens to reside in its hell.
“For a mortal to attempt to bind one to their will is like a child trying to hold back the sea or an ant attacking a dragon. The only good thing is that a Maou would be far too busy ruling its own hell to be interested in us.  If it was summoned here though, there would be hell to pay.  Literally…”
“Could a Fallen Angel bind a Maou?”  I ask.
“I don’t know and I don’t want to find out either.”  Lucy says with a shudder.  “It seems the dwarves are going somewhere in a hurry.”
“We’d better go ahead of them and meet up with Elucia, Dairon and Kai.”  I say and fly us over the dwarves and back to the tunnel.  I don’t have much mana left so I’m going to need more from Elucia.  She’ll be thrilled!
“You’ve been saying Elucia’s name first for a while now.  Have you taken a liking to the girl?”  Lucy chuckles.
“It’s not like that!”  I protest but my voice cracks as I say the last word.
“You sure are growing up.  You seem a bit taller too.”  Lucy tells me.  I race us through the tunnel and am glad it is so dark, because it hides my blush.  I have my emotions under control by the time we exit the tunnel and we quickly catch up with Dairon and Elucia who are waiting for us near the tunnel to the next dome.
“I kind of used all my power again.”  I tell Elucia and suppress another blush.  Elucia sighs, takes a few steps forward and kisses me without another word.  My power is soon back to the same level I’ve been taking from her, so I pull away from Elucia.  “Thank you.”
“I hate that this is all I can do whilst everyone else is risking their lives.”  Elucia tells me unhappily.
“It makes a huge difference though.  Without your help I wouldn’t be able to fight and we’ve saved the dwarves a couple of times now.  That’s all thanks to you.”  I tell her.  She blushes slightly.
“Thanks.”  She tells me quietly.  Then she looks at me seriously and asks.  “So what do we do now?”
“I’m going back to help at the front lines wherever they may be.  I want the rest of you to follow the dwarves.”
“You just told me you can fight because of my help.  I’m going with you, wherever you go.”  Elucia tells me boldly.
“It’s too dangerous.”  I protest.  Lucy sighs.
“You did just tell her you need her help.  You should have thought of this before you said that.  I doubt you’ll convince her to just wait here whilst you go off risking your life again.”  Lucy tells me, sounding very tired all of a sudden.
“Are you ok, Lucy?”  I ask.
“Just tired all of a sudden.  This feels unnatural.”  Lucy yawns and as she closes her eyes she starts to fall to the ground.  I pick her up with my own flight magic before she can hit the ground.
“Can anyone sense any enchantments?”  I ask suspiciously.  Dairon nods.
“There’s an elven sleep enchantment in the air.  It’s too diluted to affect us, but due to her size Lucy was hit badly by it.  Whoever cast it probably intends to gradually strengthen the enchantment without anyone noticing.”  Dairon tells us.
“Any idea where it is coming from?”  I ask.
“The centre of the dome.”  Dairon tells me.
“Can you tell how many elves are there?”
“No.  I can’t sense any but there must be at least one.”
 



Chapter 13 (Multiple)
(Captain Glorin)
The last of the civilians have now escaped and somehow we have hung on this long.  Now it is time to retreat to the inter dome tunnel, but that isn’t going to be easy.  If we can get there we should be able to hold out for a while.  There are potions there that we can use to restore our mana.  Our reinforcements brought them and are waiting there for us.  Our physical energy is a different matter, but as long as we have mana we will fight.  The reinforcements are fresh too so it really does look hopeful if we can get there alive.
Thankfully the enemies are just humans so far and they haven’t used death magic yet.  I feel Sergeant Lain’s shield cover me and I turn and dash towards her.  As I reach her I take over shielding and she retreats further.  It shouldn’t take long to reach the tunnel like this, but the question is whether our shields will hold now we are no longer able to attack the enemy and they are free to blast us with everything they have.
Sergeant Lain’s shield goes up again and I run after her.  It takes about three minutes to get back to the tunnel, but we finally arrive there.  The rest of the company is already there and have replenished their mana.  I take a potion and swig it down in one go.  My mana is almost back to full.  I see Lain finish hers and we smile at each other in relief.
The humans are staying back for the moment so we may have a chance to rest, though I am sure it will be brief.  My concern is that they are waiting for more powerful reinforcements.  The worst case would be death mages.
“I really am tired.”  Sergeant Lain yawns.
“Me too, but we have to fight as soon as they attack.”  I yawn back.  I am having trouble keeping my eyes open.  I know that we have been fighting for a while, but it is odd to be quite this tired.  Is it because we finally have a chance to stop and rest?  No, it feels like more than that.  Is this magic of some sort?
I search with my senses but can’t detect any enchantments that could have caused it.  I am sure there is one though, because some of my mages are even starting to nod off now.  In fact even the reinforcements are getting tired and they have only just got here.  I don’t get the impression that they’ve fought anywhere else either.  I open the mental link between companies.
“General Karina.  We have a problem.”
(Nairon)
The hole Grunti made for us is dark and cold, especially just wearing this ‘bikini’ as he calls it.  The leather collar and golden bell feel really cold against my skin.  The string of the thong digs into me even more when I’m sitting here like this than it did when I was moving about in Nirvali, but it is nothing compared to the pain of being tortured or wounded in battle.  I have had the misfortune to experience both.
I have no idea what Grunti is doing, but whatever it is it has his full attention.  He just seems to be sitting there manipulating earth and fire magic.  He must have a reason to be sitting there like that whilst his city is under attack and we are desperately hiding from my former comrades.  The Envoy has mostly sent in human mages so far, but I can sense spiderflies not that far from us.  If there are spiderflies then there are certainly elves too.
Given how many mages are gathered it seems inconceivable that the Envoy isn’t here too and that is what scares me the most.  Nirvali may be struggling against humans and elves, but when the Envoy enters the battle all hope will truly be lost.  Unless the dwarves have a secret power they are saving for that final battle.  If the Envoy is somehow beaten though, will the Fallen Angels enter the battle?  Or would they consider such an act beneath them?
“All done.”  Grunti smiles.
“What is it?”  I ask.
“You’ll see when the time comes.  I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”  Grunti says, seeming to suppress a laugh.  “Now can you put this necklace on?”
“Ok.”  I say a bit worried now.  I take the blue gem necklace from him.  I start to put it around my neck but the gems scratch me.  I can’t suppress a pained, “Ouch.”
“Stop.  Sorry, I forgot elven skin was so delicate.  I’ll coat it in something softer.”  Grunti tells me and takes the necklace back.  He sits there for a minute holding the necklace and clearly using earth magic.  He then hands the necklace back to me.  “That should be better.”
“It is.”  I say as I feel how much smoother the jewels are.  I put it round my neck painlessly this time.  “What did you coat it with?”
“A thin layer of clear marble.”  Grunti tells me with a shrug.  I’ve never heard of clear marble, but it has smoothed the necklace without adding any weight or obscuring the gems.  “So that collar doesn’t work on elves?”
“What?”
“You used magic, even though you were wearing the collar.”  Grunti reminds me and I gulp.  I had forgotten the collar was meant to seal my magic.
“Sorry.”  I apologise.
“It doesn’t matter, as long as you’re still my girlfriend.  It looks good on you even if it doesn’t do anything, but I’m going to adjust the enchantment on it.  Instead of suppressing your magic I’ll have it enhance your magic.  It may feel a bit weird when you use magic though.  Kneel there and lean forward so I can reach it easily.”  Grunti tells me so I stand up carefully and then kneel where he told me to.  “Lean further forward.”
“Ok.”  I say and am leaning really far forward now.
“Not quite so far forwards.”
“Ok.”
“That’s better.  Now stay like that.  This should only take half an hour.”  Grunti tells me and I blink.
“Half an hour?”  I ask a little despairing.  This position is really uncomfortable so holding it for half an hour will not be fun.
“I’ll see if I can cut a few minutes off that, but you need to stay still and in this position or I can’t attune the enchantment to you properly.”  Grunti tells me.
“Ok.”  I sigh.  If it really does enhance my magic it may save my life, so I really can’t complain.  I still pray though that it doesn’t take the whole half hour.
The time drags on and I feel more and more uncomfortable.  I can tell Grunti is using earth and fire magic, but that is all I can tell.  My legs feel all tingly as I kneel on them like this.  After what seems like an eternity he smiles, nods and steps back.  I remain still though.
“All done.  You can get up now.”  Grunti tells me and grateful it is over I try to stand, but my legs give way and I fall flat on my face.  “Are you ok?”
“Yes.”  I sigh and struggle into a sitting position with my legs stretched out in front of me.  “I’ll need a minute before I can stand though.”
“Ok.  Take your time.”  Grunti tells me sounding worried.  I stretch and wriggle my legs until they feel ok.  Then I slowly stand and stretch my legs a bit more.
“I should be ok to walk, but I think I’ll need to walk a bit before trying anything more strenuous.”  I tell Grunti.
“Fine.  Elves really are a fragile lot, but I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to my girlfriend.”  He says and then starts leading us out of the hole into a small tunnel.  I end up having to crawl rather than walk, because it is too low for me to stand.  Even Grunti is bent over as he walks.
“So where are we going to go?”  I ask.
“Where we can help most.”  Grunti says and I detect both pride and anger in his voice.
(Dairon)
I lead the way towards the source of this enchantment.  I may not be much use in a fight as tired as I am, but I am the only one who can sense exactly where the magic is coming from.  Peter seems able to sense it a little now, but he only seems to have a vague sense of something in the air.  Every step I take I feel more and more tired.  I was of course already exhausted from using such a powerful song, so adding a sleep enchantment on top of that really doesn’t help.
“Not much further now, so keep your guard up.”  I tell everyone.  Peter nods slightly, clearly already on guard for an attack.  Lucy, awake again now, doesn’t react but is also very tense.  Kai and Elucia are slightly behind us so I don’t see their reactions.  “Just round this next building.  Whoever they are, they are really good at hiding their presence because I still can’t sense them.”
“It almost feels like a swarm of something.”  Peter tells me with a frown.  I consider his words and the hidden enemy.  Could they be…?
“Faeries?”  I ask myself more than anyone else.
“You could be right.”  Lucy says slowly.  “I thought I had sensed something like this before.  Yes, I’m almost certain they are faeries.  Most likely a whole legion of faeries.”
“Are faeries dangerous?”  Peter asks nervously.  Lucy saves me the trouble of answering.
“Very…  This could be bad.  Interrupting the faeries should be easy, but beating them is another matter.  Wind magic, including lightning is absolutely useless.  Fire and earth magic are almost useless too, which is why they are so effective against dwarves.  What you really need is water magic.  Get a faery wet and it can’t use its magic, but to do that you need to get past their defences.  Their attacks are mostly wind slices and lightning.  They are also really good at illusions, wind shields and, as you can tell, hiding their presence.  Dairon could probably beat them if he was at his best, but right now I doubt any of us can.”
“I can use water magic.”  Elucia says nervously.
“But you have to hit the faeries and get past their defences.  I suspect Peter could see past their illusions, but there’s no way you will.”
“What if I flood the whole area from here?”  Elucia suggests.
“That might work.”  Lucy says slowly.
“No.”  I tell her.  “There’s a shield up in case anyone tries to do something like that.”  Lucy closes her eyes for a moment and then nods reluctantly.
“So what do we do?”  Elucia asks sounding really scared now.  As she says it I feel a little less tired.
“The enchantment has dropped, they’ve noticed us!”  I call out and sure enough we are surrounded by lightning.  Kai and Peter shield us and then Elucia joins them.  Actually she takes their place as her shield is powerful enough that they no longer need to shield.  “Nobody attack the faeries.  Don’t drop the shield Elucia.  I’m going to take power from you.”
“What?!”  Elucia exclaims and for a moment the shield flickers but then it is as strong as ever.  Elucia looks at me nervously before saying quietly.  “Ok.”
I kiss Elucia and take power from her quickly but gently.  I then take a step back and begin to sing.  I am exhausted physically so it takes every single drop of my focus to even start the song.  I use magic only so the faeries can hear my song.  Unlike the one I used on the demons there is no other magic in it.  I can only pray the faeries remember and accept my song.
The attacks stop and one faery floats in front of me just the other side of the shield.  The other faeries are still blurred by their magic, but this one reveals her true form.  Like all faeries she is thin and frail looking, but appearances are deceptive.  Faeries’ bodies are imbued with magic, which makes them at least as strong as an average elf and much stronger than an average human.
Her skin is pale other than her cheeks, which are a rosy red.  Her clothes are red silk shorts and shirt that match her red eyes and short red hair.  Like all faeries she appears youthful, but I suspect she is thousands of years old.  On her head rests a green crown made from a plant that I don’t recognise.  I sense life in the crown so I can tell she must be the legate of the legion.  She is the leader I must impress.
She begins to sing.  Her song is a song of challenge that I must answer.  My answer must satisfy her.  If it does not, we will have no choice other than to fight the faeries.  A battle I fear we would lose.  At least she has not simply dismissed my claim as I feared she would.
There can only be one answer to her challenge.  There is only one song that might satisfy her.  It isn’t one I have been taught but one I have learned and lived.  It is the song of my soul.  It is not sung with words but formed with my spirit.  I close my mouth, my eyes and my senses, blocking out everything around me.  I forget about the legate floating in front of me and the battle for Nirvali.  I forget about Nirvali, my friends and even myself.  My mouth still closed I begin to sing.
(Nairon)
I stop, unable to move.  All I can do is listen.  The tunnel I was crawling along is completely forgotten.  This is like nothing I have ever heard before.  I have no idea where it is coming from but I know who is singing it.  Grunti looks at me and says something but I don’t hear him.  Whatever he said is unimportant.  Even if I was about to die it wouldn’t matter.  All that matters is the song.
To say that it is beautiful is to say that the ocean is slightly damp.  Even so, if I had to explain why it was beautiful I couldn’t.  In truth my ears don’t even hear it.  My soul however cannot help hearing it.  If Nirvali were a city of elves every elf in the city would have stopped to listen, even if they were fighting desperately for their lives.
This isn’t just a song of the soul, but a song of royalty.  A song of suffering and anger, but also of hope.  It is a song of a painful past and the promise of a different future.  It is a song of sacrifice, but also a wish as pure as fresh snow.  It lasts an eternity and yet it is over in just a few moments.
“What are you doing?!”  Grunti demands and I hold my head.
“Sorry, um, what was I meant to be doing?”
“You’re meant to be following me!  Why were you spacing out like that?!”  Grunti yells.
“Sorry, but if you had heard that song you would have stopped to listen too.”  I tell him.
“There’s no way I’d stop to listen to a song whilst Nirvali and all of its cute girls are in danger!”
“It was the song of the king.”  I tell him.
“The king?  I doubt the King of Nirvali would waste time singing right now.”  Grunti says dubiously.
“Not of Nirvali.  The King of Elves.”  I tell him and he blinks.
“But didn’t the elf kings get killed off?  I thought everyone related to the kings were killed too.”  Grunti says clearly confused.
“They were, but only their bodies were killed.  It seems one of their souls has returned to an elf body.”  I explain.  Grunti blinks.
“They can do that?”
“All souls are eventually reborn, as long as they don’t get sent to hell by a demon or eaten by a god or nature spirit.”  I remind Grunti.
“They are?”  Grunti asks, seeming completely unaware of such basic details about the soul.  Then he frowns.  “So is the king on our side or the enemies’ side?”
“I’m not sure if he’s on our side, but he isn’t against us.  The Fallen Angels are his bitter enemies.”
“So will the rest of the elves abandon the Fallen Angels and side with us?”  Grunti asks hopefully.
“No.  They don’t serve the Fallen Angels because they want to, but because they have to.  Unless he can convince them that he is strong enough to defeat the Fallen Angels they will not be swayed by his song.”
“What about you?  Are you going to abandon me for your new king?”  Grunti asks nervously.
“No.  I am not worthy to serve the king.”  I say with a sad smile.  Grunti seems at a loss for words.  He is clearly happy I am not abandoning him but seems confused by my reasons.
“So do you know who this king is?”  Grunti asks after a few moments of scratching his head.
“Dairon, the elf that was with Peter.”
“That measly little fella is King of the Elves?!”  Grunti exclaims.  Then he sighs.  “Well we have work to do, so we’d better get a move on or it may be too late.”
(Captain Glorin)
I was worried for a while but the sleepiness has finally been lifted.  General Karina has obviously tracked down and eliminated whoever was maintaining the enchantment.  My comrades who had dozed off are waking and those that hadn’t are much more alert.  The enemy have obviously noticed because they seem to be preparing an attack.  Like us they have reinforcements, but this battle will be ours.
The enemy begin to advance.  They are in ranks, each formed of ten black human men and I have no idea how many ranks, but a lot would be an understatement.  Perhaps by now they’ve filled the entire dome with mages.  I suppress a smile until they pass the point of no return.  Then I trigger the trap with a gleeful smile.
Over a hundred men are blown apart.  Bits of human flesh are thrown around like ore tumbling down the old mine shoots.  They had shields up, but their shields were like paper against the power of the blast.  We haven’t been in Nirvali as long as in the ancient cities, but we have still had time to prepare a few surprises for our enemies.
The enemies who survived are unnerved but they quickly form up new ranks and advance again.  They are not as confident, but they probably fear their masters more than they fear us.  Let’s teach them the folly of their ways.  Soon they are in range and we begin to do so.  Human after human is reduced to a living, well dying, torch and then ash.  With so many dwarves in place their shields can no more withstand our attacks than they could the blast of our trap.
Even so they continue to advance on us, simply stepping over the ash of their fallen comrades.  I am glad we have more of the mana potions because there seems to be no shortage of enemies to burn.  It is just fortunate our attacks have a greater range than the enemies’ attacks.  If it were the other way round we would really be in trouble.
Even so, I pray that there aren’t truly an unending horde of enemies.  Despite the fear in their eyes I am impressed by their determination.  Even seeing their impending fate not a single human falls out of formation or hesitates.  Once they are alight they do scream, but only for a moment, because that is all it takes to incinerate them.
When I fought earlier I was scared of dying, but now it is different.  I am confident we will win and I am fighting beside so many of my comrades.  Seeing the enemy die one after the other and hearing their dying screams really brings home what war is.  I always knew it was about killing people, but knowing that at the back of my mind simply isn’t the same as killing man after man after man.
I suppose I never really thought that there would be a war.  Nirvali was hidden so well and the Kuroneko never even bothered looking for us.  Contractia never took the land and the Fallen Angels who took our old homes soon lost interest in searching the tunnels for our people.  So how could there be a war?
Of course that didn’t change the fact that we had to be prepared for the possibility of war.  The dwarven army is weaker than it once was, but it certainly isn’t weak.  We don’t have as many traps and fortifications as in the ancient cities, but Nirvali was still built with every intention of being able to defend it.  Sure we might have to abandon a few domes, but we could always move the other domes with earth magic so that losing one dome really wouldn’t be a big problem.
The enemy haven’t just found one dome though.  It seems certain that all the domes are now at risk.  We must fight to the last dwarf even if it is just to buy time for the civilians to leave Nirvali and create a new city.  Last time it was a hundred elite dwarves, but this time it will surely take our whole army.  We simply don’t have dwarves of the same talent as we did before and with so few traps and fortifications the only choice left is brute force.
All of a sudden a black swirl fills the air above the enemy.  Every dwarf in the back and middle ranks raises their shields around us, whilst I along with the rest of the front rank continue to burn the enemy.  What are the enemies planning?  What evil magic is this?  Death magic?
The enemies seem to be in confusion.  They look at the black fearfully and their advance is halted.  At least for now.  There seem to be desperate conversations amongst their ranks.  Then just as suddenly as it first appeared the black swirl expands.  It seems to fill the whole dome.  If I reached my hand out in front of me I could touch it, but I daren’t do so.
Do the enemy plan to advance under the cover of this darkness?  Was their confusion feigned?  Just as I am about to order my comrades to raise a fire wall between us and the enemies the darkness is gone.  It doesn’t fade.  It was there a moment ago and now it is not.  Not only the darkness is gone though, so are the enemies.  Every single one of them.  Or are they hiding?
“Fire wall!”  I call out and along with my comrades create a fire wall where the enemies were.  There is no reaction, but we sweep it over a wider area.  Still no reaction.  “Drop fire wall, but keep your guard up.”
(Nairon)
I look down at the centre of the dome where Grunti is pointing.  A swirl of black mana appears in the air right where he’s pointing.  Then it expands so quickly that if I had blinked I would have missed it.  It disappears just as quickly and to my shock every single human is gone.  The buildings and ash of people already killed are still there, but not a single living person is left.
“What happened?”  I ask in shock and awe.
“I sent them up to the surface.  They’ll lose almost all their memories so they aren’t going to be able to use magic or fight, but they can still remember enough to live.  I hope their new life will be a happier one.”  Grunti says happily.  I consider for a moment whether to tell him the truth, but he notices my expression before I can decide.  “What’s wrong?”
“If they can’t fight they’ll be killed.  Most likely they’ll become wind sisters.”  I tell him.
“Become wind sisters?  But they were all men.  Are they going to be turned into cute girls?”
“Well…  They’ll have their have their souls torn to shreds and merged.  A wind sister will be created using the remains of their souls.  It takes nine human souls to forge one wind sister.”
“That doesn’t sound pleasant.  Even to create cute girls that seems too cruel.”  Grunti frowns.
“The wind sisters will be used as disposable weapons so they’re unlikely to live long.  They certainly aren’t going to be treated well whilst they are still alive.”
“You elves are a cruel folk.”  Grunti says looking at me differently now.  I wince.
“It isn’t the elves who are responsible for this.  The Envoy is the one who makes these decisions.”  I tell him, though it sounds like an excuse even to me.
“Where can I find this Envoy?  I want to kill him.”
“There is nothing I want more than to kill the Envoy, but it’s impossible.  Even if you somehow manage to kill her body she’ll just possess a different elf, or perhaps even possess you.”  I warn Grunti.
“The Envoy is female?”
“Well, the body it is in is female.  I don’t know if it even has a gender of its own.”
“Is the body it possessed cute?”  Grunti asks and I blink.
“It always chooses the body of a beautiful or handsome young elf.  I don’t know whether you would consider her cute, but she is childlike.”
“Then if I free her she should be grateful, right?”
“The only way you’ll free her is by killing her.”
“I just need to kill the Envoy that is possessing her.  What is it anyway?  An evil spirit, a demon or a god?”
“The child of an angel and a demon.”  I tell him.
“That is one weird mixture.  So how do a demon and angel make a child together?  Did they make their child like dwarves do, or did they make it naturally?”  Grunti asks and I look at him uncomfortably.
“It’s natural, sort of, but it’s a bit gruesome, so I’d rather not go into details.”  I tell him hoping not to anger him and praying he’ll leave it there.
“Ok, but does the child have a physical form like demons and angels do, or is it incorporeal like a spirit?”  Grunti asks.
“Both.  It can take physical form but it is normally incorporeal.”
“That would make it hard to kill. If it is normally incorporeal, then when it possesses someone it would be incorporeal, right?”  Grunti asks.
“Yes.”  I nod.
“What is its physical form?”
“I’m not sure.  I’ve never seen it or even met anyone who has.”
“I’m going to have to have a think about how to kill it.  Any method would either need to force it to retain a corporeal or incorporeal state, or would need to be effective against both.  This is going to be tricky.”
 



Chapter 14 (Multiple)
(Dairon)
My song ends and I open my eyes.  To my relief the legate is smiling.  All around us the fairies are now visible.  They wear bright vibrant silk clothes and in their hair a green crown made from the same plant as the legate’s crown, but only the legate’s crown is alive.  Like Sakura their silk clothes match their hair colour.  Like Sakura many have red hair, but there are also many with bright blue, yellow, green or purple hair.  There are also a few other colours mixed in, but they are rare.
“Your majesty, I Legate Sakura pledge my loyalty and service.  The First Legion is yours to command.”  She tells me, her voice sober and serious.
It is far more than I had hoped for, but her words also scare me.  ‘Your majesty’…  As a song elf I had hoped to convince her to abandon her orders, but I never dreamed she would accept me as her master.  For her to call me ‘your majesty’, she must truly believe my soul is that of one of our kings.  Faeries, like elves, are very attuned to spirits and the soul of a royal elf is very distinctive.  My song revealed my soul in a way I have never done before.  If she believes my soul is that of one of the kings, then there is no possibility that she is mistaken.
So I am a king and a slave.  As king I may be able to unite the elves and their ancient allies.  The faeries are just one of our allies.  Right now I must accept my place as a king, but will my friends? I feel their curious stares.  I turn to Peter a moment and smile weakly, before turning to Sakura again.
“It is my wish that this city should not fall to the Fallen Angels and their armies.  Will you help us oppose them?”  I ask Sakura and she smiles.
“It’s about time we fought back.  We have served the Fallen Angels for too long, but if the king has returned then there is hope again.  The first legion shall assist you and victory shall be yours, no matter the price.”  Sakura declares confidently.
“The illusions and enchantments you specialise in would be extremely valuable in this battle.  Do you know where the enemy are?”  I ask.
“Their weaker forces are attacking the city and still fighting the dwarves.  Their elite forces are preparing to attack the dwarven king.”
“They know where he is?”  I ask surprised.
“The traitor gave them a lot of information.  They know where all of the ‘domes’, as the dwarves call them, are.”  Sakura tells me.
“So none of the dwarves are safe.”
“That is correct.”  Sakura nods.
“Do you know when they will attack the dwarven king?”
“Soon.”
“Then we must hurry and warn the dwarves.”  I say and look to Peter who nods grimly.
(General Karina)
“General Karina.”  I hear Captain Lela’s urgent voice through the mental link.  “We have been told that the enemy know where all of the domes are, and that they plan to attack the king with their elite forces.”
“Who told you?”  I ask in horror.
“The outsiders.  They did help us against the traitor Thor and seem to have convinced a group of faeries to switch sides.  It seems the faeries warned them about the enemy’s plan.”
“I pray they are wrong, but regardless, I must warn the king.  Good luck Lela.”  I say and cut the connection.  I open a connection via the mental link to Royal Captain Theo.  “Theo, this is Karina.  We believe the enemy are planning to attack the king.  …   …  Theo?”
There is no response and after another moment I realise why.  Theo’s life status is showing on the link as negative.  In other words the warning was too late.  Flaming piles of rat shit!
“Command company, to me!”  I call on the mental link and run as fast as I can towards the inter dome tunnel to the fifty first dome.  As I reach the tunnel I notice the two guards seem a bit different but I can’t quite work out what is different.  It also seems odd to still only have two guards under the circumstances.
“Stop.”  One of the guards says but her voice is a bit slurred and her eyes seem kind of vacant.
“Your captain is dead.  Check her status if you don’t believe me.”  I tell her and to my shock she laughs.  I get my shield up just in time as they send a flurry of at least twenty rock fists at me.  Even in my armour it would hurt to get hit by so many rock fists.  Only now do I realise what seemed odd about them.  They are covered in a weird magic.  Someone must be controlling them.
The guards both draw swords and so I draw my own.  I sense other dwarves from my company are near but it will still be at least thirty seconds before they arrive.  Perhaps I should have met up with them before heading here, but I never expected to have to fight at the tunnel to the dome itself.  My swords are both two foot long whereas theirs are as long as they are tall at three and a half foot long.  Like all dwarven swords they are enchanted to cut through magical shielding so I must defend myself with my swords or attack them with magic.  I can’t simply shield until my comrades arrive.  I tighten my shield so it only covers my body.  That way if they attack with magic as well I’ll still be shielded.
The guards approach me cautiously, taking advantage of their superior reach.  They attack with their swords and I defend with my own.  I reinforce my hands and arms with magic, but so do they.  I fend off their initial attacks but they are stronger than I expected and leave me breathing hard after just ten seconds.  I can normally last longer, but I was chosen as a general for my skill at magic and strategy, not my sword fighting prowess.  I’m better than average, but two against one is still problematic.
I send flames at them but as expected they are shielding their bodies the same way that I am.  That means I have to hold out, because the effort to overcome their shields would be a distraction and leave me vulnerable to their swords.  I fend off another forceful attack from both of them and wonder whether I can really hold out for another fifteen seconds.  I’m halfway there but tiring badly.
One of the guards charges me, throwing away the advantage of her longer reach.  I grin and try to take advantage but I miss and then a boot lands squarely on my chest.  It throws me three feet backwards and down to the ground.  I didn’t notice the enchantment on it so got caught off guard.  I land on my back and only narrowly avoid their next attacks by rolling to the left.
Using magic I jump up into the air and then quickly land on my feet.  Flight magic isn’t my specialty.  I doubt it is any dwarf’s specialty, but I am just about good enough for it to save me now.  I fend off another round of attacks before I am finally joined by the first of my comrades.  It is two against two but soon the rest of my company will be here.  Sure enough another ten dwarves arrive and the battle is quickly won.  We only knock out and restrain the enemy.  They are after all dwarves who are simply being controlled.
“Sergeant Anise, have someone work out how to undo the enchantment.  If we can undo it on the whole palace it would save us having to fight the whole Royal Guard, assuming they are all under this enchantment.  Everyone else, follow me and keep your shields up.  Who knows how quickly the enchantment can take us over if we are unshielded!?”  I tell everyone and then lead the advance.  I sometimes dreamed of a chance to actually fight in a real battle.  Now that chance is here though, I really wish it wasn’t.
We are near the end of the inter dome tunnel and a barrage of rock fists hits our shields, but our shields remain strong.  I spot the dwarven guards and launch my own rock fists at them.  The rest of the company either spotted the guards at the same time as me or follow up our rock fist attacks with their own.
The Royal Guard are supposed to be the elite of the elite, but their shields fall quickly to our combined attack.  True we out number them significantly.  There are only twenty of them and I have almost two hundred dwarves under my command, but I would still have expected them to hold out for a while.  Perhaps the enchantment is weakening their control of magic.  If so that will certainly help us.
I leave a few dwarves to deal with the prisoners.  They’ll catch up with us, but I don’t want to waste time, because we need to get to the palace as quickly as we can.  I fear the king is already dead, but I don’t know for certain.  Every moment wasted increases the odds that he will be dead when we reach him.
We head straight down the main road towards the palace.  The few other buildings in this dome are the other side of the palace so on both sides of the road are fields of crystals.  On our left are emeralds and rubies, and on our right are sapphires with the odd diamond mixed in.  It is a sight to behold, but we don’t exactly have time to admire the view!
We quickly reach the palace gates and here we face our first real challenge.  The palace is surrounded by a thick crystal dome and the only gates are closed.  The crystal dome and gates are designed to withstand even the heaviest of magical assaults.  That is not all though.  Outside the gates stand over a hundred of the Royal Guard.
From the strength of their initial assault they seem to have full control over their magical abilities.  Perhaps the guards we fought earlier were their weakest members.  We still outnumber them, but especially if are aiming to knock out rather than kill them, this is going to be a tough fight.  I’m not willing to kill them just on the off chance the king is still alive.  My vow was to protect the city and its people, not the king.  The dwarves we are fighting are the ones who vowed to protect the king.  It is ironic that they are the ones standing against us as we rush to his aid.
(King Norbert)
I am glad I told my wives and children to take shelter in my harem sanctuary, but I didn’t expect to have to hide myself.  It is well shielded and should be able to hold out for at least a month even under the brutal assault of flames and lightning that it is currently being subjected to.  Of course that is where my wives would normally be anyway, but occasionally they have been known to sneak outside and my children are free to come and go as they please.
If it were simply the elves and humans I would fight and if need be die.  Some of the mages assaulting my harem are elven or human, but many are dwarven.  About half my Royal Guard are here and the other half I believe left the palace.  So now I am the one sneaking through the tunnels my wives thought I didn’t know about.  I am glad they are large enough for me to fit through despite my large belly, but it is a tight fit.
As the only dwarf in the city allowed to have children through natural means, I spend a lot of my time with my wives, but I can understand why they want to get out and about a bit.  As long as they always come back I don’t mind.  I have almost a hundred wives so they assume I don’t notice if one or two are missing, but I keep track of all my wives and children to keep them safe and ensure I can always get them back if they decide not to return to me.  With over three hundred children and almost a hundred wives the only way to do so is with enchantments.  That’s why I know they are all safely within my harem now.
The elves and humans seem able to port despite our port blocks, but the port barriers on my harem seem to stop even the strongest of elves and humans.  I hadn’t expected them to be able to port at all, but it is a relief that they can’t reach my wives.  I can’t figure out how the enchantment on my guards works, but it seems to have affected every unshielded guard and the few who were shielded had their shields quickly torn down by the unshielded ones.
There was only one dwarf who resisted the enchantment even after her shield went down.  Captain Theo.  It didn’t take the elves long to decide what to do with her.  What little remains of her is splattered on the floor near my harem.  She was a brave dwarf and I wish she were here with me now.
For some reason the enchantment doesn’t affect me even though I’m not shielded.  I daren’t raise a shield because it would reveal my presence.  So now all I can do is crawl around dark tunnels in my own palace.  It is both humiliating and terrifying.  Silently I curse the elves and their damn human pets.  Elves killed my grandfather and now they look likely to kill me too.  If every elf in all existence had their soul torn to shreds and fed to a filthy rat god it would be too kind a fate.  I should never have allowed the elf to enter this city.  Of course he is the least of my worries now.
I notice a lot of magic outside the palace.  Enough to sense even through the closed gates.  There must be fighting.  So someone has noticed that the palace has been captured by the enemy.  They’ll have a hard time opening the gates from outside.  The palace is a veritable fortress.  Of course I happen to be the one dwarf who can open the gates from anywhere.  I smile and throw the gates open.  Anyone who got in the way is going to be seriously hurt, though a dwarf wouldn’t be so easily killed.  If they were human or elven they might be, but that thought just makes me smile more.
“Hello your majesty.”
(General Karina)
The gates are thrown open from the inside by powerful magic and the Royal Guard standing in front of it are hit by the gates.  This gives us a great chance to knock them out and restrain them whilst they are disoriented.  Some are even knocked out by the gates themselves.  They are all hurt, but they’ll live.  Thankfully my own dwarves are all still standing, though one or two are starting to tire.
“If you need a mana potion, drink it now!  Then get into ranks of ten!”  I call out.  Only a few dwarves seem ready for one.  I look around to make sure everyone is ready.  They all seem to be and there is no time to waste.  “Advance!”
“Yes general!”  They call out and we quickly but calmly advance in formation.  Inside the palace we will be much more vulnerable to ambush because of the many intersecting corridors, but at least the main corridor will take us straight to the throne room and the hopefully sealed off harem sanctuary.  If the king is a prisoner then speed is now vital.  It feels odd to be rushing down these silver tiled corridors past the gem lined walls and under the silver plated roof with a company of dwarves.  The rare times I have been here before I always walked slowly and dignified behind a royal escort.  Generally one of the king’s sons or daughters.
We proceed without interference and are soon almost at the throne room.  Ahead of us the Royal Guard are hurrying into position.  By the time we are in range of them they are ready for us.  Rock fists bombard our shields but we send our own back at them.  We outnumber the enemy, but they still have enough dwarves to give us serious trouble.  Again there must be about a hundred of them.
Then twenty elves line up behind the Royal Guard and send lightning at us.  The only good thing is that we don’t need to worry about going easy on the elves.  Now we mercilessly focus our attacks on the elves and instead of rock fists we use fire.  Unlike dwarves, elves are not very resistant to fire magic so we need only break through their shields for a moment to kill them.  We’ll deal with the Royal Guard afterwards.
I hear footsteps behind us and turn to see what new threat we face.  I blink as I realise it is an unexpected ally.  Captain Lela is here with the remains of her company.  She has also brought the outsiders with her.  The king would not be happy to see them here, but they are allies and I am sure he would be more concerned with the enemy in front of us.  I double check that they are not under any sort of enchantment but the only enchantments I can detect are defensive ones.
I turn back forwards and to my shock see the Royal Guard have turned on the twenty elves behind them.  In moments the elves have been cut down by the magical swords of the Royal Guard.  I am stunned but the Royal Guard does not waste time.  They charge into the throne room and after a moment’s hesitation I begin to lead the advance again.
“You can thank the faeries!”  Lela calls out to me on the mental link.  Faeries?  Oh, she did mention about faeries earlier.  My hesitation gone now I am sure that this isn’t a trap, I speed up the advance.  In the throne room I see the Royal Guard fighting humans.  No, it would be more accurate to say slaughtering humans.  The enemy have too little room to keep their distance, which has left them vulnerable to the swords of the Royal Guard.
The king is nowhere in sight, but in front of his harem sanctuary is a bloody mess.  It seems we were too late.  He was probably killed the moment his guards fell under enemy control.  If the king is dead what of the Council of Elders?  Are they dead too?
(Smithy Lord Thor)
“Hello your majesty.”
“Thor?!  What are you doing here?  I thought you were dead!”  The foolish king whispers.  He looks like he’s got an old friend back.  I suppose I did try to appear like his friend, but that pretence ends today.
“I’m here to kill you, your majesty.”  I tell him and he blinks before looking at me in horror.
“You jest?”
“No, I’m quite serious.”  I tell him.  I can easily kill him, so he may as well know his fate and my reasons.  “I had a son once.  You had him executed.”
“I don’t remember that!”
“Of course you don’t.  He was one of over a hundred young men executed for reading picture books after you banned them.”
“Your son was one those dirty young men who read those disgusting picture books?”  The king asks incredulously.
“He was a fine outstanding citizen, as was I until you had him executed for something so trivial and pointless.”
“There were pictures of young dwarven girls in those books, without their clothes.”
“In some of those books there were, but only ever imaginary young girls that only existed in the books.”  I remind him.
“But even so, the thought of young men reading such filth makes me feel physically sick.”
“The books with those images in were disgusting, but the ones that had them in only became popular after you banned dwarves from having babies naturally, and nobody was harmed by them.  A lot of people were harmed by your executions.”
“They only had themselves to blame.  I warned them to stop reading that filth and they refused!  They refused me, the king!  How dare they?!”  The king says loudly, forgetting to keep his voice down.
“So it was really just about your authority?”  I ask.  Not that it really matters.
“No, it was about protecting young girls!”  The king shouts.
“Well, thanks to your actions all those imaginary young girls can sleep safely in their imaginary beds, whilst the real people of Nirvali become my subjects, because I’m taking your place as king.  Those that survive will become my subjects, that is.  Many will die.  The elves have promised to make me king of not only Nirvali, but of all dwarves so I’ll be a much greater king than you.  Any last words?”
“I’m disappointed in you Thor.”
“I’ve been disappointed in you for a long time, your majesty.”  I say with a smile.  Then I summon my twin demon daggers and hold them threateningly.  The king draws his dwarven daggers.  I look at his large belly and laugh.  “So the king who never has any exercise, at least outside of his harem, wishes to challenge me.  This should be fun.”
“Did you think I would simply die without a fight?”  The king asks incredulously.
“No, your majesty.  That would be boring.”  I say and thrust my right knife at him.  He parries with his left knife and attacks with his right, but I counter his attack.  Then I smile and his knives shatter.
“Impossible…” He says looking at his now empty hands in disbelief.  I smile and easily shield myself from his flames.  Then I stab my right knife into his chest and listen to his howls of pain.  I should thank his wives for making these tunnels sound proof and shielding them from magical detection so carefully.  I can tell that Karina has retaken the palace, but other than the king and his wives only Captain Theo knew of these tunnels.  I made sure the enchantment didn’t work on her so the elves would have to kill her.
“You’re going to hell, King Norbert.  Have a good trip.”
“Damn you, Thor.”  King Norbert manages to gasp.
“No, you’re the one that’s damned, not me.”  I laugh.
“I’m…”
“You’re what?”  I ask and lean forward, wanting to hear his last words.
“Taking… you… with me!”    He says and grasps my throat weakly.  I laugh, but then feel something tugging at me.  Shocked and scared I pull away, but the king’s grasp is strong despite the fact that he is dying.  No, not dying, dead.  He is dead and he truly plans to take me with him in his death grasp.
I pull away desperately and even use earth magic, but it is no use and I feel demonic hands on my soul.  Then I realise I have no need to worry.  I summon a demon bat.  It isn’t very powerful, but it is strong enough to fend off the demon that is attacking me.  I feel the hands of the demon’s grasp on my soul weaken.  Then it is gone and I push aside the king’s dead hands with ease now.
“Thor.”  I hear a harsh female voice behind me.  It is Karina and I realise that no matter how good the magical shielding on these tunnels may be it can’t hide the presence of a demon.  A demon dagger sure, but that is just the soul of a demon.  An actual demon is a very different matter.  Sure I could hide its presence, but in my desperation I forgot to do so.  The port block is still up though, so how did she port here?
“Karina.”  I say with a sigh and port away before she can kill me.  My hideout is just a large hole, but I’ll soon have the palace that old Norbert lived in.  I suspect I’ll kill his wives, but maybe his daughters might be fun to keep alive and play with.
“Dwarf.”  An unfamiliar elven voice says coldly.
“Elf.”  I mutter back and turn to face her.  She’s just a little girl, no bigger than a dwarven girl, but she is wearing a short black skirt and a red leather top that covers her from just below her shoulders to an inch or so above her belly button.  She has bright green eyes and dark brown hair down to her shoulders.  Her skin is pale.
“Thank you for your assistance, but it is no longer required, so I will be disposing of you.  Any last words?”  She says with a cheerful smile that simply doesn’t match her cold words.
“Your Envoy promised to make me king of all dwarves.”  I remind her with a scowl.
“Idiot, that’s me and of course I was lying.  Now time to join your king.”  She smiles.  I summon every demon I have left.  They fill the entire hole for an instant but then they are gone.  Killed in an instant.  I try to port but she blocks my port and laughs.  “You had more of them left than I thought, but it’s time to say goodbye now, foolish dwarf.”
 



Chapter 15 (Multiple)
(The Envoy)
This battle has been more fun than I’ve had for centuries.  The look on the face of that foolish traitor as he died was hilarious, but he has given me plenty of fun sending my human cattle to die.  Watching them get burned to ash one after the other was just so cute.  I lost a few elves too, but they are unimportant.
The time for fun is over now.  If I lose too many elves or miss the opportunity to defeat the dwarves outright, then Azrael will be pissed at me.  That’s why I am going to lead my elite guards into battle.  The ten of them should be enough with me fighting alongside them.  I’ll deal with the idiots at the palace first.  I’ll have to make faery stew once the battle is won.
“Hello miss Envoy.”  A gruff dwarven voice says.  It comes from near the corpse of the traitor.  For a moment I wonder whether he has somehow survived, but that is of course impossible.
“So who are you?”  I ask shaking my head in amusement that an enemy would dare approach me despite knowing who I am.
“My name’s Grunti.  I’m sorry, but I’m here to kill you.”
“Well what a coincidence, since I’m going to kill you.”  I shrug.
“Any last words?”  The dwarf asks and I laugh the most I’ve laughed for a good ten centuries.  I freeze his legs, or rather I try to.  Something prevents me using magic.
Now I’m a bit worried, but not overly concerned.  Preventing elemental magic is one thing, but to prevent me from using death magic would be much harder.  I summon a death feather and sigh in relief.  To think a mere dwarf had me worried for a moment.  I send the feather at the dwarf and he just stands there without even attempting to dodge.
At the last moment I suspect a trick and stop the feather before it can reach him.  He reaches out and grasps the feather before I can react.  I try to unsummon the feather but it refuses to disappear.  I try to contact my elite guards, but I am unable to.  I try to port but there seems to be a port barrier around this dark hole we’re in.
“I see, so that’s how it works.”  The dwarf says thoughtfully looking at the feather as if he has forgotten me.  I draw my acid knife and quietly approach the dwarf.  Could he be foolish enough to ignore me, his enemy, at a time like this?
My knife is only inches from the dwarf when he looks up and grabs my wrist.  I struggle but he is much stronger.  He drops the feather and looks at me sadly a moment.  Then he brings his other hand back and punches me in the stomach.
I disconnect from the pain, but as I do so something feels odd.  I’m really worried now and seriously considering abandoning this body.  Perhaps the dwarf might make a better temporary host, though there’s no chance in any hell that I would stay in a dirty dwarven body for longer than I have to.
The dwarf then takes something out of his pocket and brings it towards my mouth.  I summon a swarm of death feathers and fling them at him, but as I feared he ignores them just like he ignored my first death feather.  If I could use elemental magic I could combine it with death magic and create death lances.  That would kill him for sure.  There are also a whole host of other options if I could use elemental magic.  If I could get a long chant off there are also much more powerful spells I could cast with death magic, but right now that simply isn’t an option.
I abandon my host body before he can force that lump of earth down my throat.  I try to possess the dwarf but he resists.  There is something shielding him that I couldn’t sense in my host body.  I then try to leave this dark hole, but it seems to be shielded too.  This is really worrying.
I have only one option left so I assume my true form.  The dwarf looks at me in horror for the first time.  He drops the port block and ports away with my old host.  In this form I can’t sense where he ported.  Now I’m pissed though.  I call my elite guards to me and they wince as they see my true form for the first time.
I consider taking a new host but even my elite guards are unsuitable for that.  Actually they are especially unsuitable.  For now this form will be fine and hopefully I’ll get my old host back.  When I next see that impudent dwarf I am going to roast him in the deepest pits of my favourite hell for all eternity.
(Peter)
Faeries have served the elves for generations according to Dairon.  It seems the races are closely related too, both tracing their roots to the same ancient ancestors.  So given that elves aren’t exactly famous for their dimensional abilities I was surprised to learn that faeries are particularly skilled at dimensional magic.  If I had any doubt though, it would have been killed by the ease with which they ignored the port block to send General Karina into the tunnel and back again when she was ready.  They even offered to port more dwarves but Karina was confident she would be enough.
It seems that we were moments too late though, and Karina saw the king moments after he died.  Thor, who we fought earlier was responsible, but got away.  We have no idea where he went, except that it wasn’t within the palace.  The faeries would have known if he or anyone had ported to anywhere within the palace inner dome.
With the Council of Elders gathered here and the gates closed Karina is directing the battle and it sounds like it is going well.  The problem is that even if we beat our current enemies we will need to move the domes or we will simply come under attack again by more enemy forces.  The Fallen Angels don’t exactly have a shortage of armies, especially now Minerva has fallen and they only have one border world with Contractia.  Unless Contractia has retaken Minerva, but I doubt Contractia has even attempted to do so.  The other scarier possibility is of course that Portalis could have fallen.  If that has happened all of my friends back in Contractia are in great danger, so I pray that it hasn’t.
The Council of Elders is preparing the king’s funeral pyre.  Normally it would be conducted somewhere more private, but that isn’t an option right now.  Anywhere more private would leave them vulnerable, so they are stacking the consecrated coal in the throne room with Karina’s company and the Royal Guard present.  Delaying also isn’t an option, because the final rites of dwarves must be conducted soon after death.  Everyone seems to have forgotten about us but if the situation is under control we may as well remain here and rest where it is safe.
Each dwarf in the Council of Elders summons and blesses one long slab of coal that looks a bit like a blackened plank of wood.  Then they line up silently in exactly the same order each time with their coal slab resting on their arms.  They line their coal slabs in a single long row.  They repeat this sombre process, stacking the coal on top of their previous slab each time.
They are halfway through stacking the seventh layer when there is a loud thud that slightly shakes the ground.  The sound seems to come from the gates.  Every eye turns nervously towards the gates.  Then there is a second thud just as loud that shakes the ground again.  Thankfully the shaking isn’t enough to disturb the stacks of coal, but it seems clear we are under attack.  All eyes turn to Karina now.
“We will hold the enemy off if they breach the gates.  Continue with the king’s funeral.  We shall not allow our enemies to dishonour the king.”  Karina tells everyone confidently and then she begins to organise her mages into positions within the main corridor.  The thuds continue with one about every five seconds.  At least the enemy seem unable to simply port through the dome that protects the palace.
“Hello.”  A nervous looking dwarven girl says as she approaches us.  She is looking at Dairon, who is surrounded by the faeries, though they are just a blur at the moment.
“Hello.”  Dairon answers nervously.
“Karina has asked for your assistance should the enemy attempt to control us with their magic again.”
“Of course.”  Dairon nods.
“Is there anything else we can do to help?”  I ask.
“Don’t worry.  As long as we are in control of ourselves we should be fine.”  The dwarven girl answers with a confident smile now.  “I need to get back to my position, but thank you for your assistance.”
With that she hurries back to the rest of the dwarves in the corridor.  They seem to be taking up very simple positions.  That is to say that they are simply forming one large wall of dwarves.  They are still organising exactly where everyone stands in that wall, but they must be planning a straight fight of brute magical force.  A fight like that is one that Elucia would be very helpful in.
“Let’s move closer to the dwarves.  That way we can help if we need to.  We can just say it’s because the faeries want to be closer to the dwarves they’re supposed to protect from enchantments.”  I suggest.
“Let’s stand to one side though.  We don’t want to get hit by stray spells.”  Lucy suggests and floats down from my shoulder to point at the wall just inside the throne room to the left of the main corridor.
“Sure.  I have no wish to be killed by a stray spell.”
“Shouldn’t the king be the one making these decisions?”  Legate Sakura asks as she removes the magic that hides her.  She is just to Lucy’s right now.  She both sounds and looks really annoyed as she glares at me and Lucy.
“It’s fine, Sakura.  I don’t want to be killed by a stray spell either.”  Dairon says with a calm smile.  We haven’t told the faeries why their new king obeys me.  It just didn’t seem wise under the circumstances, but that is a bridge we will have to cross sooner or later.  Just not in the middle of such a vital battle.
“Very well your majesty.”  Sakura says lowering her gaze in apparent embarrassment.
“Thank you for your concern though.”  Dairon smiles.
“Thank you very much!  I am unworthy of your praise, your majesty!”  Sakura says brightly now.
“Well, let’s go.”  Dairon says blushing at Sakura’s words and leads the way.  Sakura smirks at me and Lucy as we follow Dairon.  Elucia and Kai follow us and Kai chuckles at Sakura’s expression.  This prompts a glare from Sakura but as Dairon turns to talk to her the glare disappears and is replaced by a huge beaming smile.
Once we reach the wall we simply wait.  The coal pyre is being stacked quicker now and has reached the ninth layer, but it is still being done in a respectful silence and manner.  Just as the dwarves start to stack the tenth layer the thud is replaced by a boom.  I feel air enter the palace as the doors shatter.  I use my senses to work out what the enemy looks like and shiver in horror.
The enemy is twice as tall as the corridor at twenty foot tall.  It quickly shrinks until it is only ten foot tall and can enter the corridor more easily.  Even shrunk it is terrifying.  It has dark leathery wings lined with death feathers.  It’s more or less the same shape and size as a ten foot tall human. Unlike a human though, the arms, legs and body are formed of molten lava with hands and feet formed of green gems merged into the rough shape of hands and feet, minus the fingers and toes.  Each foot and hand has a silvery metal talon.  The neck and head are formed of the same silvery metal as the talons.  It has no hair, eyes, mouth or nose.
Magic emanates from the head and forms a huge lightning bolt.  The dwarven shields hold, but the roar is deafening.  The monster laughs a cruel laugh that reeks of death and despair, as it walks towards the dwarves.  It is followed by ten male elves each wearing only leather shorts.  The elves have pale skin, brown hair and dead green eyes, but what strikes me even more than their appearance is their aura.  Each of their auras is filled with demonic mana.  As they walk they begin chanting words that I don’t understand.  The dwarves send rock fists and flames at the elves, ignoring the huge monster for now.
“What is that?”  Kai asks and her voice is shaking.
“The Envoy.”  Dairon says with a deep hatred in his voice.
“Wasn’t that girl we fought with the Kuroneko’s help, the Envoy?”  Kai asks confused.
“Yes, but this is its true corporeal form.”  Dairon says bitterly.
“What are the elves chanting?”  I ask Dairon.
“Death magic, and much more powerful than simple Death Feathers.”  Dairon tells me.  I thought Death Feather were bad enough so to say I am worried is an understatement.
“Anything you can do about it?”  I ask hopefully.  Dairon considers for a few moments and then shakes his head.  “Will the dwarves be able to get through their shield in time?”
“Not at the current rate.”  Dairon answers.
“Elucia, can you burn those elves?”  I ask, not wanting to ask her to kill ten people, but not wanting them to kill us and all the dwarves.
“I can try.”  Elucia says and closes her eyes.  Her flames roar up around the elven shields.  For a moment the shields flicker and then the Envoy shields them.  Its shield holds up easily.  Elucia then gasps and holds her throat.  Her flames disappear and she is struggling for breath.  I try to send air into her but a powerful wind resists my attempts.
I step towards Elucia and kiss her.  I take mana from her and send air into her.  She’s finally able to breathe but now I am having trouble breathing.  I take as much power as I can without killing her.  I prepare a huge lightning bolt but then I feel something desperately fighting its way to the surface of my mind.  No, not my mind, my soul.  Desperate I try to give the power back to Elucia.  It is a struggle, because part of me is fighting to keep the power.
In the background I hear a faint roar followed by a little explosion.  I notice mana flowing freely in the air as if people were fighting.  Weird.  Why would people be fighting?  Strangely I can breathe fine now, but I hardly even notice the air.  What is of much more concern is the mana and the strange force rising up within my soul.
I hear a dim boom droning on about something.  I don’t care who it is or what they are talking about.  Right now the only thing that matter is killing the boy Peter and taking his place.  Who is this Peter and how dare he take my body?  He seems to be a mere human.  Does he not know who I am?
In fact is it even Peter I am fighting now?  It feels like something else.  Something sacred and powerful.  I try to take more power from the girl, but she resists and even dares to pull more power from my body.  I would kill her, but to do so would be too great a distraction right now.  She’s not worth it.
What are you?  An angel, a revered nature spirit or perhaps a mere godling?  Who are you that you dare defy me?  I will not stand for this!  I feel something metal pierce this body’s heart, but I regenerate the heart and shatter the very reality of the being that dared attack me.  As I do so I feel my power slipping away from me.  I desperately try to claw my power back but it just slips away even faster.
I desperately force my will back and send the power back into Elucia.  Whatever it was that took control of me seems to be weakening.  I can still feel its desperate attempts to dominate me, but they seem weak now.  My power is back to the same levels as when Elucia gave me power the other times.  I can no longer sense anything within my soul.  In fact I can no longer sense my soul, but that is normal.
Elucia pulls away from me and looks at me fearfully.  I take a step back too and place my hand on my chest as I try to breathe normally again.  I feel like I’m in shock and I seem to be wet.  I look down and gasp.  I am covered in blood.  I look all around me.  My friends other than Lucy are all staring at me.  Lucy looks at me with a sad smile and points behind me.  I turn and see dust in the air.
“What is that?”  I ask weakly.  Lucy sighs.
“The Envoy.  It flew over the dwarves, right through their shield and attacked you.  The blood on you is your own and you should sit down.  I healed you a little and you seemed to heal yourself too, but you are still suffering from blood loss.”  Lucy tells me calmly.  Turning to look at her I can see she looks tired but turning makes me dizzy.  I sit, or more precisely fall and land on my bum.
(General Karina)
The demonic beast roars, angry at something and charges through the air at us, with its wings beating and tearing through the silver roof and gem encrusted walls as if they weren’t there.
“All dwarves, shield!”  I order even though I know we cannot afford to let the elves complete their invocation.  The demon still way above us hits our shield, which to my horror shatters.  I send stone shards at the beast in a hopeless attempt to kill it.  The cloud of stone shards are easily repelled by the beast but it ignores us.  We are hit by our own attacks as they fall back down to the ground, but just as they were too weak to seriously harm such a beast they are also too weak to harm us.
Rather than attacking us or the council as I had expected, it charges downwards at the outsiders bellowing something I cannot understand.  It sounds evil and furious.  A shield goes up around the outsiders.  Unlike ours which shattered instantly it holds for a few moments, before shattering with an ear splitting bang.
The beast charges straight at the human boy who is kissing the human girl.  The right hand hits the boy and its talon goes right through him, hitting his neck and coming out of his chest before hitting the floor.  I wince, unsure why the beast considered a mere human such a worthy target that it ignored us, but deeply sorry that the outsider died after having helped us in our time of need.
Then the demonic beast turns into a dust like cloud and the boy is still standing and seems to be alive somehow.  The mini human uses healing magic, which confirms my belief he is alive.  I don’t know if this is just a trick or if the beast is truly destroyed but we cannot ignore the elves who are still chanting their foul death magic.  Other dwarves have already resumed their attack, shaming me as their leader for being so slow.
I send my best attacks, no longer saving anything for the beast.  If it is still alive we are most likely dead even if we save power, but if it is truly destroyed then we need only defeat these elves and we will be victorious.  At least for now.  I can sense the enemies are close to completing their invocation as the powers begin to take shape in the air, but their shields are starting to waver.
All of a sudden I notice dwarves charging the elves with swords drawn.  I hadn’t even noticed the dwarves approaching and neither had the elves.  They port away before the dwarves skewer them.  Then the dwarves disappear and I realise they must have been an illusion created by the faeries.  It seems our friends from the outside are developing a habit of saving us from our enemies.  It is shameful, but right now I am glad to have had their help.
I turn and see the pyre is complete and lit.  It will only take a few minutes now before the pyre has burned and sent the king peacefully to the halls of our forefathers in the spirit world.  Once his soul has recovered he will return to this world and bless us with his presence in a new body just as all dwarves do.  I smile sadly for a moment and then turn my attention to my more immediate concerns.
To my shock all of the enemy are in retreat and our forces throughout the city are no longer in danger.  The question is what to do next.  Without the king how will we move the domes to a new hidden spot?  If we remain here we will simply have to fight again and again until we are defeated.  That is not an option.  Unfortunately I am having a hard time figuring out any other options.
Then I hear singing.  It is the elf who has been helping us with the other outsiders.  His song is beautiful, but why is he singing?  Is it to honour the dead king?
(Grunti)
I’ve returned to the city with Nairon and the little elf girl that I freed from the Envoy’s possession.  I found a spot to hide from both friends and enemies.  The girl hasn’t woken yet and her sleep is troubled.  I don’t like the clothes that the Envoy made her wear, but she is very pretty.  From what Nairon told me she is only a little child and she has had most of her childhood robbed by the Envoy.  It makes me angry just thinking about it.  How could you do something like that to an innocent little child?!
The thought of the Envoy chills me to the bone though.  It may have been cowardly to flee, but its power was way beyond my worst fears.  My invention that I had prepared wouldn’t even have scratched the beast.  If I hadn’t already used my ultimate weapon to kill the damned drakes perhaps that might have worked.  Or perhaps it wouldn’t have.  There was no time to make another one and the materials required are not only very difficult to find, but beyond even my ability to create.  At least this girl is saved.  I pray the Envoy hasn’t simply possessed the body of another child.
“Grunti?”
“Dad?!”  I exclaim as dad sticks his head through a small newly formed hole in my hideout and then opens the hole a bit more before walking through it.
“Found another girlfriend?”  Dad asks sounding really tired.
“No, she’s just a little child.  She was possessed by an enemy.  I got the enemy out of her and brought her here with Nairon to hide.  I didn’t know what else to do.  Our home was destroyed.  I had to destroy our whole dome.  Sorry about that.”
“I never thought I’d hear the day you apologised for destroying our dome.  No, wait, I did sometimes wonder, but I figured we’d all be dead if you finally managed to destroy the dome or perhaps Nirvali.  Anyway, you really helped Nirvali, so I have to say I’m proud of you.  The elves may not be as big a problem as you think.  The king is dead and we’re in need of a new king.”
“So which of his sons is going to be king and how does that help us?”
“Whoever can move Nirvali to safety will be king, is what the Council of Elders has declared.  Think you can do it, son?”
“I can become king and have a harem, and do whatever I want, if I can just move Nirvali somewhere safe?”  I ask in amazement.
“Not quite whatever you want, but almost.”  Dad tells me.
“Why are they promising to make me king just for moving Nirvali?  There must be other people who can do it, such as the High Smithy Lord.”
“His predecessor never told him how, seeing as how it was the traitor Thor.  Anyway, Odin asked me to see whether you could do it.  He was in a real panic when I told him I had no idea where you were.  So can you do it?”
“Of course I can do it.”  I laugh.  “You taught me how, remember?”
“I just passed on my dad’s lessons.  I never worked out how to do it myself.  Dad was a genius and it takes a genius to understand a genius.”
 



Chapter 16 (Multiple)
(Grunti)
“Your majesty.”  General Karina says, kneeling in front of me.
I can’t stand the big emerald throne so I am just standing in front of it.  I’ll have to remodel it into something smaller and more comfortable at some point.  Seeing an important dwarven girl kneel in front of me is kind of fun though.  Before most dwarven girls wouldn’t even talk to me unless I was buying something from them.  Even then they only did so very reluctantly.
“You can stand.”  I tell her.  It may be fun for me to watch, but kneeling can’t be fun for her.
“Thank you, your majesty.”  General Karina says with a smile as she rises to her feet.  “I am pleased to report that all the humans have fled to the surface.  A large group of elves has surrendered and been brought back to the prison dome.  No other elves have been detected.  All domes are secure and, as far as we can tell, undetected.”
“I’ll move the domes again later anyway, just to be sure.  Are all your dwarves back within the domes yet?”
“Not yet.  We still have a couple of companies hunting for any enemies that may have evaded our detection.”  General Karina tells me.
“Fine, but don’t leave them out there too long.  Let me know when they are back.”
“Thank you, your majesty.  I have nothing else to report.”  General Karina tells me with a low bow.  This seems to be her way of asking if she can return to her work.  It is only the third time I’ve spoken to her but she has ended our conversations more or less like this each time.
“You can go.”  I tell her.  She bows one last time and then backs away ten steps before turning and walking away.
I’ve only been king a few hours, but I can already tell it will take a bit of getting used to.  I have important work though.  First I had to move the city to safety.  I knew the theory but putting it into practise took a good half hour and I was worrying for a while whether it might be beyond me.  I’ve always respected my grandfather, but I found a new respect for him when I realised just how tricky it is to move the city.
Once the city was safe I had to meet with all these important people.  General Karina is my favourite.  The Council of Elders get on my nerves and I’ve only spoken to them once so far.  I need to choose a new captain of the royal guard too.  Most importantly though, I need to work out a way to get the king’s harem open.  Thinking of all those pretty girls stuck in there really makes me angry.  They didn’t even get to see their husband/father’s funeral pyre.
“Your majesty…”  The dwarven girl standing beside my throne says, bowing to me.  The old king used an old dwarven man, but I chose to replace him with a cute dwarven girl.  Since I am king I had the choice of almost anyone I wanted, so I decided on the crazy girl who fought in a bikini.  She was rather surprised to be called to serve me and just as surprised to be told to do so in her bikini.  She looks good though.  The little red bikini really goes with her short red hair and blue eyes.  It also shows a lot of her lovely creamy skin.  She’s about my height though naturally she’s a lot thinner than me.
“Yes, Lupine?”  I ask her.
“Four of the outsiders have requested an audience.”
“Is Lucy there?”  I ask with a big grin.  I can’t wait to see her now I’m king.  She’ll be really impressed.  Maybe she’ll even abandon that human boy for me.
“Yes, your majesty.”
“Fine, tell them to come in.”  I say and rub my hands in anticipation.  Moments later I see Lucy lead the way with Peter and Dairon right behind her.  Where’s the fourth one?  It can’t be the big ugly half dwarf, but I don’t sense Elucia either.  In fact even with all my senses I only detect three people.  I lean over to Lupine before they get too close and whisper.  “I thought you said there were four?”
“I’m sorry, but that’s what the guard at the door told me.”  Lupine says sounding really nervous.
“Oh, never mind.”  I say with a shrug.
“Your majesty.”  Lucy says as she gets closer.  She doesn’t bow or anything, but Peter and Dairon kneel behind her.
“Lucy.”
“You said if I could find someone else as small as me to be your girlfriend that you’d remove my curse.  Is that still true now that you’re a king?”  Lucy asks me.
“Sure, as long as she’s cute, but you said that you couldn’t do it.  Oh, and she’d have to marry me, not just be my girlfriend, since I’m not allowed girlfriends now I’m the king.”
“Well, what do you think of Imogen?”  Lucy asks and points at an empty space beside her.  I frown but all of a sudden there is a fairy girl floating there.  Unlike Lucy who is just cursed this girl is definitely a fairy.  She is wearing a green silk skirt and shirt that match her emerald green eyes and short green hair.  Her skin is very pale, almost bone white and she has a slightly plump tummy, but she is even shorter than Lucy.  Her arms and legs are fairly thin.  She has a cute, mischievous smile.
“I like her.”
“Then will you remove my curse if she marries you?”
“I’d like to get to know her a bit before I decide to marry her.”  I say and I notice Dairon appears to wince slightly.  Is this some kind of trick?
“Ok.  How about we leave Imogen here with you and you let us know when you’ve decided?”  Lucy suggests.
“That’s fine.”  I nod.
“What do you plan to do with the elves you captured?”  Lucy asks me, staring calmly into my eyes.
“I haven’t decided.  We’ll make use of them somehow though.”
“Dairon as King of the Elves is more likely to secure their loyalty than you are.”  Lucy tells me more than a little bluntly.
“If so he’ll have to remain here to do so.”  I answer and Lucy blinks as if she hadn’t considered the possibility that I’m not going to let however many elven prisoners just walk free.  “If we’re attacked again we’ll need all the help we can get, so if we can use the elves somehow I have no intention of releasing them.  Besides, elves can be cute too.”
“You’ve already got Imogen though.”  Lucy reminds me.
“She’ll be my second wife, but as king I can have lots of wives.  I plan to make a harem even bigger than the last king’s harem.”
“So who’s your first wife?”  Lucy asks with a frown.
“Nairon, an elf I captured just before the battle for Nirvali.”
“The elf Dairon saw at your home?”  Lucy asks.
“Yes.”  I nod.
“How do you plan to get the elves to work for you?”
“You just told me Dairon is their king, so it should be easy.  Dairon just has to work for me.”  I tell her and look at Dairon but he shakes his head.
“I only serve Peter.”  Dairon tells me.
“Then maybe I’ll just execute the elves.”  I tell him.  He gulps and looks at Peter, obviously worried.  Of course I don’t mean it, but he doesn’t know that.
“Grunti’s just joking.  I can tell from his aura.”  Peter assures Dairon.  That’s a pain.  “Perhaps you could persuade the elves to cooperate with Grunti though.”
“As long as they’re to be treated well.”  Dairon says nervously.
“Don’t worry.  I’ll treat them just fine.”  I promise with a sigh.  “Was there anything else?”
“No, we’ll be going.”  Lucy says and floats off without another word.  Peter and Dairon quickly follow her after getting up and bowing to me.
“I’d better get to work.  Don’t let anyone interrupt me.”  I tell Lupine and then walk over to the harem door.  I sit down in front of it and consider exactly how I’m going to open it.
“Your majesty…”  Lupine interrupts my thoughts just as I was on to something.
“What?”  I ask irritably.
“The cook would like to know what you want for dinner.”
“I said not to interrupt me.  I’m not eating until I get this door open.  Now don’t interrupt me again.”  I would be yelling if it had been dad, but I can’t think too badly about such a cute girl.  It takes a while to get my thoughts back on track but finally I realise how to open the door.  So obvious!  “Lupine, get me five silver tiles from the corridor.”
Lupine looks at me blankly a moment.  She seems half asleep. Then she seems to wake up and nods.  “Yes, your majesty.”  She dashes off at a run and I watch with an amused smile.  She returns after a couple of minutes with five tiles like I asked.
“Thanks Lupine.”  I say and take the tiles from her.  I then melt them down and cover the door with silver runes.  I imbue each rune with powerful magic.  When everything is complete I check all the runes five times before nodding with satisfaction and starting the chant.  I make up the chant as I go and it lasts about five minutes, but as I finish I can tell that I got it right.  The door starts to dissolve into silvery goo.
“Where did you learn that chant?”  Lupine asks in shock and then gasps and covers her mouth.  I suppose she must think she’s still not allowed to interrupt me.
“I just made it up.”  I say with a shrug.  Lupine’s eyes go wide as if impressed.  “We should be able to see through soon.  How long was I sitting there, anyway?”
“About fifteen hours.”  Lupine answers.  No wonder she looks tired and no wonder I’m hungry.
“Have the cook make something quick and filling.  Fried fungi would be nice.  You must be hungry too, so also have him make something you like.”
“Thank you your majesty!”  Lupine exclaims and she really does sound grateful.  Then the first hole appears.  It is no bigger than the tip of my smallest finger.
“It shouldn’t be long before the whole door is gone.”  I say happily.  I would put my eye to the hole, but I’d risk getting caught by the effects of my own spell, and I really wouldn’t want to get dissolved by it!  Sure enough there are more holes now and they are getting bigger.  I can see a face on the other side of the door.  “Stay back, it’s not safe to approach the door yet!”
Moments later the whole door falls to the floor in one big lump of silvery goo.  Behind the door stands a dwarven girl.  No, after a moment I realise that isn’t correct.  Behind the door stands a dwarven woman.  The difference between dwarven girls and women, and dwarven boys and men is of course purely a matter of appearance and not age, since we don’t physically age.
She is five foot tall and has large breasts that seem like they would be more suitable for a human.  Actually even for a human they would be big.  I’ve seen characters like her in those picture books I stole from the world of Nippon after the old king banned picture books.  To say she is ugly would be an understatement.  Is this what happens when dwarves have children naturally?
“I’m King Norbert’s first wife.  Where is the king?”  She asks sounding a bit arrogant.  I have to tell her that her husband is dead though, so I can’t feel angry.  I just feel sorry for her.
“I’m sorry, but King Norbert was killed.  I am now king.”  I tell her.  She looks at me in shock.
“Impossible…  There’s no way he could have been killed, and why would that make you king?  Are you some distant cousin of King Norbert?  One of my sons is supposed to become king.  And who is that ugly girl beside you?”  She is in shock so I remind myself not to lash out at her despite her cruel and hypocritical words.  How can she call anyone else ugly?
“I’m not related to King Norbert, but the Council of Elders made me king after I saved the city.”  I tell her and don’t go into the details.  It sounds impressive but even if nobody else could do so I only moved the city using my grandfather’s magic.  It’s not like I invented the spell.
“Who are you calling ugly, you ugly old hag?”  A squeaky voice by my ear screams.  That reminds me about Imogen.  She hadn’t said a word until now so I’d forgotten all about her.
(Peter)
Like everyone from our dome we are living in one of the city barracks and have been for a couple of weeks now.  There are about five hundred dwarves from our dome in this barracks so it is as crowded as anything.  We are making do but I hope Grunti removes Lucy’s curse soon so we can leave Nirvali.
I’ve never wished for my spacious room at the academy, or even the smallest room at the academy for that matter, as much as I do now.  Even when we were sleeping in the forest or the tunnels I didn’t wish for it as much as I do now.  Perhaps partly because it was futile then and there is now real hope, but also because I wasn’t living with five hundred mostly fat and smelly dwarven men in a space meant for two hundred clean and fit young dwarven girls.  It is harder for Lucy, Elucia and Kai of course, because they are the only girls or women in the whole barracks.
“Is there a Lucy here?!”  A dwarven girl calls out from the entrance.  She is wearing the same armour that they all wear and has a sharp looking sword at her belt.  Her skin is pale, her hair brown and her eyes green.  She is cute but no more so than any dwarven girl.  Of course since she is the only dwarven girl here everyone turns to face her, but she doesn’t seem bothered.
“Lucy is here!”  I call out.
“Lucy and Lucy’s followers are required at the palace.  Please come with me.”  The dwarven girl calls back.  The five of us head over to the exit and all breathe happily once we leave the barracks.  The dwarven girl seems happy to be outside again too.  “So which of you is Lucy?”
“I am, and these are my followers.”  Lucy says brightly with a mischievous smile.
“Well, follow me.”  The dwarven girl tells us and sets a quick pace despite her small legs.  I am always impressed by just how quickly most dwarves can walk despite being so small.  The walk takes us about half an hour but that is mostly spent getting approval to pass through the tunnels between domes.  Especially the tunnel to the dome with the palace in.  Finally we arrive at the palace and spend even longer waiting to be seen.
The waiting room is just outside the throne room in a corridor just off of the main corridor where we fought.  The waiting room has silver plated floor, walls and ceiling.  The seats are solid silver blocks about the right size for a dwarf and are very uncomfortable.  We don’t talk because we are all too nervous.  Sure it is Grunti but we didn’t know him that well and he’s now king.  Also if he took this long to decide it doesn’t seem like it was an easy decision.  The dwarven girl who brought us waits with us and doesn’t talk any more than we do.
“You will be seen now.”  She finally tells us and leads the way to the throne room.  When we enter the throne room the first thing that strikes me is that the huge decorative throne has been replaced by a simple black stone chair.  Grunti is sitting on it arguing loudly with Imogen, which doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.  There is a dwarven girl wearing a red bikini that reveals lots of her soft creamy skin.  She has short red hair and bright blue eyes.  We stand here waiting for a few moments before our escort says loudly.  “The outsiders are here.”
Grunti and Imogen turn to face us.  Grunti sighs and shakes his head.  I wonder for a moment if we are about to lose ours.  Then he laughs.  “This cute little fairy you gave me is the most disagreeable, over opinionated, foul mouthed person I have ever met.  At first I was sure I’d have you all executed, but she’s also the only person I have ever met who has been able to follow my thoughts perfectly.  Actually most importantly she has the same taste as me in picture books.  So I both hate and love her at the same time.  So I will restore Lucy’s power, but I figured out a way to do it without changing her size.”
“I’d actually like to be my proper size again.”  Lucy points out but Grunti shrugs.
“Sorry, but that’s not happening.”  Grunti tells her firmly.  Lucy looks unhappy but doesn’t say anything else.  Getting her power back is a big start and will get us home.  We can find a way to restore her body later.  “Lucy, come with me.”
“Ok.”  Lucy says a little reluctantly and follows Grunti and Imogen through a door behind the throne room.  The dwarven girl in the bikini looks at us curiously but doesn’t say anything.  I am rather curious about her.  A bikini seems so out of place in the palace.  I don’t say anything to her though.  I don’t even look at our escort.
A few silent minutes later Lucy flies out of the room ahead of Grunti and Imogen.  She has a big smile on her face and lands on my shoulder.  She whispers in my ear.  “Let’s get the faeries and leave the city.  Once we’re far enough away I can open a gate to return us to Contractia.”
“I suspect I’ll see you again.”  Grunti tells us.  I don’t see how we would but I nod politely.
“Thank you for your help.”  I tell him.
“It was for little Lucy and Imogen, not for you.”  Grunti tells me with a shrug.  “Now get out of here.”
“Thank you.”  Lucy tells him with a huge smile.
“You’re most welcome.”  Grunti says cheerfully.  If anything his smile is larger than Lucy’s.
“If you try to peek on me again though, I’ll fry the part of your body most precious to you.”  Lucy tells him still smiling happily.  Grunti goes pale and Imogen has a fit of laughter.  I notice the guard beside us reach for her sword.
“We should be going.  Thank you again though.”  I say and bow quickly to Grunti before hurriedly leading the way out of the throne room.  I drag Lucy along with wind magic when she doesn’t follow straight away.  I really don’t fancy getting executed after we finally got Lucy’s curse removed.
Leaving the palace and palace dome is much quicker than entering.  The faeries are waiting outside the palace dome.  Dairon must have contacted them as soon as Lucy mentioned them, or perhaps they even followed us here.  I have no idea where they have been staying whilst we were at the barracks, but I doubt they were ever far from us.  They seem to be very protective of Dairon, but as they have accepted him as their king it is understandable.
The elves that the dwarves captured seem happy to help the dwarves.  Well perhaps not happy, because dwarves and elves really don’t get on, but they prefer that idea to leaving Nirvali and serving the Fallen Angels again.  It didn’t really take any persuading from Dairon, but at least we confirmed that like the faeries they accept him as their true king.  I doubt it will help us, but if they accepted him then others may too in the future.
The faeries have accepted that Dairon must serve me for now, but like me they wish to see him freed one day.  I don’t know how I’ll do it, but I’ll find a way.  Perhaps after the war his being an elf will no longer be an issue.  Of course that partly depends how the war ends.  If we lose then I suppose his being an elf may not be an issue but losing would be a big issue.  For one thing we would probably be dead if Contractia lost the war.
Kai leads the way to the tunnel used for bounty hunts.  The city is still in chaos so there are no official bounties, but there are still a few unofficial bounties.  They don’t require registration so there is no need to ask what bounty we are doing.  As a result nobody questions us as we leave the city.  We probably should have asked Grunti for permission to leave but I was worried it might turn into an outright fight if we stayed any longer.
The faeries hide us as we walk and occasionally crawl through tunnels for about an hour.  We can still see each other but we are blurred and anyone without the magic on them would be unable to see us without penetrating the illusionary magic of the faeries.  It feels like we have gone far enough so we stop and make sure there are no monsters nearby.  We can’t detect any.  The faeries drop their magic so we can see each other easier.  Lucy flies around in a circle a few times and then lands in the centre of the circle she was flying in.
“Ok.  This spot should work.”  Lucy says sounding a bit nervous now.  “This is the first time I’ve summoned a portal between worlds in quite a few centuries.  Actually a bit longer than that.  Oh, and don’t try guessing my age or I’ll get angry.
“Anyway I’m going to start chanting and it will take about half an hour to finish the chant.  The amount of magic that it uses will draw monsters from all around so you’d best be ready to defend me, because if I have to stop the chant I’ll have to start from the beginning again.  You’ll need to stay outside the green circle until the gate opens.
“When the gate opens hurry through, because it will stay open only about half a minute.  It will take me through first the moment it opens so there will be no second chance if you get left behind.  You can enter from any direction and you just have to touch the gate to pass through it.”
“Might it draw more than just monsters?”  I ask, worried we could soon have an enemy army on our hands.
“If they are nearby it could, but until it opens it doesn’t use any more magic than summoning a demon.”  Lucy answers.
“What about after it opens?  Might we end up leading the enemy through the gate to Contractia?”  I ask.
“I can close the gate as soon as we are all through.  Just make sure that the faeries all come through first.  Now are you ready for me to begin?”  Lucy asks and looks round.
“I should take power from Elucia first.”  I say and Lucy frowns but then shrugs.  Elucia steps towards me without complaint and kisses me.  I take power and then pull away.  As I pull away she seems slightly disappointed for some reason.
“Now are you ready?”  Lucy asks.
We all nod and Lucy smiles.  Then she begins chanting.  I stand with Elucia just past Lucy.  Ahead of us is a long stretch of tunnel before it turns to the right.  The turning is just at the edge of my vision, though my senses extend much further.  Kai and Dairon stand the other side of Lucy ready to fight anything approaching from that direction.  I can’t see or sense the faeries but I know they are here.  I stay alert but Lucy’s spell doesn’t seem to be generating much magical energy.  I doubt any monsters would be attracted to it.  The minutes pass slowly as we wait.
All of a sudden Lucy’s spell flares up.  Now I can tell why she thinks it will draw attention, and sure enough moments later I sense something approaching from our direction.  It feels attuned to the water element.  Then I see the first few tentacles reach the corner of the tunnel.  They drip slime as they quickly weave their way towards.  In a mere moment they are just ten feet away and the tunnel is filled with tentacles, but then Elucia’s flames have filled the whole tunnel.  The strength of her flames seems like overkill to me, but better overkill than underkill.  Assuming we don’t attract worse foes that is.
“That’s enough.”  I tell Elucia quickly before we really do attract any more unwanted attention.
“Ok.”  Elucia says dropping the flames.  Then she says quite vehemently.  “I can’t stand tentacles though.  Anything with tentacles should just die.”
“Well, whatever that thing was, I think it safe to say it just did.  Ah, we have more monsters approaching.  I’ll deal with these.”  I tell Elucia.
We can hear their low buzz in the distance and soon they fly into view.  They basically look like oversized wasps. At about two foot long these thin yellow and black insects have a deadly metallic stinger.  I’m not certain it is a stinger.  It could be more of an impaler than a stinger but either way I’m not letting them near us.
I fill the tunnel where they are with a spinning crescent of lightning that I throw through the insects.  As soon as they are hit they explode in a gooey mess and it only takes moments before enough have been hit that the rest retreat.
I hear explosions behind us and spare a moment to look.  Dairon is sending wind slices at some sort of slow crawling bugs.  They have black armour but each wind slice manages to pierce the armour and cuts the bugs in half with a loud crack.  Not explosions then, but they sounded the same.  My wind senses can’t be at their best though, because I should have realised Dairon was using wind slices without needing to look.
I hear an angry hiss followed by a loud howl ahead of us.  I turn my attention back firmly on the tunnel ahead of us.  It takes a moment to understand what is going on, but the insects we fought are now fighting a large furry creature.  If they serve as a shield it means we don’t have to fight again yet.
As it happens we don’t have to fight again at all.  Dairon easily deals with the advancing bugs attacking us from his direction and nothing else approaches us.  The flying insects and furry creature are still fighting when the gate opens.  I expected worse, but I’m relieved that nothing more powerful attacked us.
We can all tell the instant the gate opens.  I sense the faeries as they touch the gate and after an instant I am sure they are all through.  I wait for Elucia to pass through before reaching out and touching the gate.
It is very different to porting.  I feel like I am being thrown through a black goo faster than I have ever flown.  My breath is stolen from me and it seems to last forever.  I feel like I’m going to pass out but then I feel something pulling at me and now gasping for breath I blink in the sudden light.
 



Chapter 17 (Ash Snow)
I look in the mirror and find myself wanting.  Sure my appearance is more or less that of a typical Contractian, but my eyes are a dull blue and my short blonde hair lacks lustre.  My skin at least shows my youth though, and at least I’m not fat, overly tall or short.
What concerns me more than my appearance though, is my health.  My mother and grandmother both died before their twentieth birthday.  Both the alchemists I spoke to confirmed that I have the same disease and that only a healer or a very rare and expensive potion can cure me.  To afford one in time the only possibility is to join an elite company such as the Royal Guard or the Old Guard.  To do that I must prove myself worthy.  Winning the tournament and then summoning and binding a powerful demon should be enough to prove myself.  I wish the prize was enough to pay for the potion, but it isn’t even close to enough.
I shake my head in frustration and look to my right.  Ling is kneeling there awaiting orders.  Unlike the others the only change to her uniform is the addition of the black chain round her neck.  It is said to be of dwarven origin, but I doubt that is true.  Just a lie at the market to drive its price up, but its enchantment is perfect regardless of its origin.
As long as she wears that chain Ling has no choice but to obey me.  The magic is simply too strong to resist.  The others I can scare into obedience now they are my slaves, but Ling is different.  She knows what I am planning.  Obviously I never told her, but she knows me well enough that I couldn’t hide it.  It’s only a matter of time before she brings it up.  Ironically she is the slave most likely to survive.  We were friends for most of our lives so I really don’t want to kill her if I don’t have to.  Of course I don’t want to kill anyone, but I also don’t want to die.  If I must sacrifice my former classmates to survive, then that is what I will do.
“I’m hungry, Ling.  Make us something.”  I order Ling.  It’s much cheaper to make our own food and Ling was always better at cooking than me.
“Just for the two of us?”  Ling asks with a smile.
“Yes.”  I nod.  The others only get food once every other day.  It saves money, but more importantly demons prefer unhappy people so they will make better sacrifices this way.  They don’t dare complain.  Well, one did once, but I made an example of her and nobody has dared complain since.
I look at the other girls.  There are ten of them lining the wall by the door, opposite the mirror I was using.  Five either side of the door.  They each have an enchantment to take away their sense of sight and hearing, which also increases their other senses.  Instead of a uniform they are each wearing a large white cloth wrapped tightly around them from just above their breasts to about halfway between their crotch and their knees.  It is wrapped around them five times and then kept in place with magic.  It is so tight that they have a little trouble breathing, but isn’t tight enough to threaten their lives.  That is all they are wearing so their feet, legs and arms are bare.
The room is the same one I used with Ling before the tournament so it is small for twelve people, but I don’t feel cramped.  It is better than staying in the single room I moved into when the tournament started.  My slaves on the other hand must really feel it as they stand crammed together against that wall.
I don’t like to be cruel so I leave that to Ling who really enjoys it.  She chose the slaves clothing after I refused her suggestion of nudity or having them just wear underwear.  She also punishes them whenever she wants to or they need to be punished.  Ling who enjoys both cooking and cruelty always used to joke about one day cooking someone alive.  At least I assume it was a joke.  I don’t think she’d ever do it, but I wouldn’t entirely put it past her.  I wouldn’t entirely put anything past her.
When I first met Ling she made my life hell and I hated her.  She protected me when I most needed it and comforted me when my mother died.  She helped me study to enter the academy even though I used to be useless at magic.  She even suggested that I learn demonology and helped me study that.  I don’t know if I could kill her even if I needed to.  I should have enough slaves by the end of the tournament and I could probably sell some for cheaper slaves.  Mages make better sacrifices though, so I’d prefer to use my classmates.
Ling is making a simple root vegetable soup but her cooking can make even something as plain as this taste lovely.  Even if she wasn’t my friend I wouldn’t want to kill her, because I like her cooking so much.  I even joked once about marrying her.  She turned bright red.  I think that’s the only time I ever saw her embarrassed.  I have wondered a few times whether perhaps she might be more interested in girls than in boys.  I suppose there’s nothing wrong with that.  I’ve known other girls who have dated each other and they were perfectly normal, but if her interest was in me I’d be a bit uncomfortable around her.
“It’s ready.”  Ling says and hands me a dish of thick lovely smelling soup.
“Thank you.”  I tell Ling and take the soup.  I put it on the small table beside my bed.  “Spoon.”
“Here you go.”  Ling tells me as she passes a white china spoon.  It’s from her precious set of dishes and cutlery.  Those are her most prized possessions.  I suppose they now belong to me but I still think of them as hers.  She’d be really upset if they broke.  They are her only connection now to the grandmother she loved.
Ling never cared for the rest of her family and I suspect she was involved in their deaths.  They brutally murdered her grandmother though, so I can’t blame her.  We are both without family now.  That meant we were both completely free before our match, though they still said the usual rubbish about the rights of Ling’s family.  Now of course I am the only one who is free, but once I have been cured I plan to free Ling.  Perhaps even before then.
This soup tastes just as nice as I expected.  The smell will be stronger for my blind slaves and must be like torture to them but I’d rather torture them like this than with real torture.  They need to suffer to be worthy sacrifices, but I really don’t enjoy their suffering.  I wish there was another way, but there isn’t.
“Ready for your next battle?”  Ling asks me before taking her first spoon of soup.
“Yes.  Luna may have improved since last year, but she’s no match for my demons.  She’ll be ready for my bat demon and attack quickly, but like with Gabriel here I don’t need anything even nearly as powerful to beat her.”
“Don’t underestimate Luna.  Unlike Gabriel she’s powerful enough to beat that slug you used in the last battle.”  Ling warns me.
“One sure, but four?”  I smile.
“No, four would be enough.  Can you summon four of them quickly enough though?”
“Of course I can.”
“With Luna you should have enough.”  Ling tells me and I blink.
“I thought I needed more than that.”  I say confused.
“As long as you don’t care which one you get you’ve got enough.  I happened to find out the name of a greater demon that got itself killed in the War of the Heavens.”
“It sided with the Fallen Angels against the gods?”  I ask in shock.
“Yes.  Arch Angel Gabriel killed him.”
“How do you know this?”  I ask suspiciously.  This isn’t the sort of information you can easily come by.
“I found out on our school trip.  I read a book in the Ancient Library.  It was dangerous because it was in one of the restricted sections.  I figured it might come in handy though, so I took the risk.”
“That was dangerous, but I’m glad you did.  So if we try to summon this demon another powerful demon from the same hell should come in its place, but because it isn’t the named demon it should only require a lesser sacrifice.”
“Exactly!  I knew you wouldn’t forget what I taught you.”
“I still think it would be worth getting two more sacrifices before attempting to summon it.  There’s no telling what demon will answer our summons.”  I say hesitantly.
“Fine, two more, but anything more than that would be excessive.  You don’t want to use all your slaves as sacrifices.”
“True.  I’d rather not sacrifice anyone.”  I admit.
“So are you changing your mind?”  Ling asks knowingly.
“No.  I’ll do whatever I have to, as long it saves my life.”
“Of course you will.  That’s what it means to be human.”  Ling smiles.  I wonder about that, but her words comfort me like they always have.
“Write down the name of this demon.”  I tell Ling.  She puts down her soup and picks up the notebook resting on my bed.  She writes the name on the first page.  I only ever write the names of demons on that page so it is the best place.  She hands me the book and I read the name.  It is the longest name I have ever seen.  The longer a demon’s name the more powerful it is.  “What rank was this demon?”
“Maou.”  Ling tells me and I blink.
“A demon king?”
“Why else would an arch angel bother personally killing it?”
“They were fighting a desperate war.  I’m sure every angel would have personally fought.”
“The Arch Angels stayed with their gods as a last line of defence.  They saved their powers and relied on lesser angels until the strongest of enemies arrived.  The nine Maou and Arch Angel Azrael.  Three of the Maou were killed and one of those three was the demon whose name is now in your notebook.  Two arch angels and three ancient gods were also killed before they managed to throw Azrael and his followers from the heavens.  After that the other Maou retreated.”  Ling explains.
“I knew most of that already, but I didn’t know all the details.  That must have been a good book to have so much information.”
“It was useful.”  Ling nods.  “I just wish I could have kept it, but taking it would have been too dangerous.”
“Even looking at it was dangerous enough.”
“It was worth the risk.”  Ling shrugs.
“Thank you.  I doubt I can ever thank you enough.”
“Free me and I’ll consider that thanks enough.”  Ling smiles.
“Once I have summoned the demon.”  I tell her and she frowns.
“You don’t trust me?”  She asks.
“Of course I trust you.  Now trust me in return.”  I tell her.
“Fine.”  She laughs.  “You should get enough sleep tonight or you’ll be tired for your fight.”
“I’ll get an early night, but I’ve only just eaten and it is less than an hour after lessons.”
“How about a bit of fresh air to help you sleep tonight?”  Ling suggests.
“Sounds good.”  I answer and put aside my empty soup bowl.  Ling has finished hers now too.
“I’ll just wash those first if that’s ok.”
“Of course.”  I nod and Ling quickly cleanses them with water magic.  Then she puts them safely away under her bed.
“Let’s leave through the window.”  Ling says and opens the window before leading the way.  I follow her with my own flight magic.  She’s waiting just outside our window.
“Let’s fly over the forest.”  I suggest and lead the way.  Ling quickly catches up and we fly side by side.  The wind rushing past us really is refreshing.  There were rumours about dangerous monsters in the forest at one point, but they died down at the start of this year.
“Don’t use too much magic.”  Ling warns.
“A little flight magic isn’t an issue.  Besides if I have to I can always take power from my slaves.”
“Don’t forget that means kissing them.  Do you want your first kiss to be with someone you’re going to kill?”
“I told you before that I’ll do whatever it takes to survive.  If I have to kiss all ten of them I’ll do it.”  I answer her fiercely.
“One would be enough.”  Ling laughs.  Then she frowns and comes to a floating stop.  “That’s Rin down there.  Do you recognise that girl she’s fighting?”
“That’s Cherry I think.  She has a twin, but her twin specialises in fire magic and her specialty is wind magic.  She fought on Peter’s team in the tournament.  The fight I remember is the one where she and Peter beat the Rainbow Twins.  She used advanced magic to create an illusion of Peter.  I’m glad I don’t have to fight her and Peter.  I think I’d win, but…”
“Of course you’d win.  You beat me didn’t you?”
“Yes, but if you’d gone for a quick win I’d have had a much harder time.”  I admit.
“Either way would have been hard.  I was sure you’d go for a different demon.  My attack would have easily killed the demon I thought you were going to summon.  Then you’d have had to surrender, or die.”  Ling says with a grin.
“So why do you think they’re fighting?  Training?”
“Either that or they pissed each other off and decided to fight for real.”  Ling laughs.
“Either way it’s none of our business so we’d better get going again.”  I tell her and fly past them.
“You never know.  You might have to fight Peter and Cherry, or whoever he picks.”  Ling warns me.
“He’s been gone all this time and nobody knows where he is.  I’d be surprised if we saw him again.”
“I’d love to see that boy get enslaved.”  Ling says sounding serious.
“It would be good to see that upstart boy enslaved and even better to enslave him, but he’s dangerous.  If I don’t have to fight him I would be rather happy not to.”
“I heard a rumour that Sor and Emi were given a royal pardon for leaving the academy.  I even heard rumours Sor was considering fighting in the tournament.”  Ling tells me and I gulp.
“Isn’t it too late to join even if she was accepted back?”  I ask nervously.
“She did win the competition last year.  She would probably be allowed to enter the royal tournament late.  Especially if she has the queen’s support.”
“I wouldn’t want that.  They both said they weren’t entering, because there was nobody worth fighting.”  I say shaking my head.  That really would be bad.
“Perhaps she took an interest in you.”  Ling tells me and that really is a scary thought.
“Because of the demons?”
“Either that or what happened in Portalis.”
“I apologised to her for that!”
“She’s not exactly the most forgiving of people though.”  Ling reminds me.
“All I did was brush against her.”
“Twice.  You always were clumsy when it mattered the most.”
“However you look at it she overreacted and I apologised more than enough for it.”
“You did grovel a lot, but that only seemed to piss her off more.”  Ling laughs.
“I thought she seemed to accept my apologies.”  I say confused.
“That was just her getting you to stop.”
“You didn’t say so at the time!”  I protest.
“If I had she’d have been pissed at me too, and that girl is not someone you want to have pissed at you.”
“You always were much better than me at reading people.  I’ll have to get you to reveal your secrets to me.”
“First you need to win two more battles.  Now’s not the time to get distracted.”
“True.”  I admit.  For some reason I feel really tired now, even though it is still early.  “Let’s head back and get some sleep.”
“Ok.”  Ling nods.
“I wish we hadn’t been enemies.”  I say sadly.
“Me too.  I wouldn’t have lost to anyone else, and you’d better remember your promise to free me.”
“Don’t worry.  I will.”
“Demons can corrupt you if you use them too much, so you’d better not wait too long.”
“Don’t worry.  I haven’t forgotten, and I’m not going to wait too long.  Not that any demon is going to corrupt me.”
“Don’t underestimate demons.  They have a reputation for a reason.”  Ling warns me.  She’s the one underestimating me though.
Soon the trees are behind us and we arrive at our window.  There are traps inside in case anyone tries to do anything stupid, like breaking in whilst we are gone, so we left the window open.  We quickly jump back inside the room and close the window.
The slaves react a little as the breeze stops when we close the window.  They just seem to stiffen up as if they knew we were gone and now we are back.  A couple of the slaves look very uncomfortable.  I can guess why, but they’ll have to wait until the morning.  If they can’t wait until then Ling will just have to punish them.
I think it will be a relief for them when they die.  Even though I’m not torturing them with proper methods nobody would want to live like they are.  If they knew they were going to die though, they’d probably end their lives now, but that wouldn’t be good for me.  Their suffering would be pointless if they ended their lives before I get to sacrifice them.
I take my uniform off and get into my pyjamas.  I lie down on top of the covers and stare up at the roof.  It feels comfortable but I can’t help questioning my resolve.  Can I really kill them?  Is this really the right thing to do?
“Of course it is.”  Ling answers me firmly and I realise I must have said it aloud.  Why did I even need to ask anyway?  She’s right.  They would do the same to me and even if they are too stupid to do so given the chance then so what?
“Yes, of course it is.”  I say shaking my head at my own stupidity.  What does it matter if I kill a few of my former classmates?  They don’t mean anything to me.
“Sleep well.”  Ling says and as she says it I drift into sweet dreams.
I wake to the smell of sweet tea.  A cup is sitting on my bedside table.  I take it and slowly sip until I am fully awake.  Then I look at Ling and smile.
“Thank you.”
“My pleasure.”  Ling smiles back.
“Take care of the slaves whilst I’m gone.  No need to be gentle with them.”
“I wouldn’t dream of being gentle with them.  You’d better get dressed first though.”  Ling reminds me and I nod.
“Of course.”  I say and get up.  I take off my pyjamas, wash and then put on my uniform.
“Now give Luna hell.”
“I’ll send her there.”  I smile.
“Don’t forget you need her as a sacrifice.”  Ling reminds me.
“Oh, I do, don’t I?  Oh well, she can go to hell when I sacrifice her after the fight.”
“After this fight or the next one?”
“This one of course.”  I tell Ling and she smiles as if proud of something.  Proud of me I suppose.  I wonder why though?
“You’d better save your power by walking to the arena.”  Ling tells me just as I was preparing to port.
“Of course.”  I nod and cancel my port.  I open the door and leave Ling to play with the slaves.  I wish I could stay and torment them, but that’s Ling’s job.  Why did I give her such a fun job when she’s my slave too?  I forget.  Maybe I should have her give that job back to me, or maybe we should both play with them.
I meet Luna in the corridor just before I reach the arena.  She glares at me so I glare back.  Then we proceed to the arena in silence.  Soon she’ll be my slave.  Then I can have lots of fun with her and teach her some manners.  Except she’s going to die today, so it would be a bit late to learn manners now.  Ok, I’ll just have fun with her.
“I’m not going to lose to you.”  Luna says as we enter the ‘room’ with the arena in.
“I should be the one saying that, fool.”  I laugh at her silly words.
“Don’t expect any mercy when I win.”  Luna warns me.
“There’s no way you’ll win.”  I tell her.  She can’t seriously believe she has a chance of beating me, can she?  If so, she’s deluded.  The arena is filled with girls eagerly waiting to see me beat the life out of her.  There’s no way I’m going to disappoint them.  I suppose I shouldn’t kill her, but I can beat her to within an inch of death.
I enter the centre of the arena and realise I have already passed the spectators.  That was quick.  Do I feel a little different to normal?  Something seems odd, but it isn’t important.  I have a fight to win and I’m not going to disappoint my fans who came all this way to see me.  Wait they live here, so they didn’t need to come far at all.  Well, whatever…
I vaguely hear the words of the judge and the commentator, but I don’t bother listening.  I’ve heard it all before.  Then I am standing in a dark stone tunnel.  The walls attack me but I melt them and throw them back.  Then I summon a minor demon.  It isn’t the one I intended to, but it doesn’t really matter.
The bug demon standing by my feet melts the stone all around us with acid until I see Luna standing just at the edge of my sight.  There must have been quite a lot of stone but it is all gone now.  I port to Luna and easily block her attempts to port.  Luna looks at me as if she can’t understand what is going on.  Silly girl.
I go to grab her throat but seeing the gem hanging there attached to a stone ring I remember I am not meant to kill her.  I grab the gem and applying a little magic to my hands I easily break it off from the stone ring.  Luna attempts to attack me with summoned stone as I do so but the demon melts her stone easily.  Then we are ported back into the arena.
I vaguely hear them announce that I won.  Well of course I won.  Are they stupid?  Well of course they’re stupid, but I suppose it is cute in an annoying sort of way.  I tune them out and grab Luna’s wrist.  Then I port with her back to my room.
The other slaves are all bound by stone straps to the floor in a large circle with a gap for Luna.  They are already in position for the ritual.  Luna tries to resist but using magic wind magic I easily force her down onto the floor and restrain her with a stone strap.  Being an earth mage she would normally be able to easily manipulate it and break free, but this room is my domain.  Thanks to a little demon and a powerful enchantment her powers are useless here.  A more powerful mage would be able to overcome it of course, but not a weakling like Luna.
The beds are standing upright in the corners of the room nearest the door.  I pick up my notebook from the floor near my bed and read the name of the demon I need to summon.  I practise its name a few times and am sure I have it right.  Demon names and words follow logic just like the words of an invocation, so if it is spelt one way there is only one way to pronounce it.
“Ling, are you ready?”  I ask.
“Yes.”  Ling says eagerly.  Luna makes a muffled sound but her mouth is filled with something grey.  Ling must have done that.  Good thinking.  The others don’t dare make a sound.
Standing outside the circle at the mirror and opposite the door I gather my powers and enter the trance of summoning.  The words of summoning are spoken in my voice, but it is my soul not my body that speaks them so they are heard by those I intend them for and no others.  The name I speak sends my words to the hell that the name belongs to.
“Vesperius, Unspryatio, Yunderius, Jyratio, Citarius, king of hell, lord of death, serpent of the abyss, I, who command the dark power of water, the holy power of fire, and the unholy power of the void call upon you!  I present unto thee a living sacrifice of eleven ripe human maidens. I command thee to appear before me and obey.  Come now, by the pact of the eternal night!  Come now, by the power of my soul!  Obey my soul!  Take what I have bestowed unto thee!  This is your right!  This is your duty!  Obey!”  I open my eyes and see the human circle is filled with flames and a dark mist.
“Thank you Ash, my dear.”  Ling laughs and pats me on my back.  I look at her in confusion.
“I obey only Maou Hime.”  A dark voice utters.  Maou Hime?  A princess of hell?  Daughter of the Maou?  They are meant to be powerful, but not powerful enough to command unyielding obedience.  If she were here, sure, but…  Wait…  Could it be?  I look at Ling and realise it not only could be, it is.
“That’s right.  This girl’s family summoned me, but they like you were weak, so I killed them.  I ate this girl’s soul, and possessed her body.  Then I killed your mother and made you into a pet project.  Now I can return to hell and take you with me.  Thank you Ash, or should I say, Angelika.”  She laughs and pats me on the back again.
As she says it everything comes back.  My mother didn’t die of a disease.  She was killed in front of me by a laughing demon.  Reduced to ash in an instant on that snowy day.  I begged to be spared and she said she’d play with me for a while.  If I entertained her enough I would be spared.  Probably...
Is this true though?  Is Ling really a demon?  Or are these fake memories?  Is Ling just possessed?  Was this demon more powerful than we realised?
“You can ask those questions in hell.”  Ling tells me with another awful laugh.
“Let’s eat first.”  That dark voice says and Ling nods.
“Yes, let’s eat.”
“Sorry.”  A familiar sounding voice says and we all turn to the now open door.  Who is that white haired girl with the golden tinted skin standing there?  Why does she look so familiar?  Also why is the door open?
“More food.”  The dark voice laughs.
“Actually, no.”  A calm and vaguely familiar male voice says from within the darkness.  All of a sudden the darkness is thrown about as if in a great wind and then it is gone.  I hear a thud beside me and turn to see Ling’s lifeless body.  My best friend betrayed me and now she is dead.  Perhaps she was never truly my friend, but my memories of her can’t just be erased even now her magic is gone.
As if a blindfold has been removed I realise what I was doing.  Ling’s words and magic convinced me it was ok as long as it was to save myself.  It wasn’t though.  It could never be ok.  Tears roll down my cheek.
“Someone, anyone, kill me now.”  I beg and feel a claw pierce my back.  So my demon took that as an order.  If a demon kills me I’ll be dragged to hell with it.  Maybe I deserve it though.  I don’t resist.
 



Chapter 18 (Peter)
Bright light surrounds me, but only for a moment.  I am plunged back into darkness and I feel something pressing the air out of me.  My body is unable to resist so I am forced to use wind magic to fill my lungs with air.  I hear talking but it is out of focus.
Then I hear a familiar voice say just one word in her ever so polite tone, yet with a bit more force than I am used to from her.  What Yu Kii says is so like her.  “Sorry.”
My senses have returned and everything comes back into focus.  There is a dark mist around me, but that is clearly Yu Kii standing there looking radiant as a star.  Perhaps I will see the stars again soon, but the sight of Yu Kii is much more comforting now than the sight of those distant stars I have known all my life.
“More food.”  A dark voice laughs.  It is directed at Yu Kii and instinctually I know it is calling Yu Kii food.
“Actually, no.”  I say calmly but with anger deep within my soul.  I clear the mist around me with a strong wind.  It sweeps the mist back into a portal of some sort.  I feel an aura shoot through the portal just as the portal closes.  I see the dead body that it came from fall to the floor.
There is a girl standing there with tears rolling down her cheeks.  She is about the same age as Elucia and Rin and she has typical Contractian features, but they seem dimmed somehow and so does her aura.  It feels like something has been eating away at her soul for years.
“Someone, anyone, kill me now.”  She begs and a claw pierces her back.  I sense the demon behind her only as it pierces her flesh.  It seems connected to her.  Perhaps it was bound to her but whatever the connection it clearly plans to kill her.  Even though that was her request I cannot accept it.  Even though she just stands there acceptingly I cannot just allow her to be killed.
I blast the demon with lightning, but my lightning is much more powerful than normal thanks to Elucia’s power.  The blast is deafening in this small room even with the door open.  I must have used more power than I planned to but the demon is well and truly fried.  I sense its aura fade as its body falls to the ground.
The girl stands there with blood pouring out of her back and then falls forwards.  Does Lucy have enough power left to heal her?  Wait, where is Lucy?  She was meant to come through first but I can’t sense her anywhere.  It is just Yu Kii, the girl and me.
Yu Kii thankfully reacts quickly as I just stand there in a panic.  Yu Kii reaches the girl and catches her just as she was about to hit the ground.  Taking a small vial from her shirt pocket Yu Kii pours a clear liquid over the bloody wound.  Blood stops flowing from the wound and skin has soon replaced the bloody mess, though the skin is covered in splotches of green goo.  The goo strangely has a faint aura.
“Is she ok?”  I ask and Yu Kii turns to face me with a relieved smile.
“Yes, she’ll be fine.  When did you get back and where is everyone else?  Are they ok too?”  Yu Kii asks and I have to focus for a moment to remember.
“Lucy opened a gate to bring us home.  It was meant to connect to her mother’s home, but it brought me here somehow.  I am sure everyone went through, but I don’t know where they are.  Perhaps they reached Lucy’s mother’s home like they were meant to.  I hope they did.”
“I’ll contact Rin.”  Yu Kii says and closes her eyes.  Looking at Yu Kii I wonder whether she was always this cute.  It isn’t just her body, but her aura.  No this wasn’t how her aura was when I last saw her.  It is much brighter now.  My eyes are drawn to her golden tinted skin and her soft short white hair.  Her whole body, but especially her arms and legs seem more delicate than I remember and as she opens her green eyes they shine brightly like her aura.  It is definitely Yu Kii though.  “Is something wrong?”
“No.  What did Rin say?”
“She told me not to let you go anywhere and that she would port over there to check.”  Yu Kii says and I nod.  That makes sense.
“What’s that green goo on her?”  I ask pointing at the goo where the wound was.
“What green goo?”  Yu Kii asks confused.  There’s no reason why she shouldn’t be able to see it as it is all over the girl’s skin where the wound was.  I look at Yu Kii confused and then reach down to scoop a little up in my fingers.
“This green goo.”  I say and show her.  Her eyes go wide.
“I sense something demonic.”  Yu Kii says staring hard at my fingers.  Then she gasps.  “That’s your left hand!  How did you get it back?”
“Its dwarven crafted.  Both my hands are now, since I lost my right hand too.  They’re not real, but they feel real, so they may as well be.”  I explain.  Then I frown.  “So this goo is demonic?”
“Yes, but I can’t see it.  I only sense a faint aura.”  Yu Kii says and I look back at the girl lying unconscious on the ground.  I wipe the goo off my fingers and then pick the rest up from the girl with gentle wind magic.
“So do you think burning it should work?”  I ask.
“Rin says they are at Lucy’s home.  They’ll be there for a while.  It sounds complicated, but she told me to tell you that if disappear again without seeing her she’ll hunt you down to the furthest ends of the universe and make you wish you were dead.”  Yu Kii says with a wince.  I am glad to hear they are safe and I have no intention of going anywhere so I just smile and nod.  Then Yu Kii frowns and shakes her head.  “Burning with fire magic wouldn’t be a good idea.  More lightning would be better.”
“Ok.”  I say and focus on the goo.  I blast it with lightning three times.  There is now just a charred mess on the ground and the aura is gone.
“So what are we going to do about her slaves?”  Yu Kii asks sounding worried.
“Her slaves?”  I ask confused.  Yu Kii points at a ring of people bound to the floor with stone straps and each wearing a large white cloth.  How did I miss them?!  I look Yu Kii in the eye and firmly tell her.  “Shut the door.”
“Ok.”  Yu Kii says and quickly does so.
“Who is that girl?”  I ask pointing at the unconscious girl on the floor.
“Ash Snow.  She’s been winning the battles in the tournament lately and she either enslaved or inherited each of those slaves.  They either used to be our classmates, or would have been if they hadn’t been enslaved before we were promoted.  Ash was being controlled by a demon though.”
“So when she was freed she wanted to die?”  I ask just to be sure I understand correctly.
“Yes.”
“What were you doing here?”
“I sensed a demonic gate open.”  Yu Kii explains.
“How did you get in?”
“The door enchantment was weakened by all the demonic energy, so I managed to open it with a spell.”  Yu Kii tells me.
“Why didn’t you bring help?”
“Demons are easier for me to deal with alone.  Your methods were impressive though.”  Yu Kii says sounding genuinely impressed.
“I just blew the mist back through the portal.”  I shrug.
“That isn’t as easy as it sounds.  That mist was a powerful demon that could easily eat the soul of anyone who came into contact with it.  You were lucky you didn’t touch it.”
“I was standing in the middle of it.”  I tell Yu Kii and she looks at me strangely.
“You must be confused.”  Yu Kii says cautiously.  She seems scared I’m going to get angry, but it doesn’t really matter so I don’t argue or really care.
“We’d better wake Ash.  She may try to kill herself, but we should be able to stop her.  At the very least we should get her to free her slaves first if she isn’t willing to carry on living.  I don’t want to give up on her though.”
“I’ll let you do the talking.  I doubt I could convince her of anything.”  Yu Kii tells me.
“Do you think we should get help?”  I ask.  Yu Kii considers for a moment before shaking her head.
“I can’t think of anyone who would stand a better chance of convincing her.”  Yu Kii tells me.
“Then I’d better do my best.”  I say and sigh before picking Ash up with wind magic so she is hanging from the air in front of me.  I give her a small shock, which wakes her instantly.  “Hello Ash.”
“Who…?  Oh, Peter…”  She says dully.  She sounds tired and she looks scared.
“Any chance of freeing your slaves?”  I ask directly.  She blinks.
“So that was why you saved me.”  She says wearily.
“I hadn’t actually noticed them at that point.  Too disoriented and too much going on I suppose.”
“So why did you save me, even after I asked to be killed?”  She asks, scared and confused.
“Do I need a reason to save someone’s life?  Even if you had given up on living I can’t accept that.”  I tell her.
“Even after I tried to sacrifice our classmates?  I suppose you didn’t know them though.”  She says.  I suppress the urge to slap her.
“Whether I knew them or not, I can’t accept such a brutal act.  You were being controlled though.”  I tell her angrily.  Then I stare coldly into her eyes and ask again.  “Will you free them?”
“Yes.”  She answers with a flinch.  “Then I’ll kill myself.”
“Coward.”  I tell her angrily.
“What?”  She asks with a gasp.
“Coward.  It would be better and stronger to live on and atone for whatever you may have done or tried to do.  Why do you even need to be punished for something you did whilst you were being controlled?”
“I should have been stronger.  I should have resisted.”
“You were being controlled for years if your aura is anything to go by.  How old were you when that demon started to control you?”  I ask.
“You can tell that much from my aura?”  She asks in shock.  I nod and she remains silent for a few moments before answering.  “Five.”
“How is a five year old meant to resist a demon’s magic?”  I ask her.
“I should have broken free before it came to this.”  She cries.  It is Yu Kii who answers her this time.
“The longer you are under a demon’s control the harder it is to break free.  There was no way you could have broken free from that demon’s magic.”  Yu Kii tells her.
“I’ll free the slaves, but I don’t know if I can carry on living.  Ling was my best friend.  My only true friend.  I depended on her.  For her to be my enemy was hard enough, but for her to be a demon that killed my mother and tried to kill me…  Even if I hadn’t tried to kill our classmates…”  Ash sobs.
I put her down and she picks up a notebook lying in the corner of the room.  She writes eleven contracts and then removes the magic binding the girls lying on the floor.  She chants and I sense that an enchantment on the girls is erased.  The girls lie there still disoriented and confused.
“All of you, sign this and then leave.”  Ash says quietly but everyone’s attention was on her so we all hear her.  The girls slowly pick themselves up.  They don’t dare say anything but they each look at the contract and sign it before dashing wordlessly from the room.  Soon it is just the three of us.
I’m not sure where they are going to go right now or even if they know, but as long as they are free they can start their lives again.  I am sure the academy will help them out, as they are all students from the top class.  Right now my main concern once they have all been freed is Ash.  She is the one who is most likely to kill herself.  She looks at me like a scared animal.  I have to break the silence.  I take a deep breath before doing so.
“Do you have the courage to atone for what you have done, rather than taking the easy way out by dying?”  I ask.
“How exactly do I atone?”  Ash asks looking weakly at the floor.  She has a fair point, though I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.  I look at Yu Kii for help but she just looks at the floor too.  Thanks Yu Kii!
“Well, living with the pain of what you tried to do would be a start.  After that you could just try to do something good with your life.”
“That’s not enough.”  Ash says weakly and I know that she’s right, at least if she is accepting the blame for her actions despite the fact she was being controlled.  What else though?  I could tell her to try to make it up to her former slaves, but I doubt that would work out well.  I doubt many if any of them would ever forgive her, even knowing the reasons behind her actions.  “Perhaps I should kill myself after all.”
“Wait, you’re in the royal tournament, right?”  I ask.
“Yes.”  She nods looking a bit confused.
“Then fight without killing.  Fight until you are beaten or win, and free everyone you beat.  We can talk again if you win.  If you lose you’ll probably be someone’s slave so your own enslavement would surely be enough atonement.  Living as a slave would be a very harsh life, depending who your owner is.  Even with a kind owner it is scary to know that your fate and your very life are in the hands of someone else.”  I tell her.  She winces, perhaps scared for herself or perhaps guiltily remembering how she treated her own slaves.
“It’s not enough unless I lose, but it is a start.”  She agrees tiredly.  “Will you be competing now you’re back?”
“Probably.”
“Then I hope you are the one who beats me.”
“Don’t go easy on me.  If we fight I want to win a real fight against you.”  I tell her.
“I don’t think I’ll need to go easy on you.”  She tells me with a small smile now.  It is a weak and scared little smile, but it is still an improvement.  Then I consider that if I beat her I’ll probably have to keep her as my slave.  At least it would probably be a better fate than if someone else beats her.  That reminds me of Asuna and Hermes, which reminds me again of Rin.
“We’ll be leaving now.  You should get some sleep.”  I tell her.  Yu Kii bows to Ash, which seems to disturb Ash’s aura.
“Thank you, both of you.”  Ash tells us with her gaze firmly placed on the ground.  Before Yu Kii can say anything and potentially complicate matters further for Ash I grab Yu Kii by the wrist and port us outside my room.
“She needs time alone.  Anything we say now could cause more problems for her.”  I tell Yu Kii who naturally seemed confused that I ported us so abruptly.  “This is still my room, right?”
“Yes.”
“Is Rin still at Lucy’s home?”
“I’ll check.  …  Yes.  Lucy is weak from the port and Rin is waiting there with Elucia, Dairon and someone called Kai.”  Yu Kii tells me.
“Kai is a half dwarven woman we met.”  I tell Yu Kii.  “Anyway I’m tired so I’m going to get some sleep.  Do you know if Asuna and Hermes are likely to be here?  I assume it must be after lessons.  It seems bright, but I’ve been underground for ages.”
“It’s our day off.  The match had just finished so it’s still early.  Asuna and Hermes should be training.”  Yu Kii tells me.
“They can carry on with that, but could you let them know I’m back and need to rest?”
“Of course, and I’m glad you are back.  We were all really worried about you.”  Yu Kii tells me and to my surprise she hugs me for a moment before taking a step back.  She is normally so formal, so that really takes me by surprise.  She feels so soft and I catch a small whiff of a sweet, gentle and pleasant smell.  It reminds me of fresh grass, though at this time of year that can’t be it.
“Thank you and I’m glad to be back too.”  I reply still a little in shock from the hug.
“You’ll have to meet my sister sometime.  She escaped from the temple when the elves first captured it.”  Yu Kii tells me.
“Yes.”  I nod politely, but I am too tired to do much more now.  The journey here and everything that has happened since I got back has really worn me out.  I yawn and push open my door.  It still remembers me, so opens effortlessly.  “See you tomorrow, Yu Kii.”
“See you tomorrow and sleep well, Peter.”  Yu Kii says with her bright smile and I reveal the window for a little light with the simple spell Asuna showed me. I wish I had as much energy as she did, but instead I push the door shut and slowly make my way to the large bed.  I’m tired and nobody else is going to be sleeping right now so I don’t see any problem with using it.  I’m sure Asuna would tell me to use it if she were here.
I cleanse myself with water magic and then collapse onto the bed.  I don’t even get under the covers.  I just don’t have the energy.  It is strange how quickly I felt the tiredness once I left Ash’s room.  She seemed so tired and I was desperate to stop her killing herself and to free her slaves that I just didn’t notice my tiredness.  Now I don’t even have the energy to crawl under the covers.  Sleep soon takes me.
I wake and blurry eyed I check my watch in the dim light, before remembering that I am back at the academy.  I check the dimensional timekeeper and realise the whole day has gone but it isn’t late at night yet.  We aren’t in Nirvali, so where is this dim light coming from?  The sun has set by now so it can’t be through the window.  In fact the window has been hidden.  I sit up and look around for the light source but what catches my eye is rather closer.
Asuna is laying asleep right next to me, face up and like me above the covers.  She is wearing a blue silk nightdress that sparkles even in this dim light.  Then I notice where the light is coming from.  Asuna is wearing a necklace with a simple white stone that is shining dimly.  Like Hinata did for us, Asuna must have infused it with magic to light the way or perhaps simply to light this room.
The light stone quickly loses my attention though, which is drawn to Asuna’s fair skin that it is shining on.  The stone rests not far above her breasts, which although covered by the night dress are much more distinct than when she is in her uniform.  It is clear they are a little more developed than Elucia’s, though they are still not huge.  I knew this already but seeing them up close like this makes it seem much more real.
Why does it matter?  It shouldn’t but for some reason my body is telling me that it does.  It reminds me of those times I lay in Nirvali trying to get to sleep but thinking of Asuna.  I feel a little weird and try to distract myself.  As I do so I realise that Asuna is only pretending to be asleep.  Her aura reveals deception, which is only possible if she is awake.  Obviously the deception itself is simply the pretence of sleep.
I look around and see that Hermes is in her bed facing the wall, so with her back to us.  Her aura reveals she is awake and has mixed feelings.  She is both happy and upset.  I hope she is happy that I am back, but I don’t know what she is upset about.
Finally I notice that the bed I was using is not empty.  Sitting there glaring at me is the devil.  Actually it is just Rin, but a devil might be less scary.  I smile at Rin, trying to calm her anger.
“Hello Rin.  Since we’re all awake, let’s talk.”  I say loud enough that everyone can hear.
“Sure, if you’ve finished leering at Asuna.”  Rin says not even trying to hide her anger.
“I wasn’t leering!  What is leering, anyway?”
“What you were doing just now.”  Rin answers with a sniff.  Hermes turns to face me.
“Leering is looking at someone unpleasantly.”  Hermes says also sniffing.
“There wasn’t anything unpleasant about how I was looking at Asuna!  I was just looking for the light source.”
“And after you found it?”  Rin asks furiously.
“I just thought the blue dress looked nice.  It sparkles in the light.”  I lie.  Well not entirely lie, since I did think that, but that wasn’t my main thought.
“Hmmph.”  Rin says.
“Welcome back, Peter.”  Asuna says looking up at me with a smile.  I was sure she would be angry after what Rin and Hermes said, but perhaps that was silly given this is Asuna.  Then she makes me blush.  “I can take the nightdress off if you want to get a better look at it, or at me.”
“What are you saying Asuna?!”  Rin splutters furiously.
“It’s not like that!”  I protest.
“Sure it’s not.”  Rin says quietly but then she sighs.  “You were right though.  We need to talk.  And I’ll hit Asuna later for beating me to say it, but welcome back.”
“Yes, welcome back!”  Hermes says and sits up.  “Let’s talk at the table rather than in our beds.”
“Yes.”  Rin says darkly.  “Especially since Asuna and Peter are in the same bed.  I thought it would be ok for one night, seeing as how Peter is just a child and I made it plain to Asuna that if she did anything to him I’d personally kill her.  It seems though that Peter has grown up a bit since I last saw him.”
I blush and quickly get out of bed.  I take a seat near one end of the long table.  Asuna quickly follows me and sits at the seat on my left.  Rin and Hermes almost seem to race to see who can sit down next.  They must have a lot of energy to move so quickly straight after getting up.  Rin gets there first because she was slightly nearer and takes the seat opposite me. Hermes then sits next to me on my right.  I would actually rather either Asuna or Hermes had sat opposite me, because now I am staring into Rin’s glacial fury.  It subsides after a moment though.
Rin’s piercing green eyes, her sharp chiselled face and her short blonde hair remind me I am truly home.  Despite her short temper she is probably my best friend and was the first friend I made here.  It is reassuring to be sitting here with her again.
“I’d like to hear everything about your time away from the academy, but first there are some things I need to tell you.”  Rin says looking me calmly in the eye.  Actually she seems nervous rather than calm, but only in her aura.
“Ok.”  I say, because she has stopped talking.  She really must be nervous.
“I suppose I should first ask whether you plan to compete in the final stage of the royal tournament.”  Rin says with a frown.
“I do.”  I answer her.
“Yu Kii thought so and I can’t say I’m surprised, but if you do compete, you’ll have to fight Sor.  She returned to the academy today and entered the tournament.  I don’t know what she’s thinking, but she isn’t going to be an easy win.”  Rin says.
Now that is one scary thought.  Beating Sor isn’t going to be easy.  Losing to Sor and becoming her slave would be scarier than walking into the gates of hell.  Even so, I don’t think I will lose even to Sor.  Not if I can take power from Elucia again, anyway.  Will she let me though?  Also how did Sor recover from the after effects of the curse?
“Beating Sor isn’t going to be easy, but I can do it.”  I say but my voice is unconvincing.
“Can or will?”  Rin asks and she has me there.  I can’t say for certain that it is will.
“Can.”  I admit.
“Why risk your freedom by fighting her?”  Rin asks me and I wince.
“I’ll have to think carefully about it.”
“Make sure you do.”  Rin tells me seriously.
“Thank you for warning me.”  I say and Rin blushes for a moment before turning serious again.
“There’s more.  We made a deal with Hinata whilst you were gone.  The land to the east of the river is yours just like we agreed with Reika, but you also now own a swamp to the north.  It should be useful for training and ingredients for alchemy.  In return we need Dairon to renew the land every few years and protect the Hoshi people.  Jenny and Jimmy are staying with Hinata to do that and the club is helping out when needed.”
“How is Hinata?”  I ask.
“I don’t know.  I assume she’s fine since Jenny hasn’t said anything.”  Rin says with a shrug.  Then she looks at me seriously again and I realise there is more.  “We’ve had a student from 2D and from 3B ask to join the club.  Without you here we couldn’t accept them officially, but we have been training with them.  You’ll need to meet them soon and decide whether to accept them into the club.  I think it would be foolish to refuse them and they get on well with everyone so doing so would upset the rest of the club too.  Sorry, but I didn’t see any reason to refuse them.”
“Fine, if you think we should accept them then we will.  Could you write the contracts?”
“I already have.”  Rin says with a smile and points at two pieces of paper on the bedside table.  Hermes is closest and gets up to get them before I can move.  She hands me the contracts and I quickly read them.  They are not only written but signed by the two girls.
“I’m not going to regret accepting them, am I?”  I ask Rin.
“I don’t think so but if you want to meet them first you can.”  Rin tells me sounding a bit nervous.  Her aura is even more nervous than her appearance.
“What aren’t you telling me?”  I ask her suspicious now.  Rin sighs.
“I should have known you’d realise.  Fine…  Asuna, you tell him.”
“Why me?!”  Asuna complains.
“Oh, I’ll tell him.”  Hermes says and I turn to face her.  Her aura shows amused frustration that is matched by her expression.  “They’re just being silly.  There’s a stupid rumour that one of the girls in 3B isn’t human, but even if that is true, I can’t believe Juliet is anything other than human.  Just because her last name is Phoenix doesn’t mean she is a phoenix.”
“What’s a phoenix?”  I ask.
“They’re supposed to be a type of firebird that turns to ash when it dies and is then reborn from the ash.  They don’t exist though, which is the other reason she couldn’t be one.”  Hermes tells me.
“Are they supposed to be able to take human form or masters of illusion?”  I ask.
“No.  They can only use basic fire magic other than the resurrection thing.”  Hermes tells me, shaking her head in amusement.
“Was there anything else you were hiding?”  I ask Rin.
“No.”  Rin mumbles.
“Well I’m not going to hold some silly rumour against her.”  I say and sign the contracts.  Juliet Phoenix and Misty Styx are our two new recruits and I look forward to meeting them.  I also look forward to seeing everyone from the club again.
 



Chapter 19 (Peter)
I wake again but this time in my own bed.  Rin and Asuna are sleeping in the big bed and Hermes is in her own bed too.  Rin will be getting her own room again later today.  After so long without enough sleep I feel truly invigorated to have slept for a day and a night now.
I get up and wash myself with water magic.  Nobody else is up yet and I don’t want to wake them, so I port outside our class.  I don’t know where I will be sitting yet but I suppose I can sit at the back until someone else arrives.  I just sit at the first seat in the back row and wait.  There are three rows of ten desks and an empty area between the front row and what must be the teacher’s desk.  To my surprise Ash is the first to arrive and she seems shocked to see me here.  I also notice tear stains under her eyes.
“Is this your seat?”  I ask.
“No.  Ling sat there.”  Ash tells me and sits in the next seat.
“Is it ok for me to sit here?”  I ask.
“Yes, it’s fine.  The only other free seats are in the first row.  If you’d rather sit there then Zasty, Tora and Laura sit in those three seats and the rest are free.  You might not want to take those first two though, because that’s where Sor and Emi used to sit.”
“They’re back today so I wouldn’t want to take their seats.  Anyway, here’s fine if you don’t mind.”
“They’re back...”  Ash says sounding scared but then sighs.  “I don’t mind.  Sit where you want.”
“Thank you.”  I say but as I say it someone else walks through the door.
I recognise her as one of the girls that was in Ash’s room yesterday.  She just pretends to ignore us.  She seems very uncomfortable as she sits next to Ash.  Ash is also clearly very uncomfortable.  The girl takes out a notebook and I see her name on the front.  Gabriel Ilford.  The silence is very uncomfortable.
“Good morning, Peter.”  Emma says as she ports directly into the chair in front of me.
“Good morning, Emma.”  I say with a smile.  Then Yu Kii ports into the classroom.  I blink.  Yu Kii never ports when she doesn’t need to and since there is still plenty of time before lessons, she didn’t need to.  She may not have ported directly into her chair like Emma did, but even to port near the door like she just did seems really strange.
“Good morning, Peter.”  Yu Kii says sounding a little tired.
“Good morning, Yu Kii.  Are you feeling well?”  I ask.
“Yes, why?”  She asks confused.
“You don’t normally port to class like that.”
“Oh, Professor Schwarz insists that I port to and from class every day for the extra practise.  As if I didn’t get enough already…”  Yu Kii says sounding depressed.
“You are getting better though.”  Emma tells her.
“I’d better be improving, with all the time Professor Schwarz is spending with me.  Especially since it is just me now you don’t have to do the extra lessons anymore.”  Yu Kii complains.  So Professor Schwarz is helping her out with dimensional magic, or at least with porting.  That is good, even if Yu Kii doesn’t like it.
“Well, give it your best.”  I encourage her.
“That’s easy for you to say.”  Yu Kii tells me and then shaking her head she sits next to Emma.  Then Rin, Hermes and Asuna port into the classroom.
“Leaving without telling us…”  Rin complains at me.
“You were asleep.  I didn’t want to wake you.”
“Well I’m glad you’re here.”  Rin says and sits next to Yu Kii looking annoyed.  Hermes grins sheepishly and sits next to Rin.  Lastly Asuna sits next to Hermes and then looks back at me.
“Good morning, Peter.”  Asuna says with a gentle smile.
“Good morning Asuna, Rin and Hermes.”  I say back.  Rin glares at Asuna and then looks at me.
“Good morning… Peter.”  Rin tells me in a weirdly sweet voice.  Actually she sounds kind of scary.  I think the army of elves was less scary.
“Good morning, Peter.”  Hermes says with a smile, but only after an annoyed look at Asuna.  Then other girls start porting in and the classroom quickly fills.  I recognise the next few people along on our row as being girls who were in Ash’s room yesterday and none of them seem very comfortable.
When the classroom is full the teacher ports in.  Professor Schwarz is very thin and a typical Contractian, except that she is about seven foot tall.  She is wearing plain white mage robes with a black hood, though the hood is down.
“Peter, I am glad to see you are back.”  She tells me, though she doesn’t look happy.  She isn’t really showing any emotions, even in her aura.  “The head wants to see you, so report to her office at once.”
This will be my first time seeing her since I lost my left arm.  I don’t have a choice though, and I doubt she’ll risk the queen’s anger by doing anything stupid.  I hope not anyway.
“Ok.”  I say and stand.  Then I port outside the head’s office.  I knock on the door and wait nervously.
“Come in.”  Says an unfamiliar voice and the door swings open.  Inside the office is the same desk and chair I remember but sitting on the chair is not the same woman I remember meeting here on my first day and later fighting.  The woman sitting at that desk now is a young woman with pale skin, short blonde hair and blue eyes.  Not only is her appearance that of a typical Contractian but she has a friendly smile on her face and is wearing pale blue mage robes.  She doesn’t seem threatening in the least.
“Professor Schwarz told me you wanted to see me.”  I tell her as I enter her room. 
“Yes.  The queen needs to see you, but before I take you to her I need to know whether you will be taking part in the final round of the tournament.  It would normally be far too late to enter it now, but under the circumstances I wouldn’t dream of excluding you if you wish to enter.  I need to know now though, so I can announce it at the same time as Sor’s entry.”
“Yes.  I would like to enter.”  I say a little apprehensively.  Rin will kill me, but I don’t want to drop out now.  I’ll just have to figure out a way to beat Sor.  Hopefully that will be the last match.
“That’s good.  Your matches were always interesting.”
“By the way, what happened to the previous head?”  I ask curiously.
“She’s serving in the military now.  I hear she has a good record so far.  Now I’d best take you to the palace.  We can’t keep the queen waiting.”  She says and gets up.  Then she ports us even though I am still on the other side of the desk.  We are now in a waiting room with two guards by the door.  “We’re here to see the queen.  She’s expecting us.”
“We know.  Go through.”  The guard to the right of the door says.  The head leads me into the throne room on the other side of the door and then towards the throne.  Queen Emily is sitting on the throne and seems happy to see us.
Despite her young appearance Queen Emily does look regal sitting up there in fine blue robes that match her blue eyes and contrast her fiery red hair and pale skin.  Her aura is completely hidden, so her skill as a mage must have improved considerably since the first time I met her.  Back then she couldn’t even port.  The head kneels once we are fairly close to the throne and I kneel to her left.
“You can both get up.”  Queen Emily says cheerfully.  She waits whilst we stand before continuing.  “It’s not like I’m actually there.  I can’t leave Portalis at the moment and there’s no point you coming all this way.  So I hear that you beat David Ishki.  What happened after that?”
“We ended up in a dwarven city.  We worked hard so we could return.  I even got my arm replaced.”  I say and hold it up.  The queen obviously didn’t realise before, because her eyes now go wide.  “We also helped the dwarves fight off an enemy army.  The enemy were routed and many of their elves were captured.  Their leader was also killed, though the dwarven king was killed too.  In the end we managed to return to Contractia through a portal.”
“Very impressive.  I can’t wait to send you on your next mission.”  The queen tells me and I wince.  “Don’t worry though, it will be after you graduate.”
“Thank you your majesty.”  I say very relieved.
“Might we be able to convince the dwarves to aid us?”
“No.  I don’t think so.”  I answer honestly.  Even if we could I’m not sure I’d want to drag them into this war again.  If their army left Nirvali their civilians would be in serious danger again.
“That will however be sooner than you expect.  When the school year finishes I will be having every mage student in Contractia graduate and join the military.  You will be no exception.”  Queen Emily tells me and I gulp in shock.  “When that happens we will drive the enemy back.”
“With inexperienced mages?”  I ask and pray she will forgive my questioning her, but it just seems too insane to ignore.
“Even a student who has only completed one year will be of use.  Mostly the inexperienced mages will handle lighter duties, freeing up more experienced mages to fight the enemy.  It will also free up our teachers who include some of our best mages.  You can’t teach something you aren’t good at.”  Queen Emily tells me.  Then she looks at me questioningly.  “So I trust you will be forming your independent company when you graduate?”
“Yes.”  I say with a hopefully confident looking nod.  I am actually really worried.  This should make it easier because we can use the Year 3 students, but I do worry about our younger members.  I will just have to ensure everyone is ready.  Perhaps that is why she is telling me now rather than waiting until it happens.  “Not all of the students have the same skills though, so there are limits to what we will be able to do.  Especially since many will have only one year at the academy.”
“I understand, but I will still be counting on your company when the time comes.”  Queen Emily tells me.  “Also you have my permission to form the company, so that is one thing you don’t need to worry about.”
“Thank you, your majesty.”  I answer.  She is right, but there are still plenty of things to worry about.
“You cannot tell anyone of my plans.  Undoubtedly the enemy already know, because our teachers have all been informed so they can prepare our students as best they can without the full three years.”
“I thought Portalis could withstand the enemy.  Why the rush?”  I ask.
“I can’t answer that, but I have my reasons.”  Queen Emily says not meeting my eyes.  I can’t see her aura so I can only judge by her expression and her voice, but that is plenty to tell me she is worried.  I just hope she isn’t hiding something that will put us in even greater danger.  “I had you meet with me so I could warn you that you have only one year left to prepare to join the war again.  You may now return to the academy.  Goodbye and good luck.”
“Thank you.  Goodbye and good luck to you too.”  I say and bow deeply.  The queen disappears without saying anything to the head.
“We should return.”  The head says and ports us back to her office.  “All this talk of dwarves and elves really is nostalgic.  It has been a very long time since I last saw a dwarf or an elf.  A very long time indeed.  Now go back to your lessons and remember not to say too much.”
“Thank you.”  I say and then port back to the classroom.
“… and make sure not to spill any.  If you get the floor wet you’ll be staying for extra lessons in your lunch break.”  Professor Schwarz says and everyone stands.  I am of course already standing.  “Ash, you will work with Peter, so tell him what he needs to know.”
“Yes, Professor Schwarz.”  Ash answers.
“You may begin.”  Professor Schwarz tells us and everyone else summons clay, which they start forming into a large jar or pot.  I look to Ash for instructions.
“Basically we have to summon water and move it just using wind magic.”  Ash tells me.
“So why is everyone making clay pots?”  I ask surprised.
“We’re not allowed to use water magic to control the water, so we need to summon it into something and then pick it up with wind magic.  We’re also not allowed to get the floor wet.”
“Couldn’t we just summon it straight into the wind, rather than putting it into something else?”  I ask.
“That would be really difficult.”  Ash says dubiously.
“You just do this.”  I say and summon wind to form a container of sorts and then summon water within it.  Ash just stares wide eyed.  “So what next?”
“You need to move it like that into the large pot beside the teacher’s desk.”  Ash tells me.  I close my eyes and sense past the other students to the pot.  I then lift the wind and water up above the other students and then lower it carefully into the pot before releasing the wind magic.
“And then?”  I ask.
“That’s all.”  Ash says a little stunned.
“How many times are we meant to do it?”
“Just the once.”  Ash says shaking her head.
“Ok, well, your turn then.”
“Yes.  I’d better get started.”  Ash says and quickly forms a smooth bowl out of clay.  It is very professional and could easily be used to eat from.  She then summons water to almost fill the bowl.
“You may want to use less water.  If you put a layer of wind in that bowl some of the water is sure to spill.”  I warn Ash.
“I’ll make the bowl bigger then, because it needs to be at least this much water.”  Ash says and the edges of bowl slowly extend until it is about twice the size.  The bowl still looks just as professional, only bigger.  I doubt I could have made a bowl that looked as good, let alone extended it and kept the appearance intact.  “Now for the hard part.”
“Couldn’t you just use wind magic to lift the whole bowl?”  I suggest.
“No.  We’re only allowed to use wind magic to lift the water itself.  Moving the bowl isn’t allowed.”
“Oh, ok.  I suppose that makes sense.”
“Peter, should you really be helping me?  We are competing against each other in the tournament.”
“If we fight each other I’m not holding anything back, but whilst we’re working together we should help each other.  I doubt anything we learn between now and our fight is going to make much difference.”  I answer her honestly.
“So I’m not a threat whatever I learn?”  Ash asks quietly and shrugs her shoulders.  “I suppose that’s true.”
“I don’t intend to lose to anyone, but I didn’t mean to be rude.  I don’t know how strong you are, but we’ve both spent years learning magic.  What difference is a week or two going to make?”
“Not much, but…”  Ash says and then shakes her head.  “It doesn’t matter.  I may as well try moving this water.”
Ash summons wind and tries to lift the water but just ends up swirling it around within the bowl.  It is fortunate she did make the bowl bigger, because it would have gone everywhere if the bowl was still the original size.  Ash seems seriously depressed and obviously not just because of the lesson.  Given that just yesterday she did ask to be killed it is quite understandable.
“You need to calm your thoughts.  Start by emptying your mind and then slowly form the wind in a ring just above the bowl.  Then you slowly thin but strengthen it and finally you lower it into the same shape as the bowl.”  I tell Ash.  It is how I would do it anyway, if the water was in a bowl like this.
“Ok, I’ll try.”  Ash says but she sounds full of doubt.  She closes her eyes and for a while just sits there like that.  Then she forms the wind in a ring above the bowl just like I told her to.  The wind strengthens quickly.  Too quickly and then disappears.  She at least realised it was wrong and cancelled the magic before anything could go too badly wrong.
Ash opens her eyes, takes a deep breath and closes them again.  Again the wind forms and this time it slowly strengthens, though it isn’t getting any thinner.  The bowl starts to shake and Ash stops the wind again.  Then she summons the wind again and this time it does thin, but it doesn’t strengthen.  Eventually it disappears altogether.
“This is hard.”  Ash says shaking her head in frustration.
“Good.”  Gabriel says with a glare.  Ash winces but doesn’t reply.  I can’t blame Gabriel for being angry but it still seems wrong to let her lash out at Ash.
“So how is yours coming along?”  I ask Gabriel, already knowing the answer.  She just glares back at me.
Ash hides it well, but I sense her aura improve a little.  She closes her eyes again and summons the wind once more.  This time it both thins and strengthens.  Then Ash slowly lowers it into the bowl.  It is still not quite as thin as I would have made it so disturbs the water, but there is enough spare room in the bowl that none spills.
Once the wind has formed a perfect skin with the water inside, Ash slowly lifts it up into the air above the bowl.  Then she stands and walks slowly past my chair, moving the water along the desk as she does so.  We are at the end so she doesn’t have as far to go.  Once Ash is past the end of my desk she moves the water in front of her and easily walks to the front.
I can’t see past the other students so I close my eyes and use my senses.  She gets past Sor and Emi who are sitting in front of Emma and Yu Kii at the end of the front row of desks.  The next desk is empty but other students are approaching the large pot now, so the area around it is busy.  Ash waits patiently as another student empties her water into the large pot successfully.
It is clearly Ash’s turn next so Ash approaches the pot and moves the water towards it.  As she does so the student who has just put her water in the pot sticks a foot out to trip Ash.  Ash steadies herself without falling, but her water drops to the floor as she loses her concentration.
“Ash, stay behind after class.”  Professor Schwarz sighs.  It seems she was focusing purely on the water.
“Yes, Professor Schwarz.”  Ash says without protest.
“You were so close though.  Try not to lose your focus, I am sure your second attempt will be successful.”
“Thank you.”  Ash nods.
“I heard how you freed your slaves yesterday.  I’m glad you did, because they are all good students.  It was your right to keep them though, so it was a very kind thing to do.”  Professor Schwarz says and Ash hesitates before nodding.
“Peter.”  Emma says and I lose my focus on the conversation.
“Yes, Emma.”
“We’re both having trouble, any chance you could help us?”  Emma asks and Yu Kii nods, clearly embarrassed.
“Yeah, sure.”  I say a bit annoyed at the distraction.  I’m worried about Ash.  She is clearly upset.
“Is something wrong?”  Emma asks.
“No.”  I say, suppressing a sigh.  Then I give them the same instructions that I gave to Ash.  Rin, Asuna and Hermes all listen in and even Gabriel and the girl sitting next to her seem to be listening.  Emma manages on her first attempt, but she is probably the best air mage out of my friends from this class.
Ash returns to her desk and tries again but she is too upset to clear her mind properly.  I don’t think she is going to manage this today.  Gabriel seems pleased but avoids mocking Ash, because her own attempts are still failing just as badly.  I don’t know what to say to Ash, so I end up not saying anything at all.
Yu Kii, Asuna, Rin and Hermes have soon completed the task having followed my advice and are sitting there chatting.  I don’t join in because I am still worried about Ash.  I am so distracted I only notice Sor as she taps me on the shoulder.  Yu Kii who happened to be looking in the general direction gasps.
“Rude girl.”  Sor says with a scowl at Yu Kii.  Then Sor glares at me.  “Are you not competing?”
“In the tournament?”
“Of course in the pointless bloody tournament.”  Sor says with a voice as cold as ice.  In fact her aura chills me to the bone.
“If it’s pointless why…?”  I start to ask but her aura changes from a glacial fury to a fiery rage.  “Yes, I’m competing.”
“Good, because I’m going to beat you and free you.  That way I’m no longer in your debt.  You’d better give it your best though, and if you lose before fighting me I’ll port you straight to hell.”  Sor says and I’m not so sure it’s an exaggeration.
“I don’t plan to lose.”  I tell her honestly.
“Then why are you helping your enemy?  Ash is a demon summoner, so she’s dangerous.  I would beat her, but I’m not so sure you will if you keep helping her like this.  Also you will be the one fighting her in the next match.”
“I’m not going to lose to Ash or to you.”  I tell Sor, who glares at me before turning and walking away without another word.
“What debt?”  Rin asks curiously.
“I removed a curse from her.  Well, Dairon did actually, but I was the one who agreed to have him do so.  Lucy was all up for having me marry Sor, or...”
“Marry!”  Rin exclaims loudly and everyone in the class is staring at her.
“Who is marrying who?”  The girl beside Gabriel asks.
“Sor is marrying Peter.”  Gabriel says loudly, throwing oil into a fire.  Then Sor is standing behind Gabriel with both hands on Gabriel’s shoulders.
“Do you want to die?”  Sor asks Gabriel sounding deadly serious.  “And which hell would you prefer?”
Gabriel pales, obviously not having considered that not only the rest of the class, but that Sor would also hear her comment.  Gabriel can’t work up the words to answer.
“Sor…”  Professor Schwarz says loudly with a very strong warning edge to her voice.
“Don’t worry.  I wouldn’t really port her to hell.  Probably not anyway…”  Sor says with false cheer in her voice.
“Make sure you don’t!”  Professor Schwarz shouts.  Then she looks at Gabriel.  “And stop spreading stupid rumours, before you get yourself killed.”
“Yes, Professor!”  Gabriel says rather enthusiastically.
“And how is your work coming along?”
“Ummm…”  Gabriel mutters.
“Then focus on your work!”
 



Chapter 20 (Peter)
The lesson ends and as I expected Ash hasn’t even come close to completing it.  I understand all too well why some of her classmates hate her.  If I’d been her slave I probably would too.  It is easy to look in from the outside and say that it wasn’t her fault, but when you are the victim it is much harder.  To her victims she is just like the guards at the arena were to me when I was a slave.
“Do you want to eat with us?”  I ask but she shakes her head and ports away.
“That was rude.”  Rin says sounding annoyed.
“Don’t worry about it.  I didn’t think she would, but I thought I’d offer.  With Ling gone and everything that has happened I doubt she has any friends.”
“She could still have said ‘no thank you’.”  Rin says with a frown.
“And why do you think she doesn’t have any friends?”  Gabriel asks me with a glare.
“I know, but you chose to enter the tournament knowing the risk.  You are very lucky to have been freed.  You could have lived your whole life as a slave and you would have had no right to complain.”  I tell her.
“Do you know what it is like to have your vision and hearing stolen and be forced to stand against a wall in a line for days on end?  To eat only every other day, or to have your breath stolen from you?”
“I’ve lived through worse.”  I tell her coldly but as I continue to talk I get emotional.  “Food every other day would have been a treat, and there were times I wanted to lose my vision and hearing.  That way I wouldn’t have heard the screams or seen…  And…”
My voice breaks and I port back to my room.  Tears pour from my eyes as I remember the darker days of my life as a slave.  I recall scenes that I had buried deeply under less painful memories.  Even as a slave I had forced myself to forget.  To forget being tortured for what seemed like all eternity.  To forget what I had been forced to do.  To forget the blood on my hands.  How could I forget any of that though, and why did Gabriel’s words bring back those memories?
“Peter?”  Rin asks.  I blink and look up.  She is standing there looking confused, but with a determined expression.
“Rin…”  Is all I can manage to say.
“I want to help.  I don’t know how.  What can I do?”
“Are these memories real?”  I ask, even knowing there is no possible way she can answer.
“Memories of your life as a slave, before you came here?”  Rin asks.
“Yes.”
“Why do you think they’re not real?”
“I don’t know how I could forget them.”  I answer honestly.  “He was my only friend, and I killed him.  How could you forget killing your only friend?  How could you forget killing anyone?  I killed so many people over the centuries, but he was still my best friend.”
“The centuries?”  Rin asks in shock.
“Lucy said this might happen.”  A small voice squeaks from above us.  I recognise it instantly, though she seems to be invisible at the moment.
“Sakura?”
“Lucy was worried about you, so she had me come here and follow you.”  Sakura tells me without removing her invisibility.
“Who is Sakura?”  Rin asks in shock.
“A fairy.”  I answer.
“I am Legate of the First Legion.”  Sakura says proudly.
“How, why?”  Rin asks in complete confusion.
“I obey King Dairon.”  Sakura explains and Rin’s mouth falls wide open.  “More importantly though, those memories aren’t yours.”
“They’re not?”  I ask in surprise.
“No, not exactly.”
“What do you mean?  Then whose are they?”  Rin asks, but I have a bad feeling.
“Is it ok to talk in front of the girl?”  Sakura asks me.
“Yes.”  I answer and Rin just about manages to restrain herself from lashing out at Sakura.
“When you took too much power from Elucia it disrupted the balance of your souls.  It will take a while for the effects to completely die down.  Until then you may experience memories from both of your souls and may even be fed false memories.  They will seem real to you, but after a few minutes they should fade.  If they are close to your own memories they may get mixed together too.”
“Both Peter’s souls?”  Rin asks in confusion.  “Not that I believe in souls, but wouldn’t you normally only have one?”
“Doesn’t believe in souls.”  Sakura laughs.
“Don’t laugh at me you little pixie.”  Rin mutters.
“I’m a fairy legate, not a little pixie.”  Sakura snarls.  Rin and Sakura sound like they will get on well.  Almost as well as water and fire.
“You’re right though.  The memories have already faded.”  I tell Sakura.
“Of course I’m right.  I’m a fairy legate, so I’m always right.  Anyone who wants to disagree with me can tell me from wherever I choose to send them.  Perhaps hell, like that girl suggested.  Oh, and she was right about not helping your enemies.”
“Ash isn’t really my enemy.  I’ll fight and beat her.  Then we can be friends.”
“So you’re not planning on keeping her as a slave?”  Sakura asks.
“I may have to, but we can still be friends.”
“You can’t be true friends with someone who has to obey you.”  Sakura warns me.  “It’s lonely at the top, but the view is worth it.”
“I don’t want Ash to be a slave, but if I release her I think she may try to kill herself again.”
“There’s nothing wrong with having her as your slave, but don’t fool yourself into think of her as a friend.”  Sakura says with a shrug.
“Why do you want to help Ash so much?”  Rin asks me suspiciously.
“Why not?  She was used by Ling and her whole life was nothing more than a lie.  Her parents were brutally murdered and she was forced to forget about it until now.  Now everything has returned to her, and she also has to live with everything she was tricked into doing.  If that’s not enough to make you suicidal… or to make someone take pity on you…”  I say shaking my head.
“So are those memories of yours gone completely?”  Rin asks me awkwardly.
“No, but it feels like there is a fog between me and them.  I can still feel them, but not clearly.”
“If they come out like that in the arena it could be a problem.”  Rin says sounding worried.
“Don’t worry.  If that happens I’ll just supress them.”  I tell her calmly.  I feel very calm now, though more than a little hungry.  “Let’s get something to eat.  I’m starving.”
“Are you sure you’re ok?”  Rin asks clearly still worried.
“Yes, I’m fine now.”
“Ok, well let’s get something to eat.  Do pixies eat too?”
“I’m not a bloody pixie!  I’m a fairy!”  Sakura screams from just beside my ear.  I wince.
“Fine, do fairies eat?”  Rin asks.
“Of course we eat, but I promised King Dairon that I would protect Peter, so food can come later.”
“Protect…?  More importantly though, what’s with the whole ‘King’ Dairon?”  Rin asks.
“He’s king of the elves so of course I call him King Dairon.”  Sakura says proudly.
“He’s king of the elves?!  Did you know that Peter?  You don’t seem surprised.”
“We found out in Nirvali.”
“You could have mentioned it last night.”
“I forgot.”  I say with a shrug.
“Anything else you forgot?”  Rin asks shaking her head in disbelief.
“Probably, but I hope not.”  I answer.
“I hope not too.”  Rin says with a sigh.  “Anyway, let’s get something to eat.  I’m sure the whole club will be eager to talk to you at lunch, so we’d best get over there so you have time to eat too.”
“Let’s eat first.  I really am hungry.”
“I could port over there and pick something up for you.  That way you don’t have to worry about talking to anyone.”  Rin suggests.
“Sure.”  I answer.
“So what do you want?”
“Something that isn’t going to break my teeth and is already dead.  No bugs though, even if they are dead.”  I answer.
“What have you been eating?”  Rin says with a laugh.  “That request doesn’t really rule anything out that you’ll find in the lunch room.  I’ll bring back your usual soup unless you have any other suggestions.”
“No my usual soup sounds lovely.”  I answer.  “Not that I can remember what it tastes like.”
“You’ll remember when you start eating.”  Rin smiles.
“I hope so.”
“I’ll be right back.  Well the queue will probably be bad by now, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.”  Rin tells me and ports away.
“How much does she know?”  Sakura asks.
“I didn’t want to worry her, so not much about what happened in Nirvali, or about my souls.”
“You could have said it wasn’t ok to talk.”  Sakura says with a sigh.
“I couldn’t do that in front of Rin.  Try not to reveal too much to her though.  You can trust her completely, but I don’t want to worry her about something she can’t change.”
“It would be easier for you if you could talk to at least one person about it, and someone who is your equal and not your slave or your follower.  Well as equal as they can be.”  Sakura warns me.
“That would probably be Lucy then.  She’s at least my equal and I don’t need to worry so much about worrying her.”
“Perhaps you have some sense after all.” Sakura laughs.  “I’d say she and Dairon are both more than your equal, though Dairon has to serve you for now, so Lucy is a very good choice.”
“How is she doing?”  I ask.
“She’ll be fine with rest.”  Sakura says.  I can’t see her aura, but her voice reveals a hint of worry.
“I’ll visit her after lessons.”  I say, now worried.
“You’ll just be a bother.”  Sakura says and now I’m really worried.
“Perhaps I should go now.”
“Don’t you think that would worry Rin?  Coming back and finding you gone?”
“Well, after lunch.”
“At least wait until after your lessons.”  Sakura says with a sigh.
“Fine, but after lessons I’m going to see Lucy.”  I tell her firmly.
“Dairon said you could read auras, but can you see mine even whilst I’m hidden?”  Sakura asks.
“No.”  I admit, seeing no reason to hide it.  Sakura drops her invisibility and appears in front of my face.  She’s cute, though a little weird when seen so close up.
“Lucy will be back at the academy with you in a few days.  It would be better for her if you didn’t go to visit her.  There’s nothing seriously wrong, but she overused her magic when she opened the portal here.  When you got pulled out of the portal’s corridor it extended her power even more.  So she needs rest and you will disturb her rest.”  Sakura tells me seriously and from her aura I can tell she is being completely honest.
“Ok.  I’ll wait until Lucy returns to the academy.  How did I get pulled out of this corridor, anyway?”
“That was most peculiar.  A demon summoning appeared to intersect with the portal corridor and you got caught up as a demon was summoned, but the odds of such an event are as close to zero that they may as well be zero.    The odds of a demon summoning intersecting with a portal corridor and then a demon crossing the corridor at exactly the same moment and point as you is like imbuing a grain of sand with lifesaving magic and dropping it in the desert.  Then a hundred years later, when you need that magic to save your life, just happening to find that grain of sand in a completely different desert when you pick a random grain of sand out of your eye.”
“So I got ridiculously unlucky?”
“Or lucky, depending how you look at it.  If you hadn’t been pulled along by the demon, who knows how it would have turned out here.”
“How what would have turned out?”  Rin asks having ported in just in front of me and caught Sakura’s last few words.  Rin is carrying a tray with four dishes and one large plate filled with bread rolls.
“The demons.”  Sakura says as she becomes invisible.
“How comes she doesn’t mind you seeing her, but goes invisible the moment I come back?”  Rin asks, clearly annoyed.
“Sakura only became visible so I could tell she wasn’t lying.”  I explain.
“So what did she need to convince you of?”  Rin asks suspiciously.
“That Lucy is ok.  Now let’s get that tray on the table before you drop anything.  Are the other dishes for Asuna and Hermes?”
“Yes, they’ll be here in a…  Well, now actually.”  Rin says as Hermes and Asuna have just ported in on the other side of the table.  Rin places the tray on the table and puts the dishes in place.  Two on the other side and then two on our side.  “Well, sit down everyone.”
“Did Yu Kii, Emma and Charlotte not want to join us?”  I ask, as they had been eating with us before I left the academy.
“Yu Kii always eats with her sister back in her room.  With training and lessons poor Haru Kii is on her own most of the time.  Emma and Charlotte didn’t want to intrude.  Now start eating before the food gets cold.”  Rin tells me.
“Ok.”  I say and take a spoonful.  It is delicious.  I smile.  “It tastes lovely.  I can taste the meat and the vegetables, and they don’t try to eat my tongue or break my teeth.”
“What have you been eating?”  Rin asks with a laugh.  It is the second time she has asked but I don’t want to put anyone off their food.
“Ask me when we’re not eating.”  I tell her and she laughs.
“I will do.”  Rin says and then we eat in silence.  I’m so hungry that I appreciate the chance to eat peacefully like this.  We can talk afterwards.
I take a roll and dip it into my soul.  It tastes even nicer like this.  Did I really eat like this every day?  More importantly am I going to eat like this every day again?  Well, for the rest of this academy year anyway.
“I think you may have taken a few too many rolls.”  I say as we finish our soup and there are about ten rolls still on the plate.
“They’ll keep, and it’s not like they were expensive.”  Rin says with a shrug.
“I’m glad to be back.”  I say contently.
“Hopefully you’ll stay back for the rest of our time at the academy.  That’s less than two years now, and then you can be sure we’ll be sent into the deepest, darkest depths of hell.”  Rin warns me.  Two years…
“I want everyone in our club ready to fight in the war by the end of this year.”  I tell her and Rin looks at me in shock.
“Why?”  Rin asks.  I’m not meant to tell anyone, but I didn’t sign a contract or anything.
“This stays in this room.  You can’t discuss this with anyone who isn’t here right now.”  I tell her and look to Asuna and Hermes as well.  “Consider it an order from the queen.”
“If I wasn’t worried before, I would be now.”  Rin says quietly.
“Do you agree to what I’ve asked you?”  I ask her.
“Yes, of course.”  Rin answers a bit annoyed now.
“And you?”  I ask both Hermes and Asuna, who both nod.  “Everyone at the academy, students and teachers, will be dragged into the war at the end of the year.  Not just this academy either.”
“They’re going to make children fight?  Even Year 3 girls?”  Rin asks angrily.
“The weaker students will probably be in supporting roles, but yes.”
“That’s insane.”  Rin snarls.
“I didn’t decide it.  It doesn’t sound like the war is going too well though.”  I tell her.
“Even so…”  Rin sighs.  “I suppose it isn’t your fault, but damn that stupid little queen.  If we had a better leader I’m sure the war would have gone better.”
“She’s responsible for a lot of good too.  She didn’t choose to be queen either.”  I remind Rin.  I don’t agree with the decision either, but I owe Queen Emily a lot.  Most importantly, my freedom.
“Well, there’s no point getting angry at you.  We should just do the best we can to prepare everyone.  Will you be recruiting the girls you beat in the tournament?”
“Yes.  We need all the help we can get and they entered the tournament knowing the risks.  I’m amazed so many students in the top class did enter considering the risk of slavery.”
“They only entered because they thought they would win.  Most have had some sort of dirty trick or previously hidden power.  Powers and tricks they didn’t use last year.  Of course the ones who didn’t seem to are the ones who got beaten before they had a chance to reveal whatever secret they were counting on.”  Rin warns me.
“How many were left now?  Including Sor and Ash.”
“Four.  Ash and Sor of course, but you’ll also need to fight Pippa and Sasha.”  Rin tells me.
“That’s not too bad.  The only one who really worries me is Sor.”
“Weren’t you listening just now?  They will have some sort of dirty trick or hidden power.  Pippa is powerful even without that, so she’ll be an especially dangerous opponent.”
“Ok, Rin, but I’m still more worried about Sor.  I’m just glad my first opponent is Ash.”
“She controls demons.  She’s not going to be easy.”
“She’s not going to be a problem.  I can deal with demons easily enough.”  I assure Rin.
“Well don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  Rin tells me.
“We should eat here more often.  It’s private for conversations and more comfortable too.”  I quickly change the subject.
“The rest of the club will be disappointed.  You got back yesterday and they still haven’t seen you.”  Rin reminds me.
“I’ll see them after classes.  Perhaps we should invite them here to celebrate after the next fights.  It must be cold outside.”  I suggest.
“I know it’s big in here, but you’d still only get ten people on this table.  There’s enough room to add a couple more tables like this, but do you really want to have everyone from the club in your bedroom?”
“I don’t see an issue with it.”
“Well, I can think of one or two people who’d be delighted to celebrate in here.”  Rin says shaking her head.
“Well, it is a bit cold to eat outside now, isn’t it?”
“Yes, but we could always borrow a classroom since it is on our day off.  I bet Professor Schwarz would let us have 2A as long as we clear up afterwards.”  Rin suggests.
“Ok Rin.  You ask her.”
“I’ll get Yu Kii to ask, since she’s training with Professor Schwarz after class each day.”  Rin says and not being here of course, Yu Kii can’t protest.  Hermes and Asuna have both been very quiet so far.  They didn’t talk much last night either.
“Are you both ok?”  I ask them.
“Yes.”  They both quickly reply, but then go silent.  I am considering what else to ask when there is a knock on the door.  We all look at the door wondering who it could be.  I open the door with wind magic and see Midori standing there with her pale skin, short green hair and bright purple eyes that I haven’t seen for a long time now.
“I hope I’m not intruding, but I wanted to say, welcome back, Peter.”  Midori says with a nervous smile.
“Thank you, Midori.  Come in if you want.”
“Thanks!”  Midori says eagerly and as she enters takes a quick look round.  “I knew it was a bigger room than normal, but it’s really nice.  So how does it feel to be back?”
“It’s a relief.”  I admit.
“I’m glad you’re back.  You’re not going to be leaving the academy again are you?”
“Hopefully not until we graduate.”
“I wish I was in the same year as you.  I’ll have to wait a whole year to see you again.”  Midori sighs.  I can’t tell her the truth about that so I keep quiet.  “You have more muscles than when you left.  You must have been working hard.”
“He has?!”  Rin asks and then after a closer look she frowns.  “You have.”
“I was working hard.”  I nod remembering the trek through the forest and tunnels, followed by working at the main forge.  Much of that was magical, but there was a lot of physical work too.  I hadn’t really noticed a change though.  Midori is clearly more observant than I realised.
 



Chapter 21 (Peter)
Back in class I realise that the afternoon lesson is theory.  It doesn’t take long to realise how far I’ve fallen behind the rest of the class, because I have no idea what Professor Schwarz is talking about.
“Ash, what is a micro discrepancy?”  I whisper.
“When your magic is sufficiently aligned to the correct elements to cast the spell, but not sufficiently to optimise the use of mana.”
“So when you use more mana than you need to?”
“Yes.”  Ash nods.  Now I understand that, however Professor Schwarz has moved on to something different and I missed what she said.  I must be the worst student in the class at theory given that I missed most of Year 3 and have now missed even more lessons.
I’m going to need to beg Rin to help me catch up.  Or maybe Asuna and Hermes will be able to help.  I’ll ask Asuna first.  She’ll help me without asking for anything in return.  Hermes is good at theory too, but Asuna is probably better.
The lesson goes on and Ash answers my questions but even with her help I only understand about a quarter to half of the lesson.  When the lesson ends Ash ports away before anyone else has even stood up.
“Good luck.”  Rin tells Yu Kii and then looks at me.  “You’d better not be thinking of skipping training.  I’ll have a riot on my hands if you put off seeing the rest of the club any longer.  You got back yesterday and everyone must know by now.”
“Don’t worry.  I want to see everyone again.  So could you port me, because I’m not sure my memory is clear enough to port there?”
“Yu Kii will port you.”  Rin grins.  Yu Kii just sighs and holds out her right hand.  I take it with mine and she ports me.
The cold is the first thing I notice as it steals my breath.  After a moment I recover from the shock of the cold and take a deep breath.  When I breathe out my breath creates a sort of white fog.  It reminds me of a snowy scene buried deep in my memories.  As I try to remember where I saw it and try to bring the scene clearer into my memories it fades altogether.
“Peter!  I’m so glad you’re back.”  A familiar voice says and as I turn to face it I see not only Aventurine’s smiling face but also most of the club either porting in or turning to face me.  Aventurine’s emerald green eyes shine even brighter than normal in the fading light.  Her noble aura, her ever so pale skin and shoulder length red hair make her stand out as much as ever.
“I’m glad to be back.”  I answer her with a smile.  It is good to see her and everyone else again.  Then I am met with a chorus of ‘welcome back’ from the rest of the club.  I think almost everyone is here now.  “I’ll just be watching today to see how everyone has progressed whilst I was away, so everyone please continue as if I wasn’t here.”
“But we want to hear all about your adventures!”  Neko complains.
“There will be time on our day off after the next match.”
“But that’s a whole week away, nyyya…”
“We want to hear now.”  Aventurine nods insistently.
“Everyone will concentrate more on their training if you talk to them about this first.”  Lilian tells me and Rin nods.
“Ok, I guess I don’t have much choice.  I’m not shouting though, so everyone gather around.”  I sigh and once everyone is close enough I start to tell them what I can.  There are of course some parts of my story I can’t tell everyone but there is still plenty to keep them entertained.  As I talk to them about so much of what I have been through it starts to seem quite impressive that I not only managed to achieve what I did, but that I actually survived and returned home to tell the tale.  By the time I finish, most of the club are rather stunned to say the least.
“I look forward to talking more to everyone at the end of the week but for now we really do need to continue with your training.  Once the tournament is over I plan to take everyone on bounty hunts.”  I tell them and that brings a few cheerful, or in some cases nervous, smiles to their faces.
Then everyone breaks into pairs or in the case of Helski and the Lightwood twins a trio.  Without Jenny here anymore there are exactly fifteen pairs when Yu Kii finishes her dimensional training with Professor Schwarz, but whilst she is training there are an odd number of people.  Unless you count me, but I’m just watching today.  Rin explained last night that rather than having one person teach everyone an element, they are now at the stage where they can mostly just work together and help each other train.  If they have a problem they can of course still ask a more experienced student.
Most people work with another user of the same element for half of the training and then choose someone with a different element for the other half.  Today everyone is working with a different element first but sometimes it is the other way round.
Although we have so many wind users we still have just enough users of other elements to make this work.  To ensure everyone gets a chance to practise every element some of the wind users practise only wind magic in a training session.  Otherwise the members who don’t specialise in wind magic would always be working with wind users.  Of course the wind users rotate each day so nobody misses out on any element.
It is interesting to see how far everyone has come along.  It feels like I left the academy a lifetime ago, but in truth it really wasn’t that long ago.  The elves helped everyone train, but now they are helping Jenny protect the Hoshi lands, because she is facing increasingly powerful monsters.  I had hoped to see how they were settling into their new lives.  From what Rin told me they are very happy to be free of their former masters.  They may not be entirely free, but they are much freer now than they were.
Jenny is also very happy to have elven help. She has to hide the fact that they are elves, but Rin’s mother came up with a nice little solution.  The elves each have a necklace with a fairly powerful illusion cast on it.  They also wear woolly hats that cover their pointed ears in case anyone sees through the illusion.  They can’t cover all their silver tinted skin and or their eyes, which are not only a bit different to typical Contractians, but do have a sort of not human feel.  Hopefully though nobody would realise they were an elf without seeing their ears.
I approach Lilian, who is training with Yusa at the moment.  Yusa was always really bad at earth magic, but like everyone she seems to have improved a lot.  She still isn’t great, but she seems fairly competent now.  It can’t hurt to have a 1B student like Lilian who specialises in earth magic.
It is interesting to see Yusa who has bright red eyes standing next to Lilian who has a hint of red in the centre her blue eyes.  Lilian’s short white hair also contrasts nicely with Yusa’s long black hair.  Although they are in different years both are about the same height, because Yusa is a bit older than most of the students in our year.  They look good standing together like this.
“Lilian, after the training we need to talk.  It shouldn’t take long, but come to my room when you finish the lesson.”  I tell her.
“Ok.”  She says a little surprised.
“Good work by the way Yusa.  Your teacher must be impressed.”
“I got promoted to 3F.  The teacher even said she thinks I’ll make 3E at the next test.”  Yusa says with a smile.
“Did Helski get promoted too?”  I ask.
“Yes.”  Yusa says unenthusiastically.  It seems they still don’t get on too well.
“Well good luck Yusa and keep on working hard.  You too Lilian.”
“I don’t need you to tell me that.”  Lilian laughs.
“Neither do I.”  Yusa grins.
“Fine, I’ll mind my own business.”  I laugh with a smile.
I go back to watching the whole club, but it turns out I can’t just watch.  It would just be so much more interesting to get involved than just stand around watching.  What I’ve seen has been very impressive, but when it is time to swap I decide to choose a partner.  Yu Kii is still with Professor Schwarz.  I had expected Yu Kii to be back by now.
“Cherry, we’re going to work together.”  I tell Cherry before she can choose another partner.
“Ok, but go easy on me.”  Cherry replies with a nervous smile.
“Don’t worry.  I just want to see how much you’ve improved.  Besides, you’ve probably overtaken me by now if you’ve made as much progress as you did on earth magic.”
“I haven’t.  There’s no way I could overtake you.”
“Well, let’s see how much you have improved.  We’ll fly a little way from here so we don’t bother anyone.”
“Ok.”  Cherry nods and we both jump into the air and fly off into the forest for a few minutes.
“Here should do.  Now I’m going to dodge and you just need to hit me with lightning.  I’ll have a shield up so no need to hold back.”  I say landing beside a small stream.  The trees around us are dead as if a disease has torn the life from this part of the forest.
“I wasn’t planning to hold back, so you’d better have a shield up.  If I hit you though, do I get a reward?”  Cherry asks with a smile.
“Reward?”  I ask blankly.  I think about it a moment before asking.  “What sort of reward?”
“How about spending a day with me after you win the tournament?  Doing something fun of my choice.”  Cherry asks.  I don’t think she’s actually going to hit me, despite my words earlier, and I suppose there’s no harm in it.  If she does hit me we both lose a day of training or bounty hunting, but one day isn’t a big problem.
“Fine, but you have to hit me three times.”  I tell her and she grins.  I’m almost hit by her surprise attack, but I jump back up into the air just in time.  She toned down the attack to avoid hurting me, because I didn’t have my shield up.  If she had attacked full force I would have not only been hit, but probably killed as well.  It was a good choice to hold back with that attack even though I said not to.
“This is so much more fun than dodging Rin’s ice attacks.”  Cherry calls out as she jumps up into the air towards me.  So she’s been training with Rin.  She’s right though, it is fun dancing through the forest sky dodging her attacks.  It is probably even more fun launching those attacks as she dances through the sky with me.  The trees take a bit of damage but I chose this area of the forest because the trees are already dead.
We continue our little match as the stars and moons come out in the now otherwise pitch black of night.  I truly lose track of time and Cherry does too, because we only realise it is time to end our match when Rin calls to us.
“Peter, Cherry, everyone else has finished.  What are you two doing?”  Rin calls to us.
“Sorry, we got carried away with training.  We’ll finish now.  I’ll port back to you in a moment.”  I answer and dodge Cherry’s attack.  “Cherry, the match is over.”
“I want a rematch!”  Cherry complains with a smile.
“You can try again tomorrow.”  I tell her.
“I’ll definitely get you tomorrow.”  She grins.
“We’ll see.”  I say, but I really enjoyed our match so I am looking forward to tomorrow’s rematch.
“See you tomorrow.”  Cherry says and ports away before I can answer.  I port back to the training ground and find Rin waiting there on her own.
“Sorry Rin.”
“It doesn’t matter.  Did you have fun?”
“Yes, it was fun actually.”  I admit.
“So did Cherry manage to beat you at whatever you were doing?”  Rin asks sounding hopeful.
“No.  I won.”
“We’ll have to have a match at some point.  I was training with Cherry a lot whilst you were gone, so I’m confident I can hit you with my magic now.  I got Cherry plenty of times.”  Rin says a little too enthusiastically.
“Ok.”  I shiver, partly from the cold.
“Anyway, I need to go to my room now and get some sleep.  This will be my first night on my own since before I started sharing with Yu Kii.  Goodnight Peter.”
“Goodnight Rin.”  I say and she ports away.
Alone I am about to port away too, but then I look up at the stars.  They feel restless or perhaps even scared.  They don’t seem to notice me though.  Not even Hades is looking my way.  What is most odd though, is that they are looking up as if there is something higher in the sky that has caught their attention.  I don’t recall seeing them all looking up at the same time before.  Even seeing one or two of them looking up is rare.  I wonder what has caught their attention, but I can’t see or sense anything.
I port back to my room and find Hermes sitting on her bed in her pyjamas and Asuna in the same nightdress as last night is standing talking to Hermes.  Asuna is using the same light stone as last night, which is the only light in the room.  They both turn to face me as I port in.
“Hi Peter.”  Hermes says with a tired smile.
“Hi Hermes.  Hi Asuna.”
“How was your training?”  Asuna asks.
“It was fun.  You’ve both improved lots.  To be honest, the whole club has.  I heard that Yusa and Helski have both been promoted again too.”
“They’re not the only ones.”  Asuna tells me.  “Neko worked really hard to catch up to Aventurine’s class.  She got promoted to 3E in the last test so they’re back in the same class again.  Niji got promoted to 3D.  Gillian, Hannah, Harian and Ash all got promoted to 2C so they’re back in the same class as Felicity and Galico again.  Sherry was really annoyed when she just missed out on promotion to 3A though.”
“We may have two girls called Ash in the club soon.”  I say only now realising it.
“It’s a popular name among families attuned to the fire element.”
“There’s nobody in the Divine Flames called Ash, is there?”
“No.  Nobles tend to avoid common names.”  Asuna tells me.
“So are Asuna and Hinata unusual names?”  I ask.
“Yes.  We were named after our ancestors, but in modern Contractia they are very unusual names.”  Asuna nods.
“Well, I don’t know about either of you, but I’m tired.  Goodnight and sleep well, both of you.”
“Goodnight Peter.”  They both say and Asuna heads to her bed as Hermes slips under her covers.  I clean my clothes and myself, and then get into my own bed.
“Do you want the light on or off?”  Asuna asks tapping the stone on her necklace.
“I’m fine with it off, but what about both of you?”  I ask.
“Off.” Hermes replies instantly.  A moment later the light quickly fades.
I didn’t really realise how tired I was until I got into bed.  I knew I was tired but not quite how tired.  I worked harder in Nirvali, but everything seemed so new.  The theory lesson was stressful too.  So it doesn’t take long to get to sleep.
I wake on the floor.  I don’t know how I managed it, but I somehow slid off the bed without waking.  The floor is no worse really than in Nirvali but I had hoped never to sleep on a stone floor again.  Or at least not so soon.  I stand and shake my head in frustration and disbelief.  How could I have not woken after falling from my bed down onto this stone floor?
The room is dark but the ‘window’ is visible and the moon shines through clearly.  I don’t think we left the window visible, but Asuna or Hermes must have wanted to see outside and made it visible during the night.
Hermes is still fast asleep but I seem to have unintentionally woken Asuna.  She sits up in bed and rubs her eyes.  Her blue nightdress really is pretty and emphasises her body a lot.  I turn away a bit, embarrassed and not wanting to get caught staring again.
“Good morning Peter.”  Asuna says sounding sleepy still.
“Good morning Asuna.  I’m just going to port to class.”
“Isn’t it a bit early?”  Asuna asks sounding more awake now.  I check the dimensional timekeeper and realise she is right.  It is morning, but it is still a few hours until class.
“You’re right.  I’m going back to bed then.”
“Why were you up?  Did you need a drink?”  Asuna asks.
“I fell out of bed.”  I admit.  Asuna almost supresses her laughter, but whilst she manages to muffle it with her hand she can’t quite suppress or hide it completely.  “I’m glad it’s so funny.”
“I’m sorry, but after everything you managed to do, it just seems so strange to hear you say that you feel out of bed.”  Asuna says and I just sigh.  She has a point but for some reason it kind of hurts to hear her laughing at me.  I don’t see why it would hurt, but that doesn’t stop it hurting.
“Goodnight again.”  I say, not trying to hide my annoyance and get back into bed facing away from Asuna.
“Good night again.”  Asuna says but I don’t pay any attention to her words.  I try to get back to sleep, but it is much harder this time.
After a while I worry about the way I acted towards Asuna.  I was rude.  I should apologise.  In the morning.  She might be asleep now.  No, from her aura she isn’t, but it can wait.  In fact, why do I even need to apologise to her?  She was rude first.  But she didn’t mean to be.  But she was.  I spend forever with my thoughts going around in crazy circles until it really is time to get up and I feel much worse than I did when I woke on the floor.
“Good morning Peter.”  Asuna says sounding normal and wide awake.
“Good morning Peter.”  Hermes says sleepily.
“Good morning.”  I say to them both, whilst barely suppressing a yawn.  I turn to face them.  Asuna is already dressed but Hermes is still in bed and looks as tired as I feel.
“I’m going to port to class, but don’t take too long or you’ll both be late.”  Asuna tells us, whilst looking at Hermes.
“We’ll be there soon.”  I tell Asuna and this time I can’t suppress a yawn.  Asuna ports away as soon as I finish saying it.
“Did something happen?”  Hermes asks, now looking and sounding a bit more awake.
“Not really.  I just fell out of bed and Asuna thought it was funny.”  I say with a shrug.
“I don’t blame her!”  Hermes laughs, and unlike Asuna she doesn’t even try to hide her laughter.  Eventually her laughter dies down.  “Sorry, Peter, but you’re normally so perfect, that I can’t imagine it.  No wonder Asuna found it funny.”
“Anyway, I may have been a bit rude to her.”  I sigh.
“And now you’re worrying about it?”
“Yes.”  I admit with another sigh.
“So what did you say?”  Hermes asks.
“I just told her that I’m glad it’s so funny.  Then I said goodnight again.”
“And that’s it?”
“Yes.”
“So why are you worried?”
“…”
“I doubt Asuna was offended.”  Hermes tells me.
“But she acted like she was avoiding me just now.  She only looked at you when she told us to hurry up.”
“That’s because I’m always slow in the morning.  Talking about which, we’d better hurry up or we’re going to be late!”  Hermes tells me and jumps out of bed.  Then she looks at me awkwardly.  “Why don’t you go on ahead?”
“No, I want to go with you.”  I tell her, not wanting to see Asuna without Hermes there.
“Then please look away.”  Hermes asks me apologetically.  I turn bright red and look away.  After a minute or so Hermes calls out to me.  “You can look again.”
“Ok.”  I say and turn to face her.  She is of course in uniform.  I slept in mine so I just jump out of bed and freshen up with water magic.  “Ready?”
“Yes.”  Hermes nods.  I take her hand and port just outside the classroom door.
“Holding hands…”  Sor says tiredly from behind me.  I blush and let go of Hermes hand without really understanding why.  Turning, I see Emi is standing to Sor’s right.  Sor glares at me.  “What an ugly sight so early in the morning.  So, any particular reason your pet is hiding?”
“My pet?”
“Lucy.”  Sor says pointing just above my left shoulder.  I turn in shock but there is nothing there.  Even my wind sense can’t detect anything.
“Lucy?”  I ask confused.
“Nope, it’s just me.”  Sakura tells me.
“Oh, of course.”  I say rubbing my head.  “It’s too early in the morning.”
“So who is that?”  Sor asks suspiciously.
“Sakura.”  I tell Sor.
“Who is Sakura?”  Sor asks.
“We don’t need to tell you that.”  Sakura replies haughtily.
“Does it have as bad a personality as Lucy?”  Sor asks.
“Look who’s talking!”  Sakura laughs.  She has a point but Sor just ports past us.  Why she didn’t port straight to her desk I don’t know.  I get the impression she normally ports everywhere.
Today’s lesson is fire magic and much harder for me.  We have to form a firewall, which isn’t too bad, but the tricky part is that we have to make it shift planes in a very precise manner, to allow paper to float through without getting burnt, whilst preventing water from passing through.  Paper is of course earth element whilst water is well… water element.  That means that the exact planar presence of the firewall needs to very carefully attuned to allow this to happen.  Thankfully it is Ash’s element and she helps me get by.  I’m still one of the worst students in the class though, with only one in five of my attempts succeeding.
The afternoon lesson is theory again and just as hard as yesterday.  I forgot to ask Asuna for help.  Maybe I should ask Rin instead?  No, I can’t let myself become awkward with Asuna.  I’ll ask Asuna after training today.  I’m sure she’ll help me.
 



Chapter 22 (Peter)
As I port in to the training grounds Lilian ports in just in front of me.  She looks nervous for some reason.
“Sorry, Peter.”  Lilian says sounding very apologetic.
“Sorry?”  I ask confused and a bit nervous myself now.
“I completely forgot you wanted to talk last night.  I got so caught up in training it just slipped my mind.  So I ported back to my room after training and went to bed.  I only remembered this morning and you weren’t in the lunch room today, so this is the first time I’ve seen you today.”
“Oh.  Sorry, I forgot too.  Tell you what, come to my room at lunch time tomorrow instead.  I’m eating there at the moment because it’s a little more private.  Bring your lunch whilst you’re at it.  We can eat and talk.”
“Ok.  I can’t believe you forgot too though.  I’ve been worrying about this all day.”  Lilian says with a relieved sigh.  “By the way, where is your room?”
“Oh, I suppose that would help, wouldn’t it.  I’ll show you now and you can port there directly tomorrow.”  I say and take Lilian’s hand.  I then port us outside my door.  Lilian looks around and then closes her eyes.  When she opens them again she nods and, taking her hand again, I port us back to the training grounds.
“It looks like everyone else has a partner now.”
“Then we’ll work together.”  I say, which makes Lilian smile.
“So wind or earth first?”  Lilian asks.
“Let’s start with wind magic.  Try attacking me for one minute with wind elemental attacks.  I’ll shield.”  I tell Lilian and raise my shield.
“Ready?”  Lilian asks and I nod.  Lilian strikes with lightning followed by wind slices, followed by more lightning.  She keeps up the attacks for the minute before stopping.
“Not bad.  You’ve improved a lot, but you could still improve your wind slices by focusing more on your breathing.  By controlling the timing of each breath you get more control over the exact target, allowing you to focus on one precise point in a target’s shield.  This will of course increase the chance of overloading or penetrating the shield.  Your lightning attacks were good, but you could reduce the delay between attacks by focusing more on the initial elemental attunement and less on the final elemental attunement.”
“So basically get it right first time so I don’t need to correct the attunement.  Easier said than done.  Your point about my wind slices should be a lot easier to achieve.  I don’t actually want to overpower your shield though.”
“You can practise on something that doesn’t matter.  Your earth magic should allow you to create a suitable target.”
“Talking about which, let’s see what you can learn.  How about you create and strengthen a wall of stone?  And then I attack it with lightning?”  Lilian suggests and it sounds like a good idea.
“Sure.”
“I’ll create the target first.”  Lilian says and summons a human shaped clay statue.
“It’s almost too good to destroy.”
“Then don’t let me destroy it.”
“I’ll do my best to protect your work of art.”  I laugh.
“Make sure you do.”  Lilian grins.  “Now your turn.”  I summon a wall of stone between Lilian and the statue.  Lilian frowns and shakes her head.  “That isn’t going to hold even against my first strike.  You need to strengthen it by shifting the elemental attunement to include a little of the fire and water elements.  You also didn’t pay enough attention to the bonding with the existing land.  I could knock that wall over with a strong wind, because it isn’t embedded or moulded into the ground.  It’s just sitting on top.”
“Sorry, I’ll try again.”  I tell Lilian and focus on her advice.  I make the wall extend further into the ground so it at least shouldn’t fall over.  Shifting the elemental attunement after summoning it is probably harder than getting it right in the first place.  If it was wind magic it would be no problem, but with earth, water and fire it is much harder for me.  At least Lilian only needs to focus on one element, even if it isn’t her best element.
“That’s better.”  Lilian says as I finally get the attunement right.  “Now time to blast your wall into a thousand pieces.”
“Do your best.”  I tell her nervously.  It took a lot of work to get it right, so I hope I can maintain the wall.
Against the first wind slice I easily maintain the wall, repairing the minor scratch instantly, but as Lilian throws wind slice after wind slice at more or less the same point it gets harder.  As she continues her accuracy improves and after a while every attack hits exactly the same point.  Clearly she is following my advice and controlling her breathing.  This makes my job harder though, because if I am not careful a small amount of damage is left behind even after I repair the wall, and that damage could quickly build up at the speed Lilian is throwing the attacks.
“I’m going to run out of power soon if I don’t stop.”  Lilian tells me as she halts her attacks.  I don’t think I could have maintained the wall much longer, because towards the end Lilian was inflicting damage quicker than I could repair it.
“Good work.  Your attacks were faster and much more accurate.”
“Thanks.  We still have a while before we change, but if I use too much more power now I’m not going to have any for the second half of the training.  So what do you want to do?”
“How about you tell me how you created that statue so well?”  I suggest.  It really is very realistic.
“It’s only clay, so it’s easy.  Now if you were making it from something like granite or marble, that would be much harder.”
“I’ll definitely start with clay then.  Obviously I could use earth magic to create a statue out of clay, but I don’t have the precision to make it so lifelike.”
“Well, show me what you can make and I can probably give you a few tips.”  Lilian suggests.  When she sees my amateur attempt she can’t stop herself from giggling.  “Ok, it seems you have a lot of room for improvement.”
“I know.”  I reply glumly looking at the ground.  I gasp as I feel Lilian press against my back.  Being in Year 1 she is of course taller than me but the softness of her body against the back of my head feels odd.  She also feels warm, which is very welcome in this cold weather, but my face must now be bright red.
“You’ll be making a clay statue just as good as mine by the end of the lesson.”  Lilian tells me and I don’t trust my voice, so I just nod.
In the end my statue is still nowhere near as good as Lilian’s, but it is still an improvement compared to my first attempt.  When we swap partners Cherry ports in front of me so quickly, that I wonder if she fears that I may have forgotten our agreement, and paired up with someone else if she hadn’t got to me first.
“You’re eager.”  I laugh.
“That’s because I’m going to beat your challenge this time.”
“We’ll see.”
“So same place as last time?”  Cherry asks.
“Yes.”  I nod and she grabs my wrist and ports us beside the same stream as last time.  “You can’t start until I say.”
“Fine.”  Cherry agrees with a shrug and a mischievous grin.  I can’t help thinking she looks incredibly cute as she does it though.  Her features may be typical Contractian features, but there is no denying they are cute.  Also the slightly mischievous, though good natured way about her, really makes her stand out from a crowd.  When she is alone like this though…  “Is something wrong?”
“No.  You can start.”  I say absently, but pull myself together enough to jump into the air and dodge her first attack.  The second hits my shield, because I’m still not entirely with it, but I recover enough to avoid getting hit again.
“Two more!”  Cherry calls out happily.
“You’re going to have to work for them!”  I call back.  As I dodge her attacks I wonder whether it would be such a bad thing to lose and spend the day with Cherry.  My pride doesn’t let me lose on purpose though, and I doubt Cherry would want to win like that anyway.  So again we dance through the dead trees in a battle of skill.  Before we know it Rin is calling to us again and the training is over.
“Damn it.”  Cherry curses, not having hit me again.  “Can I try again tomorrow?”
“Sure.  You can try again each day until the end of the week.”  I tell her.  The truth is that I’ve really enjoyed our training.
“The rest of the club will be jealous.”  Cherry grins.
“To make it more interesting I think you should have something to lose if you can’t beat me by the end of the week.  I’m not sure what, but I’ll think of something.”  I tell Cherry.  She blinks, but then nods.
“That seems fair.”  Cherry tells me, but she sounds nervous.
“Don’t worry, it’s not going to be anything too serious.”
“I hope not!”  Cherry laughs.
“We’ll have to finish fairly early on the last day though, because I’ll need my power to fight Ash the next day.  I suppose we can use the first half of the training session.”
“Who are you taking with you for that fight?”  Cherry asks hopefully.
“I’m fighting alone.  That way it’s a fair fight.”  I tell Cherry.  It also means nobody else has to risk getting hurt.
“I suppose that’s true, but Ash is dangerous.”
“So am I.”  I tell Cherry and she smiles.
“Whatever you do, don’t lose.”  Cherry tells me fiercely.  “But if you change your mind about taking someone, I’d be happy to help you beat that demon summoning scum.”
“Ash freed her slaves.  She was also under a demon’s control, but now she’s been freed.  So please don’t talk about her like that.”
“Anyone who controls demons risks falling under their control.  That’s the reason few people are willing to use demons.  Ash was a fool for doing so.”
“She wasn’t the one who summoned the demon that controlled her.”  I tell Cherry.
“Well if you say so.  Does that mean Ash is your friend?”
“I’m not sure I could call her that yet, but I don’t hate her.”
“But you will do your best to beat her, right?  You’re not going to go easy on her just because you feel sorry for her?”
“Don’t worry.  I’ll beat Ash.”  I tell Cherry confidently.
“You’d better.”  Cherry tells me firmly.
“I will.”
“Well goodnight and I look forward to beating you next time.”  Cherry tells me.
“Goodnight Cherry.  Sleep well.”  I tell her and then she ports away.  I then port back to my room.
“I’m sorry about earlier.”  Asuna tells me as soon as I port in.  I turn to face her and see she is still in uniform.  Hermes is in bed and in her pyjamas already.  It takes a moment to realise what Asuna means.
“Oh, that.  Don’t worry.  Besides, Hermes laughed more.”
“I was also thinking again that you should really be using the bigger bed.  It isn’t right for a slave to sleep in a huge bed like this, whilst you sleep in such a small one.”  Asuna tells me.
“You think I might not fall out if the bed is bigger?”  I joke.
“That’s not what I meant!”  Asuna protests with a blush.
“Don’t worry about it.  I’ll stick to this bed and hopefully I’ll be fine tonight.  I didn’t feel it when I was fighting Cherry, but I really am tired again.  I hope I sleep better tonight.”
“I’m sure you’d sleep better in this bed.”  Asuna tells me.
“I don’t want to hear any more about that.”  I say with a yawn.  Then I quickly cleanse myself with water magic and fall into bed.  Now I just need to avoid falling out again.  I close my eyes and say.  “Good night Asuna.  Goodnight Hermes.”
“Goodnight Peter.”  They both tell me and a couple of minutes later the lights are off.  Even with my eyes shut I can tell the difference.  It is a welcome relief and now it is dark sleep soon takes me.
I wake on the cold hard stone floor again.  I check with my senses and am grateful that Asuna and Hermes are asleep.  The window is visible again just like last night.  I climb back into bed tiredly and look at the stars through my blurry vision.  They still seem to be looking upwards.  I am truly curious now just what it is that has their attention.  Even when my vision clears I can’t see anything and my senses are also unable to tell me any more than my eyes can.
I settle down to sleep again.  It feels like I have only just gotten to sleep when Asuna calls out to me.  I don’t really hear what she says, so I rub my eyes and shake my head to wake up properly.  I then look at Asuna and ask.  “Sorry, what was that?”
“Hermes has already gone to class.  I’ve been trying to wake you for a few minutes now.”  Asuna tells me, sounding apologetic.
“Oh…  I don’t know why I’m not sleeping properly.  Maybe my body just isn’t used to sleeping in a bed again yet.”  I tell her and decide not to mention about waking on the floor again.
“You’d better hurry, or we’ll be late for the morning lesson.”  Asuna warns me.
“Go on ahead.  I’ll be there in a moment.”  I tell Asuna but she shakes her head.
“I’ll leave when you do.”  She tells me and I don’t feel like arguing.  So I get up slowly and then cleanse myself.
“Ready.”  I yawn and then port just outside the class door.  Asuna ports beside me a moment later.  We then enter the classroom and to my relief the lesson hasn’t started yet, though Professor Schwarz ports in before I have taken my seat.
“Are you ok?”  Ash whispers sounding a little worried.
“Just tired.”  I quietly yawn.
Today’s lesson is water element.  We each have to create fifty identical fish made from water and have them swim in the air in formation, with only water magic.  I am pretty good at using water magic precisely for simple tasks such as washing.  Creating a school of fish with it is certainly not a simple task, even without making it fly in formation in the air without wind magic.
Both Ash and I manage to create some fish and we can make them swim in the air in formation, but my limit is about ten and Ash can only use a couple more than me.  We aren’t alone however, because most of the class is struggling.  Rin and Asuna can manage it and Emma comes close to fifty, but there are only five other students who manage it by the end of the lesson.
As we queue to pick up our lunch Rin brags about how she managed to use seventy fish at once.  Asuna as usual is modest enough to stay quiet, but I counted her fish at one point and she had a hundred.  I don’t mention it though, because it makes my ten seem pathetic.  I wish Rin would stop rubbing in how well she did.
The four of us port back to my room with our lunch.  We are each holding a tray with soup and a bread roll or two.  Charlotte and Emma remain in the lunch room because I need to talk to Lilian in private.  Rin, Hermes and Asuna already know about the queen’s plan so I can talk in front of them, but I can’t tell too many people.  I’m not meant to tell anyone, but can’t keep this from everyone.
“Hi Peter.”  Lilian says as I open the door.
“Hi Lilian, come in.”  I tell her.
She was waiting outside with a very similar tray to ours.  She has a small bowl of croutons instead of a roll, but otherwise she has exactly the same meal as me.  I have the same soup I’ve been eating since I got back.  Asuna fills a jug with water as I close the door behind Lilian.  Lilian places her tray on the table next to Rin’s.  We seem to have made our positions at the table permanent so Rin is still opposite me with Lilian on her right, opposite Asuna who is on my left.  Hermes is on my right.
“Peter.”  Lilian says seriously.  “I’d like to thank you for defeating David.  I know you thought you’d killed him before, but it is still thanks to you that my sister is avenged.”
That caught me off guard.  I suppose I should have expected something, but there have been so many things on my mind the thought simply didn’t occur to me.
“You’re welcome.”  Is all I can manage but Lilian doesn’t seem offended by my lack of a proper answer.
“So what did you want to talk about?”  Lilian asks and takes a spoonful of her soup.
“What I am about to say stays within this room.  You can’t talk to anyone outside of this room about anything we say here.  To do so would be to betray the queen.”  I tell her and she almost chokes on her soup.
“Then you have my word that I will not betray her trust, or yours.”  Lilian tells me seriously, once she has finished her mouthful.
“We’ll be graduating at the end of this year.  Everyone at the academy, and not just this academy, will be graduating in an effort to turn the tide of the war.”  I tell Lilian and she frowns.
“That sounds desperate.”  She says, clearly as worried as we are.
“Desperate or not, it is the queen’s decision.  That means we will be forming the company at the end of this year.  Will you join us?”
“Of course.”  Lilian agrees immediately.
“Do you think you will be able to convince anyone else in your year to join us?”  I ask her.
“Not without telling them the truth.  If they believe they will graduate ahead of you, then it will seem pointless to join you.  Most would need to join the military at the end of the year, so if they believe you will be graduating a year later they will believe that they aren’t going to be able to join your company even if they join the club.”
“I suppose that’s true.”  I admit.  Having more Year 1 members would probably make a big difference, so I thought it worth asking, but Lilian’s answer isn’t exactly a surprise.  “Well, it needed to be asked.  Now let’s eat before our soup gets cold.”
We finish our food and then Lilian leaves.  The rest of us chat until it is almost time for the afternoon lesson, which is theory.  It is just as hard as I expected, but Ash helps and I feel like I’m starting to understand a bit more.  I’m going to need a lot of help to catch up though.  Sadly I can see what I’m going to be doing with Asuna in my lunch breaks from now on.
I port in to the training grounds and watch as the rest of the club port in.  We have two new recruits and I really should have taken the time to speak to them before now.  I quickly spot them.  I assume that Misty Styx must be the taller one, since she was meant to be in 2D and Juliet Phoenix was meant to be in 3B.  They both have typical Contractian features with their short blonde hair, pale skin and bright blue eyes.  They look like they are planning to work together, but I want to get a better idea of their abilities.
“Hi, are you Misty and Juliet?”  I ask as I approach them.
“Yes.”  The taller girl, presumably Misty, answers cheerfully.  “Thank you for accepting us into Future’s Forge.”
“No problem.  I’m glad to have you here.  What were your elements?”
“I’m a water and wind user.  Juliet is a fire user.”  Misty tells me.  Juliet looks into my eyes.
“I want it.”  Juliet tells me sounding serious.
“Want what?”  I ask confused.  She frowns.
“Never mind.”  She says sounding dreamy now.
“I’d like to work with Juliet.”  I tell them both.
“I’ll find another partner then.”  Misty says sounding a little nervous, but perhaps also a bit relieved.
“I’ll work with you tomorrow.”  I tell Misty.  We’re both wind users, but I’d still like to work with her as well.  In fact in some ways I’d rather work with Misty today, but since Juliet is a fire user it makes more sense to work with Juliet first.
“Thanks.”  Misty says sounding like she is trying very hard to sound genuine, but not doing a very good job of it.
“It’s going to get burnt.”  Juliet says and I turn to face her now, wondering whether I’m starting to regret deciding to work with her.
“What’s going to get burnt?”  I ask.
“The stars.”  Juliet says dreamily.
“The stars?”  I ask in shock.
“No.”  Juliet says and tries to avoid my gaze.  I can now see why Rin was worried about Juliet.  Misty seems more or less normal, but Juliet seems plain weird.
“I’d like to see your fire magic.”  I tell Juliet.
“That would be fun.”  Juliet nods but then just stares at me.
“Well, try burning something.”  I suggest.
“Anything?”  Juliet asks.
“Yes.”  I answer but only just get my shield up in time as I realise what the target of her fire magic is.  “Not me!”
“Oh…  How about her?”  Juliet asks pointing at Rin, who isn’t far from us.  The fires around me are fading as she says it and I’m not sure she’s going to wait for an answer.
“No!  Just create a fire there.”  I tell Juliet before she can incinerate Rin.  This girl is crazy, but I have to admit that I am impressed by the power of her flames.  I am even more impressed as she summons them again.  They literally rise into the sky as high as the tallest trees and they feel as hot as hell even standing a few feet away.  She must be burning through her power at a rate that is as crazy as she is though.  “How long can you keep that up?”
“A while.”  She answers.
“How long is a while?”  I ask.
“Another minute.”  She tells me.
“Stop.”  I tell her and the flames quickly fade until they are gone entirely.  “What else can you do?”
“Something pretty?”  She asks dreamily.
“Sure.”  I answer.  Then in front of my eyes hundreds of fish made of flames appear around Juliet.  They float in a ring around her and she clearly has complete control.  This girl is crazy, but she is also a genius.  This is way harder than the water fish I created ten of.  Ok, it is her element, but even Asuna only created one hundred.  It wouldn’t surprise me if there were over a thousand fire fish floating in the air, and fire isn’t easy to shape.  Forming a wall or a ball is ok, but with the level of detail she has achieved each fish is a work of art.
“Pretty?”
“Yeah…”  I say in awe of the sight before me.  I don’t even consider the power required until they disappear and Juliet falls to the ground exhausted.
“Tired now.”  Juliet says sleepily.  A moment later she is quietly snoring on the muddy ground.
 



Chapter 23 (Multiple)
(Misty Styx)
I port into the training grounds and see Peter is already there.  In fact most of the club is already here, because Professor Yate insisted I stay behind to go over that question I got wrong in the last test.  At least it didn’t take long.
It was just a stupid mistake.  I know you can’t mix dimensional magic the same way as elemental magic, but I didn’t even consider dimension as an option.  I just went with earth, which would have been right, if you ruled out dimensional magic.
“Hi Misty.”  Peter calls out as he sees me.
“Hi Peter.”  I reply, trying not to let my nerves show.  I’m useless at talking to people I don’t know.  That’s why I always tried to pair up with Juliet, even though she’s a walking disaster.  I normally manage to prevent her doing too much damage though, so nobody seemed to mind.  Especially since nobody seemed overly eager to work with her.
“Let’s start by seeing how good you are at flying.”  Peter tells me and I nod nervously.
“So you just want me to fly?”  I ask as I lift myself up into the air.
“See if you can follow me.  Keep a shield up in case you hit a tree or anything.”  Peter tells me and jumps up into the air. 
At first Peter flies slowly but he quickly picks up speed.  I dodge in and out of the trees at breakneck speeds as I pursue him.  A few branches break as my shield hits them but I avoid crashing into the tree trunks.  The chase only lasts for a few minutes before Peter slows down and stops.
“Not bad.”  Peter tells me with a smile as he lowers himself to the ground.  I do the same and looking around realise the trees are dead.  There is the sound of a stream or river nearby.  With my water senses I realise that it is a small stream.
“So what now?”  I ask nervously.  The area is a bit creepy.
“The trees here should make good targets for wind slices and lightning.  Show me what you can do.”  Peter tells me.
“So I just attack a tree?”  I ask.  Peter nods so I pick a nearby, but not too nearby, tree and blast it into little pieces with ten consecutive lightning strikes, all in the space of about a second.
“Impressive.  Your speed and power are both very good.  Your mana efficiency was poor though.  You could improve it by reusing the after effects of each strike to create the next, given how close together your lightning strikes were.”
“How?”  I ask, confused.  It sounds like a good idea, but I have no idea how you would go about doing it.
“It is probably easier to demonstrate than explain.  Open your wind sense and keep it open.”  Peter tells me.
“It is.”  I tell him.  He strikes with lightning just as quickly as I did and I think I have some idea of what he did, but not enough to do it myself.  Then he repeats the process five more times.  “I think I know what you mean.”
“Give it a try.”  Peter suggests.
My first strike works as normal but my second fails completely.  I’m annoyed but I try again.  These things rarely work first time.  It takes about ten minutes before I finally get it right.  Well, sort of right.  My second and third strikes work, but my fourth fails.
“You’re getting there.”
“It’s a good idea.  It isn’t easy, but I’ll manage it in the end.”
“We can just focus on this for today.  It will probably take a lot of practise before you can do it right every time.”
(Cherry)
Today is my last attempt to win a date with Peter.  I came close yesterday and hit his shield twice, but I just couldn’t get the third hit in.  I port straight to the spot by the stream just like we agreed.
“Hi Cherry.”  Peter calls out as he turns to face me.
“Hi Peter.”
“Feeling confident?”
“Of course.  This time I’ll get the third hit in for sure.”  I grin nervously.  I’m not actually that confident, but there’s no way I’m telling Peter that.
“Your aura doesn’t seem to show the same confidence.”
“You must be reading it wrong.”
“Well let’s get started.”  Peter says and jumps into the air as quickly as always.  I’m ready though and get a hit in just like I did yesterday.  Then I jump up into the air too and the game begins for real.  I only need two hits now though.  If I needed three still there would be no chance.  Even two is going to be a real challenge, but that’s part of what makes it fun.
I dart up and down, left and right, and every which way, dodging the branches and tree trunks just like Peter is doing.  I don’t fire lightning unless I am confident I have a good chance of hitting.  The trees may be dead, but there’s no need to do more damage than we really need to.  Whenever Peter veers too far away from the stream I try to drive him back towards it.  I need to get my next hit in before I use that tactic though.  It will only work once at best, but if we get too far away from the stream I’m not going to have a chance to use it.
Peter seems to be getting higher and higher.  In fact if we go much higher we’ll be above the trees.  What’s he planning?  There are quite a few branches just ahead, which he shoots through.  I follow, but as I emerge from them I realise I have completely lost sight of him.  Cursing silently I use my wind senses to find him again.  He’s now almost on the forest floor and looking up.  In fact he’s waving at me…  Damn it.
I dive down towards him and fire ten blasts of lightning.  To my shock they all hit and his presence disappears instantly.  After a very worried moment I detect traces of the spell he used and realise that what I just attacked was nothing more than an illusion.
“Up here!”  Peter calls out to me as if to rub in the fact that he just tricked me.  I check this time and confirm it isn’t an illusion.  Then I dart back up towards him and the chase continues.
We’re running out of time and I still haven’t got another hit in, so I decide I may as well see if the tactic I thought up last night actually works.  Perhaps if I’m lucky I’ll get two hits.  I’d have to get really lucky though.
I drive Peter as close as I can to the stream.  He must know I’m planning something, but it can’t be helped.  Then I use a wind slice to cut down three trees.  I get the angle right and they fall towards Peter.  He avoids them of course but I use a wind fist to splatter water everywhere and strike with twelve lightning bolts.  Most I target at Peter as a distraction, but two hit the water near him.  Sure enough lightning carries through the water and hits his shield.  He is unharmed of course, and unfortunately the other lightning missed him.  Not unexpected, but still a shame.
“That’s still only one!”  Peter calls out.  “You need one more hit, and time’s almost up!”
He really sounds like he’s enjoying it and I am too, though I’m nervous about exactly what the punishment will be if I lose.  If I knew I’m sure it wouldn’t be anything to worry about, but he still hasn’t told me.  So I’d best get that last hit in and earn that date, before I find out the hard way.  He isn’t making it easy for me though.
He’s climbing higher and higher again, but if he thinks he’ll get me with the same trick a second time he’s wrong.  It could even give me a chance to score my third hit if he lets his guard down as he attempts it.  All of a sudden he stops.  Whatever he’s planning I’m not falling for it.  I strike with lightning and hit his shield before he can do whatever he intends to, but he just floats there completely still, looking up at the night sky as if mesmerised.
“Peter?”  I ask worried now.  He doesn’t react so I fly closer.  I’ve already checked, so I know it isn’t an illusion.  That really is Peter floating there.  “Peter?”
“Oh…  Cherry…  What were we doing?”  Peter asks, looking at me as if he has only just woken up.
“I was chasing you, like we’ve been doing all week.  I got you three times though.”  I tell him.
“Oh…  Yes, we were, weren’t we?  Ok, I guess you earned a day of fun.  After the tournament is over of course.  I’m going to skip the rest of the training.  I’m not feeling quite right.”  Peter says and ports away.
“Well, at least I won.  I would have preferred to have won without… whatever that was.  I hope Peter’s alright.”  I say to myself and I really am worried.
(Peter)
I cleanse myself with magic and get into bed.  It is completely dark in the room but my senses allow me to find my way to my bed easily enough.  Then I lie there trying to empty my mind.  Trying unsuccessfully of course.
What’s going on up there?  To say the stars are agitated would be like saying fire is warmer than ice.  What really has me worried is that so many of the stars seem to be watching Hades very closely.  Very closely indeed.  Normally Hades would give them hell for so much as looking her way, but she is silently sitting there without so much as glaring at them.
I’m worried, but there’s nothing I can do.  The stars aren’t interested in talking to me.  They aren’t talking at all, but their silence speaks far louder than words.  Not that they were talking before, but this isn’t just a lack of words.  This is true silence.  If they were human I would describe it by saying that they are sitting there holding their breath and glaring fiercely at each other, and at something else I cannot see.  And at Hades of course.
I need to focus on what I can do.  Somehow I need to put this all out of my mind and rest for tomorrow’s match with Ash.  That is easier said than done.  No matter how much I try to empty my mind the thoughts of the stars are simply too strong to suppress.
“Peter.”
“Lucy!”  I exclaim and open my eyes.  It is light in the room now.  A strong blue light surrounds Lucy in a kind of ball.  A gentler pale blue fills the rest of the room.  Lucy is still wearing her usual improvised skirt and mini top, but the blue light makes their green appear to be a dark blue.
“I finally convinced mother that I was ok to leave her home.  That bloody Grunti messed up.  Sure he restored most of my power, but this body just can’t handle my full power, even with the help he gave me.  I wish he’d just given me back my proper body.  Anyway, it seems like you’re worrying about something, so spit it out.”
“By the way, where are the others?”  I ask.
“Don’t worry, Dairon, Kai and Elucia all made it back safely, and so did that swarm of faeries.  I hear you’ve spoken to Sakura since you got back here.”
“Yes.”
“So have you had her start training you yet?”
“No.  Was I meant to?”  I ask surprised.
“Faeries are legendary because of their skill at dimensional and illusionary magic.  There’s a lot she could teach you.”
“Do you think she can help me beat Sor?”
“Beat Sor?”
“She entered the tournament so I’m going to have to fight her.”
“Then you should have started training with Sakura the moment you found out!”  Lucy exclaims.
“I didn’t think of it.”  I admit.
“So who are you fighting tomorrow?”
“Ash.”
“I heard about her.  You’ll have no trouble as long as you don’t underestimate her.  So what were you worrying about before I came back?”
“The stars.”  I admit.
“They’ll still be there to chase after you win the tournament, so forget about them for now and focus on tomorrow’s match.  Or better yet, get some sleep so you’re ready for it.”  Lucy scolds and I nod.  I hope she is right, that they really are still there to chase.  Especially Hades.  Was Juliet talking about Hades the other day, when she said about a star getting burnt?  How could she know though?
“So where are the others?”  I ask, realising that Lucy never answered my question earlier.
“Dairon, Kai and Elucia are still at my mother’s home for now.”  Lucy tells me.  So I’m not going to be able to take power from Elucia, but against Ash that shouldn’t be a problem.
“But they’re ok?”
“Yes.”  Lucy says and I can tell from her aura she is telling the truth.
“Ok, I’ll get some sleep then.”  I say and close my eyes.
“Sleep well.”  Lucy tells me and as if her words were a spell I find myself drifting to sleep as soon as she has said them.
I wake and feel refreshed, despite the cold stone under me.  Since I returned to the academy I still haven’t managed to get a single night’s sleep without waking on the floor at least once.  Last night I woke on the floor twice. It is just past dawn and the window is visible so I can see clearly.  I’m not sure who keeps making it visible each night, but I’m not too concerned.  You can only see one way through it as it isn’t a real window, so it isn’t like anyone can see in whilst we sleep.
I quickly get up and see that Hermes and Asuna are both asleep.  Lucy is also sleeping on my bedside table, wrapped inside a small green blanket.  She must have had that made, but she normally relied on magic to keep her warm at night, or during the day for that matter, so I am a bit worried about whether she really is ok.
“Morning Peter.”  Asuna yawns.  I turn and see she is sitting up now, though still in bed.
“Sorry, did I wake you?”
“No.”  Asuna yawns shaking her head.
“Did training go well?”
“It was fine.”  Asuna answers.  Then she frowns.  “Cherry seemed a little worried after your session with her.  Did anything happen?”
“No, nothing.”
“You sound worried.”
“I’m not worried.”  I tell her but she is clearly unconvinced.  “What I do need to worry about is my match with Ash.”
“You’ll be fine as long as you don’t go easy on her.”  Asuna assures me.
“Don’t worry.  I’m not going easy on her.”
“When you fight Sor, I still think you should take someone with you.”
“There’s no point thinking about my match with Sor yet.”  I tell Asuna.
“I suppose that’s true.  For now, just focus on beating Ash.”
“That’s what I was doing.”  I tell Asuna and she winces.
“Sorry.”
“Don’t worry.”  I shrug.
“Good morning, Peter, Asuna.”  Lucy tells us, sounding wide awake.  Hermes is still fast asleep.
“Good morning Lucy.”  We both reply.
“I’d better wake Hermes.”  Asuna says and gets out of bed to do so.  Her thin blue night dress really shows the shape of her body as she does so.  Asuna leans towards Hermes ear and says loudly.  “Good morning, Hermes.”
“Morning…”  Hermes yawns.
“Before I go to fight Ash I’d like to take power from you both.  Is that ok?”  I ask Asuna and Hermes.
“Sure.”  Asuna replies.  Hermes isn’t really awake yet and just stares forwards blankly, so maybe I should have waited before asking.  “Hermes?”
“Oh, um, yeah, that’s fine.”  Hermes nods.  “Can I get washed and dressed first though?”
“Sure.”  I nod.
“So, um, could you look away, please?”  Hermes asks.
“Oh, sorry, of course.”  I blush and look away.  I clean myself whilst I wait.  A couple of minutes pass in near silence.
“You can turn around again.”  Hermes tells me.
“Thanks.”  I say as I turn to face her.  Asuna and Hermes are both in their uniforms now.
“You can kiss us and take our power now.”  Hermes tells me.  I don’t actually have to kiss them to do so, but I don’t remind her of that.  Instead I get out of bed and kiss Hermes and then Asuna.  Their power has strengthened me, though nowhere near as much as Elucia’s power does.
“You still have a little time before the match.”  Asuna reminds me.
“Even if it is only against Ash it is my first match against 2A and I haven’t fought one of these matches in a while now, so I’m a bit nervous.  I think I might just head there and wait.  It isn’t like there’s much time before the match.”
“We’ll come with you then.”  Hermes tells me and Asuna nods.  Lucy just flutters onto my left shoulder.
We walk to the arena to save power for the fight.  I’ve already drained both Asuna and Hermes of almost all their power so I can’t ask either of them to port us.  I’m worried about Lucy, so I’m not going to ask her either.  It doesn’t take long and once we get there we see Ash sitting in the front circle of seats.  It will be busy here soon, but for now it is just her, us and a teacher who seems to be setting up an enchantment in the centre of the arena.
“You’re here too.”  The teacher laughs as we approach the centre.  “Better too eager than not eager enough, but the match can’t start until it is time.  We could hardly allow the whole academy to miss the fight.”
“I know.”  I nod meekly and take a seat close to Ash.  She looks nervous and so is her aura, so I ask her.  “How are you feeling?”
“Not good.”  She answers and her voice is trembling.
“Don’t worry so much.  Even if I beat you, I’m not going to treat you badly.”  I tell her.
“That’s not what I’m worried about.  It will be my first time controlling a demon since…”
“Do you need to rely on demons?”
“They’re what I’m best at, so if I’m to stand a chance I need to use a demon.”  Ash tells me and from her aura I can tell she is being honest.
“What’s the worst that can happen?”  I ask.
“It breaks free of my control, kills me and steals my soul, before attacking anyone else nearby.  In other words, you.”
“That would be bad.  I don’t want you to die in this fight.”
“So you’re not worried for yourself?”
“I’ll be fine.  Probably.”  I answer.  I’ve fought demons before, but I don’t have Elucia’s power to aid me now.
I can’t think of anything else to say so we pass the rest of the time in silence.  Hermes, Asuna and Lucy remain silent too.  The rest of the students and teachers start to arrive soon, and not long after that every seat is full.  Then it is time for our match.
“Peter and Ash, please enter the arena stage.”  The announcer calls out from her seat on the other side of the arena.  It is loud enough that everyone here can hear.  The judge is waiting in the centre for us and goes over the rules as usual.
I place the gem she gives me on my neck and create a simple chain so it hangs there.  It would be a problem if I lost the gem, because I would of course lose the match and my freedom.  Hopefully Ash would free me, but that’s not the point.
The arena is gone and I am standing on hot sand under the beating sun.  Back at the academy it looked like a cold day outside, typical of this time of year.  To be this hot we have clearly been ported a long way from the academy.  The heat will help a fire user like Ash, but at least there is plenty of sky above me in this battlefield.  The air is completely still and is as dry as a bone, but it should allow me to make good use of my flight magic.
There is a port block around Ash and she is some way from me, but I port as close as I can and then jump into the air.  I race towards Ash but her port block was wide and it will still take at least half a minute to reach her.  I sense an invocation that feels a little demonic.  I doubt I will reach her before she finishes, so I will soon have a demon to fight.
I’ve almost reached Ash and am wondering whether I can interrupt her invocation in time, but I sense a demonic gate open and a moment later a demon is standing in front of her.  I don’t hear her words but she points towards me and the demon jumps into the air towards me.  Ash begins a second invocation.
The demon is silvery and looks metallic.  It feels attuned to the water and fire elements though, and it moves through the air like it should be attuned to the wind element, even though it doesn’t seem to be.  The demon has a vaguely human like shape, but although it has a head of sorts, it has no face.  Its feet and hands each have seven long claws instead of fingers or toes.  Its arms, legs and even its main body are much longer than a human and twist at odd angles that no human could survive.  In fact they seem to stretch as it moves.  If it were standing like a human it would be at least twice as tall as even Professor Schwarz, so it is at least fourteen foot tall.
The demon reaches me before I can get close enough to attack Ash.  I blast it with lightning and then a wind slice, both of which hit.  It ignores my attacks though, and lunges straight for my throat.  I dodge, but only just.  It has a weird way of flying, because of the way it twists its body.  It can literally alter its flight path instantly in any direction without even slowing down.
The time I spent with Cherry was fun, but it also helped to practise dodging, so I am glad I spent the time with her this week.  I doubt I could have dodged these attacks if I hadn’t.  I am flying as fast as I can and am only just staying ahead of the demon.  It also easily blocks my attempts to get past it.
I need to defeat this demon to reach Ash, and I need to do it quickly or I’ll be fighting another demon at the same time, which could prove deadly.  Even this demon could prove deadly.  I know I told Ash to fight seriously, but this demon isn’t trying to beat me.  It is trying to kill me.  Oh well, I knew the tournament would be dangerous, so I can’t complain.  I just need to kill the demon before it can kill me.
As I get used to the demon’s attacks and strange way of flying I begin attacking it again.  Again it just ignores lightning and wind slices, so I quickly change tactics.  I try wind punches, but as expected they have no effect.  Next I try sending ice shards at it, which it dodges.  If it is dodging then, maybe ice is effective against it.  I wish Rin were here, since ice is her specialty, but I’m never going to admit that to anyone.  Especially to Rin.
I let the demon get a bit closer and then send more ice shards, but again it dodges them.  Getting closer is risky, because it is hard enough just keeping my distance. Actually getting close enough to hopefully hit the demon could easily mean getting close enough for it to close the rest of the distance and kill me.  Especially since I need to focus more to launch an ice attack than a wind or lightning based attack.
I throw more ice shards and again it dodges them.  I feel a claw scratch my left leg, but just about avoid any serious harm.  The demon didn’t even pierce my skin, despite its razor sharp claws.
My next ice attack hits but, although the demon howls in pain, it shrugs off the attack.  How it howls without a mouth or even a face I don’t know, but it does and it is a bit disorienting.  I realise there is dimensional magic involved and I am almost skewered by twenty eight claws.  I recover almost in time to dodge but this time it does pierce my leg with one of its claws and the pain is agony.  My left leg still skewered I throw a huge amount of mana into a far larger ice based attack and it hits.  This time the demon falls towards the ground and fades away before it hits the ground.
I turn my attention back towards Ash and race towards her as quickly as I can.  Before I can close the distance though, there is a second demon standing beside her.  Well, more like burning beside her, since its body is pure fire.  A very large flame that reminds me of the one that Juliet briefly summoned the other day.  I can sense its demonic presence though, so it feels very different to Juliet’s flames.  It is also very different to the fire mana that I fought at the start of the academy year.
Unlike the previous demon it doesn’t leap into the air, but instead sends about fifty balls of fire straight at me.  I of course dodge, but to my shock they change direction and chase me.  Thankfully they are slower than the last demon, and more importantly slower than me.  The demon sends more fire balls at me but I easily dodge them. Now that I know they will continue targeting me, I make sure not to let my guard down.
I quickly close the distance and dodging the fire demon’s slow attempts to block me, I grab Ash’s gem from the metal chain around her neck.  The chain breaks and we are suddenly standing in the arena.  The demon isn’t with us.
“I’d better unsummon the fire demon.”  Ash tells me and I nod.  She chants for a few seconds and then nods.  “I’ve sent it back to its hell.”
 



Chapter 24 (Multiple)
(Peter)
I port in with Ash just outside our classroom.  Rin made it clear I was not to enter the classroom until she said it was ok to do so.  Something about today being special, because it is also a welcome back celebration.  Also she made it quite clear that she would make me regret coming back if I entered before she was ready.  That means the two of us are now stuck outside the classroom.
“Are you sure your wounds are fully healed?”  Ash asks me rather apologetically.
“Of course.  Rin’s healing potion did the trick.”
“I’m really sorry.  I commanded the demon to get your gem without harming you, but my control was too weak.”
“Don’t worry about it.  We both survived, which is the most important part.”
“I wouldn’t have thrown the match, but I’m glad you won it.  I hope that I can make amends for what I’ve done, by serving you for the rest of my life.”  She says and though her reasons are very different, she reminds me a bit of how Asuna pledged to serve me when I beat her.  If she had taken me by surprise I would have protested, but I’d rather she served me than risk her taking more drastic action, such as killing herself.  So I just nod.  Then the door opens and Rin is standing there.
“You can come in now.”  Rin says with a smile.
Rin is wearing something a bit different to normal.  Actually not just a bit different, but so different that I wouldn’t have even recognised her if I didn’t see her face or hear her voice.  She is wearing a weird costume that looks like some sort of green scaly lizard minus the face. From the tips of the claws on its feet to the very top of the head, the whole costume is made from one piece of wood and painted very realistically. Other than the missing face, which reveals Rin’s head inside.  The details are not just painted, but carved as well.
As Rin moves aside to let us pass I realise the room is set up a bit differently to how I expected.  There is food on the tables, but they are around the edge of the room.  There is magic to keep the hot food hot and the cold food and drinks cold, but it isn’t the food or the drinks that draws my attention.  It isn’t just Rin who is wearing a weird outfit, but the whole club.
Not everyone is dressed as a lizard, but they are all wearing costumes made from wood.  The wood seems flexible enough to move comfortably in though.  It reminds me a bit of the dwarven clothes made from stone.  I wonder whether they got some elven help.  Elves are good at manipulating wood, just like dwarves are good at using stone.  Perhaps Dairon helped Rin prepare this surprise.  But why?
The other thing I notice is the circular pattern on the floor.  It seems to have been painted onto the white marble floor.  I suppose it will come off with magic.  It had better come off, or Professor Schwarz will not be happy, and if she isn’t happy she’ll make sure we aren’t either.
There are eleven golden circles evenly spaced to form ten rings.  Those rings have elaborate patterns inside and within those patterns are smaller circles.  Every member of the club other than Rin, and of course myself, is standing inside one of those small circles in the outermost ring.  The patterns in each ring alternate.  From outside to inside they are black, blue, green, red, grey and then the colours repeat in the same order.
“Have you ever played elemental cascade?”  Rin asks me.
“No, I’ve never heard of it.”  I admit.
“I figured as much.  Normally you play with a small enchanted wooden board and little wooden figures.  There’s also a version where you play with real people, but you need so many people it is rarely played.  Since the club is so large now, we figured we would have a go at it.”  Rin explains.
“So how do you play?”  I ask curiously.
“You have to get as many of us as you can into the centre ring.  Every time you move someone the circles move to try to stop you.  Every two moves one circle disappears and when there are no circles left in a ring you lose everyone who hasn’t passed through the ring.  There’s also a gold circle over there.  It moves every time you do and you lose anyone it comes into contact with.
“There are five class types.  Lizards, cats, elves, dwarves and faeries.  I’m sure you can tell which we each are.  If you say you can’t though, I may have to dissect your eyes to find out why not.  You need to get at least one of each into the centre or you lose the game.  The costume has an enchantment so you just have to activate it to port us between circles.  This is the control.”  Rin says and hands me a plain silver bracelet.
Rin walks into one of the small circles in the outer ring as I put the bracelet on.  I immediately sense the link between the enchanted costumes and the bracelet.  I can tell right away that all I need to do is feed a little mana through the link to activate the enchantment.  I can control how far and in which direction to port the costume by controlling the amount and attunement of the mana.  Naturally anyone wearing the costume will be ported at the same time.  The circles each pull any dimensional magic towards them, so by porting someone close to the circle they will end up inside the circle.
Now I understand the basic mechanics of the game, but I still have no idea what tactics to use to win the game.  I can just port anyone randomly into the next ring and I suppose I should avoid porting anyone near the golden circle Rin pointed out.  Beyond that though it is complete guesswork.  Rin looks at me as if she knows exactly what is going through my mind.
“Just have a go.  It’s only a game, so it doesn’t matter if you mess up.  You’ll only really understand the game once you start playing it.”  Rin tells me.
“Ok, but don’t complain if I lose badly.”  I warn Rin.
“Don’t worry.”  Rin says with a gentle smile.
It turns out that I not only lose badly, but lose in less turns than Rin has ever seen anyone lose.  I am beginning to understand the game a bit better now, but I’m not confident I’m going to be able to win it without a lot of practise.  There is a certain logic to how the golden circle moves, but trying to outguess it is much more difficult than I expected.
Seeing the whole club in our classroom reminds me we now have more people in our club than in our class and seeing them in these costumes is amusing.  The cat costumes remind me of the Kuroneko, whilst the elven costumes seem very much like real elves.  The faery costumes look more like Contractians with wings than real faeries and the dwarven costumes look like weird Contractian boys with twisted features.
I try five more times and am no nearer to winning than the first time.  Then everyone else has a go at being controller and I get to put on a lizard costume similar to Rin’s.  I port back to my room to get changed in private of course.
After everyone has had a couple of turns and I’ve had a few more turns we all port back to our rooms and get changed back into our uniforms.  Apparently there are other games to play, but first we have food and chat with each other.  It sounds like we aren’t going to get any training done today, but I don’t mind.  Lucy doesn’t seem concerned either.  In fact it sounds like she helped Rin organise everything.
The food is really nice.  There are little bite size sausages, mini pastries with mushrooms and some sort of meat inside, sweet pastries, sugary sweets, sweet fruits and that is just to name a few of the delicious foods that the club has prepared.  It is clearly intended to be easy to eat standing and it is.  I’m not sure what Rin did with the chairs but they are not in the classroom.  So we stand and chat and eat.
Ash seems to get on fine with everyone but spends most of her time talking to Asuna.  I hope Asuna isn’t teaching her anything weird, but I’m glad they seem to get on so well.  It feels a bit like every member of the club is taking it in turns to talk to me, but it is good to talk to them again after so long away from the academy.
“Well done in the match.”  Yusa tells me.
“Thanks.”
“I was wondering, are you’re planning to bring Jenny and Jimmy back from the Hoshi land?”  Yusa asks.  Since they were living together it makes sense she would want to know, but from her aura I can tell she seems really worried.  I thought they got on well so I am confused.
“I hadn’t really had a chance to think about it yet.  Is there a problem if I do?”  I ask.
“No.  I want to see them again.”  Yusa says and I can tell she means it.  In fact from her aura I would say it is an understatement.
“I’ll have to think about it.”  I answer.  I could have Elucia and Kai take their place if they are willing.  I will need to talk to them first though.
“So did you enjoy the game?”  Yusa asks.
“It was interesting.  I thought the costumes were great.  I will have to practise the normal version if I ever find time.”
“It was difficult for me too, because I’d never played it before either.  I don’t know how Aventurine, Lilian and the Rainbow Twins did so well.  I guess it must be because they’re nobles.  Asuna didn’t do very well though, and she’s a noble.  Well, sort of.  Are you still a noble if you’re a slave?”
“I’m not sure.  I don’t think it really matters whether someone’s a noble or not.  Aventurine, Lilian, Lily and Rose have probably played the normal game a lot.”
“Actually that was my first time too.”  Aventurine tells me.  I turn around, not having realised she was there.
“That was your first time?”  I ask incredulously.
“Yes.  Mother never allowed me to play games like that.  ‘If you have time for fun, then you have time to practise your flame.’”  Aventurine says shaking her head.
“So how did you do so well?”  Yusa asks, sounding a bit dubious.
“The game is very similar to controlling water.”  Aventurine says and Yusa frowns.
“But I’m just as good as you at water magic.”  Yusa protests.
“If you try it again, think of it as if you’re trying to reverse the flow of a river.”  Aventurine tells Yusa.
“Ok.  If you’re just making fun of me though, I swear I’ll get my own back.”
“I’m not.”  Aventurine replies sounding a little hurt.  “I’ll even help you when you try if you want.”
“How much do you think the board and the pieces would cost?”  Yusa asks.
“I have no idea.  Less than all the costumes Rin had made for today.  Perhaps Rin could get her mother to make it cheaply, like the costumes.”  Aventurine replies.
“Who paid for all this today?  Did the club split the costs?”  I ask.
“No, Lucy paid for it.”  Aventurine tells me.
“Where is Lucy, anyway?”  I ask, rather surprised.  It has been a while since I last saw Lucy.  She was watching the games earlier, but she stayed here when we left to get changed.  I don’t remember seeing her when I came back.
“I’m not sure.”  Aventurine admits after taking a quick look around the room.
“Maybe she’s not feeling well and decided to get some rest?”  Yusa suggests.
“I hope she’s ok.”
(Lucy)
“So what did you want to talk about?”  I ask suspiciously.  Sakura is actually visible so I am staring her in her bright red eyes.
“I’m not teaching that boy the secrets of the faeries.”  Sakura tells me firmly.  Her short red hair swings as she shakes her head vehemently at the suggestion.
“Is that so?”
“Yes.  I’ll help him because that is Dairon’s wish, but we didn’t even teach the elves our secrets so if you think I’m telling Peter, then you can think again.”
“All he needs is to know how to prevent that Sor from beating him in the final round of the tournament.  She specialises in dimensional magic.”
“Then just put up what you refer to as a port block, or better yet, a port barrier.”  Sakura shrugs.
“Will that really be enough?”
“It should be.”
“It had better be.”
“Why do you serve the boy?”
“I decided to be his pet on a whim when he saved me, but…  Peter is special to me now.  It might not be too much to say that I love him.  I see a lot of my old self in him.  I don’t know what awaits him, but I doubt his fate will be an easy or pleasant one.  Perhaps I can help him change it.  I’ve come within an inch of death for Peter and I would gladly do so again.”
“I will help Peter whilst it is Dairon’s will, but my only loyalty is to Dairon.  Perhaps one day we will be enemies.  When that day comes, expect no mercy.”
“I never expect mercy, and neither should you.”  I shrug.
(Peter)
It seems Rin and Lucy went to a lot of effort on today’s celebration.  We really don’t get any training in, but the food and games are fun.  Seeing everyone and having time to catch up is the best part though.
I port back to my room with Asuna, Ash and Hermes.  Asuna has prepared a fourth bed so we all have somewhere to sleep, but the sleeping area of the room is now feeling really crowded with Asuna, Hermes and Ash’s beds each almost touching.  Mine has a little space between it and the other three beds.  There is still enough room where we eat, but I wouldn’t want to try putting a fifth bed in here.  Ash has brought her clothes, a little money and a few books.  Apparently that is all she owns.  She seemed worried I would take the money away from her, but obviously I’m not going to.
“Did you have fun?”  Lucy asks as we port in.  She is sitting on my bedside table with the same green blanket she used last night wrapped around her.
“Yes.  It was great fun.  Thank you for helping make it such a fun day.”  I answer with a smile.  “Where were you though?”
“Here.  I was tired.  Still am…”  Lucy yawns.  “Do you know how to put up a port barrier?”
“Is that the same as a port block?”  I ask.
“No.  A port block just prevents anyone porting.  A port barrier is exactly what it sounds like.  You put a dimensional barrier up that  prevents any ports passing through it, but doesn’t affect ports within that don’t pass through it.”  Lucy explains.
“No.  I can do a basic port block, but not a port barrier.”
“I’ll teach you after tomorrow’s lessons.  You can skip your normal training to do it.  If you can master this you should be able to beat Sor.”
“Didn’t you say I should get Sakura to help with dimensional magic?”
“You don’t need to be a fairy to do a port block.  Why, would you rather have Sakura train you?”
“No!”  I protest.
“That’s good, because she’s refused to help with your training.”
“She did?”  I ask surprised.
“Yes.”  Lucy yawns.  “Anyway, I’m going to get some more sleep.”
“Are you feeling unwell?”  I ask.
“Just tired from the strain of opening that gate.  I’ll be sleeping more than normal for a couple of weeks or so.  Then I’ll be the same energetic Lucy I normally am.  You’d better enjoy the peace whilst it lasts.  Don’t worry about being quiet.  You’re not going to wake me.”  Lucy yawns and then lies down.  A moment later she is asleep.  I can tell from her aura.  I hope she was being honest and that she is just tired.  I’ve been tired a lot lately too, but nowhere near as tired as Lucy seems to be.  It makes the work she did to help organise today seem even more impressive.
“Thank you Lucy.”  I whisper.  Then I turn to Ash.
“Please, call me Angelika from now on.”  Ash tells me and I blink.
“Angelika?”  I ask confused.
“It’s my real name.  Ling renamed me when she killed my parents.  I had forgotten, but it all came back when she betrayed me.  She chose my name as a sick joke.  Ash because that’s what she reduced my mother to, and snow because it was snowing.”
“Ok.  I’ll call you Angelika.  If you’d told me sooner I would have called you that before.”
“I wasn’t sure.  I didn’t feel I deserved to be called Angelika, but Asuna convinced me that my mother would have wanted me to be called by the name she gave me.”
“Asuna’s right.”  I nod.
“Asuna seemed to think that focusing on improving my magic would be what you’d want me to do.”
“She’s right again.”  I smile.  I feel guilty for worrying about what Asuna might be telling Ash, or rather, Angelika.
“She also told me I should save my virginity for you.”  Angelika says shyly and my face goes bright red.  Ok, I was right to worry about what Asuna might tell her.  In fact I should have worried more.  “My body isn’t much compared to Hermes and Asuna’s, but I will of course save it for you in case you ever wish to use it.”
“I’m not going to force you to do anything like that against your will.”  I tell Angelika.
“It, wouldn’t, be against my will.”  Angelika tells me sounding as embarrassed as I feel.  My face goes an even darker red and Angelika’s face seems to match mine.  I quickly think of something to change the subject.
“So did you enjoy the celebration?  I guess it must have been weird celebrating losing and becoming a slave though.”
“I had more fun than I’ve had in…  Actually more fun than I remember ever having.”  Angelika tells me.  I am both glad and a little sad to hear that.  Mostly glad though.
“We train straight after lessons.  I hope you had a chance to talk to at least some of the other club members today, because you’ll be working with them at our training.”  I tell her and she nods.
“I didn’t speak to everyone, but I spoke to a lot of the other members.  I suppose I’m not actually a member, because I’m a slave.”
“I suppose that’s technically true, but please think of yourself as a member.  I am sure everyone will treat you as if you were.  Did you get on ok with everyone you spoke to?”
“Yes.  They all seemed really nice.  Sherry, Marian and Rose seemed eager to work with me.  I didn’t get a chance to speak to her, but it sounds like Juliet is really talented.  They all seemed a bit intimidated by her.”
“Juliet…  Yes she’s very, very talented, but she does seem to lack common sense.  The one time I worked with her she used so much power she knocked herself out.  It’s just a good job you can’t kill yourself by using up your own mana, because you do lose consciousness.”
“It isn’t easy, but you can use up all your mana and die.”  Angelika tells me.
“How?”  I ask surprised.
“It takes a lot of will power, but you can resist the force that knocks you out.  Also if you use certain invocations, the mana will continue to drain from you even after you are knocked out.”  Angelika explains.
“Well, don’t teach Juliet how to do that, because she’d probably try it.”  I warn Angelika who nods nervously.  “I was wondering by the way, how does demon summoning work?”
“You have to make a sacrifice.  Lesser demons you can summon by just sacrificing mana, but more powerful demons require either a piece of soul or flesh.  Controlling or working with a demon for a long time will gradually eat away at your soul and body.  That must be why my health suffered.  Ling convinced me I was suffering with an illness that had killed my mother.”
“Is there a way to heal you?”
“Perhaps my body, but not my soul.  Your soul can only recover either when you die, or by eating other people’s souls.  Unless you’re immortal.”
“Well, you never know, perhaps we’ll earn immortality.”  I tell her and she looks at me in shock.
“Even for your lowest slave?”  She asks, both looking and sounding stunned.
“Don’t think of yourself that way.  Slave or free we will work together, risk our lives and share any reward that we earn.  I will probably have to ask more from everyone than I’d like to.”
“I will gladly give you everything I have and everything that I am, mind, body and soul.”  Angelika tells me with a proud but sad smile.
“I will have to ask for enough from you already.  Your mind, body and soul are yours and yours alone.  What I will ask for you now though, is your loyalty and hard work.”  I tell her.
“I will work as hard as I possibly can, and I will never betray you.”  Angelika tells me vigorously and honestly.
Angelika put herself down earlier, but I think she is cute.  Perhaps not as pretty as Asuna, but she is still pretty.  It takes a lot of will power to keep refusing her offers, but if I took advantage of her now I know I would hurt her even though she is so accepting.  That is enough to give me the will power to resist.  I was a slave once, and whilst I may have no choice about owning slaves now, I can at least treat them well.
I also hope one day to be able to free Dairon, Angelika, Asuna and Hermes.  With the queen’s help it should be possible to free Hermes, but I always seem to have something else that I need from her more urgently.  Asuna and Angelika I could free today because unlike Hermes they have no family bonds that would take effect if they were freed, but neither would accept it.  With Dairon of course the issue is the war.  So as a former slave who once vowed never to own a slave myself, I now own four.
 



Chapter 25 (Multiple)
(Lucy)
The others are asleep now, but having slept through the day my tiredness is gone.  The room is pitch black and with everyone asleep there is nothing to do.  Just as I am thinking that though the window becomes visible as if on its own.  I focus all my senses and detect the source of magic.  Sakura may hide her presence well, but I am talented enough to trace the magic back to her and in so doing reveal her presence.
“So I’m not the only one awake.  I’m surprised Peter has been sleeping with the window hidden, but it seems you are as interested in the night sky as he normally is.  So what is it that interests you, Sakura?”
“I’m just bored with the dark.  Faeries don’t sleep, so it gets boring at night.”  Sakura tells me without revealing her presence any more than she had already.
“So, did you kick Peter out of bed each night to relieve your boredom?”  I ask.
“Nope.  He’s been falling out on his own.  If you watch him long enough I’m sure he’ll do it again tonight.”  Sakura tells me.
“So what do you do to relieve your boredom, other than letting in a little star and moonlight?”  I ask.
“Not a lot.  I’ll be glad when I can leave this horrible place and return to his majesty’s side.  Since this is his majesty’s will, though it is my duty, and I must fulfil my duty.”
“Why do you faeries obey the elves anyway?”  I ask.
“The elves protected us when we needed it most.  We swore to return the favour, but when the time came we were unable to fulfil our oath.  It is a stain on our honour that we may never be able to remove.”  Sakura says, sounding like it brings back painful memories.  “Oh, look.  He’s doing it again.”
I look and sure enough Peter is moving closer to the edge of his bed.  He is still asleep and it is almost as if his arms are dragging him.  I consider for a moment and realise that perhaps that is exactly what is happening.  I focus my senses and there is definitely earth magic concentrated in his arms, but there is always earth magic in his arms.  It seems like more than normal, but perhaps that is just my imagination.
“Could the dwarven stone in his arms be trying to get closer to the stone floor?”  I ask Sakura.
“I have no idea.  Dwarven magic isn’t exactly my specialty.”
“It would make sense though.  Damn that useless dwarf.  Everything he does he messes up.”  I say and before Peter can fall from his bed I use magic to port him back to the centre of the bed.  That seems to disrupt the magic in his arms, because he stops moving.
(Peter)
I wake in my bed.  Is this the first time I haven’t fallen out of bed since I got back to the academy?  I think so.  Lucy is snoring away on my bedside table in her little green blanket.  Her aura seems to suggest that she is really tired.  More so perhaps than when I went to bed last night.  I don’t wake her of course.
I get out of bed, clean myself and then walk over towards Asuna.  I don’t think it would wake Lucy if I called out to Asuna from my bed, but I don’t want to risk it.  I gently shake Asuna’s shoulder and she wakes instantly.
“Good morning.”  I whisper.
“Good morning.”  Asuna whispers back sleepily.
“I’m porting to class.  See you there.”  I tell her and then port outside the classroom.  As I enter I am the first person here.  It is early, but not that early.  I am sure everyone will be here soon.  Sure enough, as I sit down a girl who sits further along my row enters the classroom.  She has short blonde hair, bright blue eyes and pale skin like a typical Contractian, but she has a bright blue scar on the back of her right hand.  Her name is Pippa and she is my next opponent in the tournament.
“Ready for tomorrow?”  Pippa asks me.  It is the first time she has spoken to me, but also the first time we have seen each other alone.
“Yes.  Are you?”  I ask.
“Of course.  May the best girl win.”  Pippa says and I blink.  “Just kidding.  I plan to beat you though.  My honour demands it, and I have no desire to live as a slave.”
“I’ve freed most of my opponents.”  I remind her.
“Most, but not all.”  Pippa reminds me.
“There were circumstances.”
“I’m sure there were.”  She says disbelievingly.
“So, would you have freed everyone you beat?”  I ask.
“Yes, but I don’t expect you to believe me any more than I believe you.”  Pippa says with a shrug.
“I believe you.”  I tell her and she laughs.
“Flattery isn’t going to earn you an easy fight.  I’m going to beat you tomorrow.”  Pippa tells me very confidently.
“Good luck, but I’m not planning to lose either.”
“Of course not.”  Pippa shrugs and then takes her seat second from the other end of the row.  As she does so the door opens and a few more girls enter the room.  It isn’t long before everyone is here and the lesson begins.
“Today we will be covering aerial combat.  As such we will be taking the lesson outside.”  Professor Schwarz tells us.
“It’s raining like mad out there.  Why can’t we just do it in the flight hall?”  The girl sitting on Asuna’s right asks.
“It may be raining when you come to fight for real.”  Professor Schwarz warns her.
“It’s almost two years before we graduate.  Can’t that sort of realism wait until next year?”  The girl groans.
“No.  This afternoon is a test and you’ll be using everything you learn in this lesson.  So be sure to work as hard as you can this morning.”  Professor Schwarz tells her unsympathetically.  “Everyone port just outside the academy’s main entrance.”
We all stand, put up a weak shield of one sort or another to keep us dry and then port.  My shield is of course a wind shield.  I look up through the pouring rain at the main entrance, two huge wooden doors each completely covered in black iron.  On either side of course is an imposing round grey stone tower.
“You will work in five groups of five.  You will work in the same group for the test.  Choose your groups now.”  Professor Schwarz tells us and I wonder why we couldn’t have done that inside.  Oh well, it doesn’t really matter.  Groups of five though, that is going to be a problem, since we have seven people from our club here.
Five of the girls on our row almost instantly agree to work with each other.  I’m pretty sure they were all beaten by Ling or Angelika, other than Pippa who I will be going up against tomorrow.  Three of the girls from the front row, all of whom had been beaten by Ling, as well as the two girls who sit immediately on Asuna’s right have formed a team before we have even had a chance to discuss our options.  That leaves seven of us and eight other people.  To my surprise Sor walks up to us and glares at me.
“I’m not working with you or your slaves, but I’ll take rude girl, Emma and Rin.”  Sor says rather bluntly.  That leaves me, Hermes, Asuna and Angelika.
“Ok, thanks Sor.  That just leaves one more person to find.”  I say.  “Wait…  What do you mean by rude girl?”
“Yu Kii.  It’s not the first time I’ve called her that in front of you.”  Sor shrugs.
“I can’t think of anyone less rude than Yu Kii.  Why do you call Yu Kii rude?”  I ask rather confused.
“She was rude to me, so I call her rude.”  Sor shrugs again.
“Oh well.  That’s not important right now.  Good luck.”
“I don’t need luck.”  Sor tells me.
“Can I join you?”  The girl who sits next to Pippa asks.  Wasn’t her name Zariel?  She has a golden tinted skin a bit like Yu Kii, but much darker.  Like Yu Kii she also has bright green eyes, but her short hair is black so very different to Yu Kii’s short white hair.
“Sure.”  I smile.  It looks like we got our group without too much trouble.
“Great, I get to be on the winning team.  I’m Zariel by the way.  My specialty is fire magic, but I’m not bad at flight magic.”  Zariel tells me and Sor laughs at her.
“You think you’re on the winning team… You’re going to be my first target.”  Sor says shaking her head with an amused grin and Zariel’s face goes pale.
“Sor, stop chatting and get in your group!  The rest of you too!”  Professor Schwarz yells.  Hermes and Asuna move closer to me, Angelika and Zariel.  Sor, Emi, Emma, Yu Kii and Rin gather together.  “Now you are all in your groups start by going over formation flight again.”
“Formation flight?  Did you cover that whilst I was away?”  I ask Asuna.
“Yes.  Don’t worry though, it should be fine.”  Asuna answers.  “You lead and we’ll follow, but remember we can’t fly as well as you or Cherry.”
“So who takes the other positions?”  Zariel asks nervously.
“Hermes and I will take first left and first right respectively.  You can be second left and Ash, I mean Angelika, will be second right.”  Asuna answers.
“What are first and second left and right?”  I ask.
“We’ll fly in a V formation, so first left is immediately behind you on your left, and second left is immediately behind and to the left of first left.  Same for first and second right, except on the right of course.”  Asuna explains.
“For such a good wind mage I’m surprised you haven’t done formation flight before.”  Zariel remarks.
“We did a little but that was a while ago and I don’t think we used those words to describe it.  Unless I’ve just forgotten.  A lot has happened since then.”
“Like whatever your secret mission was?”  Zariel asks with a hopeful smile.  I suppose she hopes I might reveal why I was away from the academy.
“Sure.  Now let’s get started.  Everyone else is already flying.”  I answer and slowly rise into the air.  The rest of the group take formation behind me and I lead the way, at first slowly, but quickly picking up speed.  There are times when I lose the rest of the group but after about half an hour I am confident I understand exactly how far I can push them without losing anyone.
“That’s enough formation practice!  Everyone down!”  Professor Schwarz booms with the help of some wind magic.  So we lower ourselves to the ground.  “Now for the real practice.  You will use coloured water sprays to attack your opponent.  They will be harmless, but once you are hit I will port you to the ground.  No shields are allowed, so you must dodge the attacks.  The team to lose three members first will lose.  You will each fight all the other teams, and your final score will be based on the number of members that were lost over the course of all the battles.  This morning is just practice, but the test will work the same way this afternoon.”
“How do we do coloured water sprays?”  I ask and Professor Schwarz just looks at me as if I am mad.  Then she sighs and shakes her head.
“Like this.”  Professor Schwarz tells me and demonstrates a spray of red water.  It is admittedly very basic water magic, but I hadn’t even considered using it quite like this.  It isn’t just coloured but will stain anything it hits.  It is strong enough that the rain isn’t an issue, but at the same time not so strong as to hurt anyone who is hit.
“Ok.”  I say and try it myself.  It works first time, just as expected.
“Your group can go first then.”  Professor Schwarz tells me.
“So who are we up against?”  I ask.
“You can face Pippa’s group first.”  Professor Schwarz tells me.  Pippa looks unhappy and so do her group, but we shouldn’t underestimate them.  One on one I am completely confident, but as a group I need to hold back my flight skills to a level that everyone can cope with.  “I’ll port both groups into place and once I have done so you can consider the battle to have begun.  Now drop your shields.”
Sure enough as soon as we drop our shields Professor Schwarz ports us all.  She doesn’t even wait long enough for the pouring rain to soak us, but it isn’t long before it does.  I’m impressed she can port ten people to different locations all at once.
We are a fair distance away from each other now. Our group is at one corner of the academy and theirs is at another.  They are at the opposite end of the wall with the main entrance and Professor Schwarz between us.
It would be best to get above them, or at least not let them get above us so I lead my group straight up.  The other team are going up too, but not as quickly.  I can tell my team are struggling to keep up so I veer towards the opponents, since we already have the advantage of being slightly higher than them.  Once we are close enough I continue straight up and attack downwards with coloured water.  Since we are higher our range is greater than theirs and they are unable to attack us.
Asuna scores the first hit and the second a moment later, against their lead and first right.  Their formation is broken and they manage to dodge the next attacks but they have to reform their formation.  As they do so Asuna scores two more hits at the same time, winning us the match.  We are ported to the ground the moment she hits them.
“Well done, but I would like to point out that I didn’t ban porting.”  Professor Schwarz tells us.
“We could have ported?!  Why didn’t you tell us before we started?”  Pippa asks furiously.
“Don’t blame me for your lack of imagination.”  Professor Schwarz tells her coldly.  “You must maintain formation whilst porting though, if you choose to do so.  Now Peter’s team will fight Sor’s team.”
No sooner have we been ported than I feel the spray of coloured water hit the back of my head and I am ported back.  It looks like our whole team was hit at once.  I quickly clean my head with water magic.
“That was very well done, Sor.  Not that I’d expect anything less from you when it comes to dimensional magic.”  Professor Schwarz nods.  “Next, Peter’s team will fight Jade’s team.”
We’re ported again and I put up a port block before we can get taken out straight away.  I doubt they would try porting, because getting the timing and location exactly right would be quite hard.  Sor managed to port the whole team without contact, but I doubt many of our classmates could achieve that.  A port block should prevent anyone else porting even if they are able to.
Like in our first battle I lead everyone straight up.  Our opponents port straight up, so gain the height advantage, before diving down towards us.  Despite their superior altitude however, Asuna strikes Jade at the same time they attack us.  We each dodge without losing formation too badly, and after their initial misses we are all in range, so return fire.
Asuna hits their first left, but the rest of us miss.  I sense Asuna get hit and ported away.  Then we are about to pass and with a quick swerve I get directly behind their first right and hit her with my own attack.  Just as I pass their second right we are all ported back.
“Sorry Peter.”  Asuna apologises, clearly embarrassed.  She has already washed away the red water stain from her leg.
“Don’t be.  You did well.”  I tell her honestly.
“Peter’s team will now fight the last team.”  Professor Schwarz says and then ports us again.
Again I put up a port block, but this time our opponents don’t port, so it turns into a race to gain altitude.  Alone I would win it easily, but as it is, the opponents are gaining altitude a little quicker than us.  Before they can gain too much of an advantage I lead our team towards them.  Asuna attacks first and hits three of the opponents before they can react.
“Very well done.”  Professor Schwarz nods to Asuna.  “Now Sor’s team will go up against Jade’s team.”
I’m not surprised to see Sor port her team above each of the opposing teams.  I am glad she is on Rin’s team, because it means they should have nothing to worry about in the test this afternoon.  Once Sor’s team has beaten all the opposing teams we see the other teams fight.  They are much more evenly fought battles, and some last a while.
“The real test is this afternoon.  Practice however you wish until lunch time.”  Professor Schwarz tells us.
“So what do we practice?  Formation flight?”  Zariel asks nervously.
“Dodging?”  Asuna suggests.
“How about porting in formation?”  I suggest.
“That’s going to be tricky.”  Asuna warns me.
“I wish Lucy was here.  She would help us.”
“Can’t the faery help us?”  Asuna asks.
“Faery?”  Zariel asks confused.
“Sakura isn’t going to help us.”  I answer, shaking my head.
“Damn right, I’m not.”  Sakura says, still invisible, from a foot in front of Zariel’s face.  Zariel jumps back in shock.
“Don’t worry.  Sakura is our friend.  She isn’t going to help, but she isn’t going to hurt us either.”  I tell Zariel.
“Not unless Dairon tells me to.”  Sakura says and I can hear her shrug as she says it.
“Who is Dairon?”  Zariel asks.
“Don’t worry Zariel.  And Sakura, don’t answer.”  I respond quickly.  We probably shouldn’t have revealed Sakura’s presence, but we definitely can’t reveal Dairon to anyone outside the club.
We end up practising porting in formation, but we don’t succeed.  We can all port to more or less the same place, but the formation is badly disrupted every time.  Perhaps we should have tried practising dodging like Asuna suggested.
We have lunch in the lunch room today with Emma and Charlotte.  As we eat I manage to convince them to join us in my room from next week.  When we finish Zariel suggests a bit more practice for the test, but I’m concerned about using too much power.  Zariel walks off a bit annoyed when I refuse.
We all gather outside the main entrance for the afternoon lesson.  It is still raining, and if anything the rain is worse than this morning.  We have our shields up, but we’ll have to drop them soon.
“Shields down now everyone.  The test battles will be in the same order as this morning.  The first battle begins in five seconds.”  Professor Schwarz tells us and sure enough five seconds later my team is ported.
I put up a port block straightaway and then lead my team straight up again.  Our opponents close the distance between us quickly so we are unable to gain much of an advantage by doing so though.  Just like before Asuna is the first to strike and as expected she hits her target.  No, not just one target but three in one salvo.
“Good work.”  Professor Schwarz tells us, but mostly Asuna.  “Next battle is in five seconds, get ready.”
This time we are up against Sor’s team.  I put up a port block as soon as we are ported, but Sor is too quick or perhaps just ports through the block.  The result is the same as before.  I sigh and clean myself.  It proves to be the only battle we lose though, and in fact the only time any of us are hit in the test.
“Sor’s team are of course in first place.  Peter’s team come second.  Then Pippa’s team, followed by Jade’s team with Helen’s team in last position.  You all made a good effort, but there is a lot that can be improved.  Lesson is over, but don’t waste your free time.  You may not get much more of it.”  Professor Schwarz tells us all.  It is a little early to finish the afternoon lesson, but I am grateful, because I need to recover my power for tomorrow’s match against Pippa.
“Are you still recruiting?”  Zariel asks and I blink.  “For your club.”
“Yes, are you interested in joining?”  I ask surprised by the sudden interest.  Her aura doesn’t show any deception though.
“Yes, if you’ll take me.”  Zariel answers nervously.
“Of course.  You’ll need a contract, but I have a few spare contracts back in my room.  Why don’t you come back with us?”
“Ok.”  Zariel answers a bit shyly.  She seemed pretty confident earlier, although I suppose there were times she seemed a bit nervous too.  I hold out my hand and Zariel holds on as I port.  Hermes, Asuna and Angelika port a moment later.  Rin, Yu Kii and Emma port in a few moments after that.  I grab a spare contract from the table beside Asuna’s bed and sign it.
“Read it and sign it.”  I tell Zariel, who quickly reads it before signing without the need of a pen.
“So Zariel’s joining the club?”  Rin asks.
“Yes.  I’m not going to be at today’s training and neither will Asuna, Hermes or Angelika.  Could you introduce Zariel to everyone?”
“Of course.”  Rin nods.  “Welcome to Future’s Forge, Zariel.”
“Thank you.  I look forward to working with you.  Why did you call it Future’s Forge though?  You don’t have that many fire users.”
“It was my mother’s suggestion.  We’re meant to be ‘forging’ a better future.  It’s just a name though, and probably better than what Peter might have chosen.  I bet he’d have called us something stupid like star chasers or angel hunters.”
“I think one of my suggestions was to do with the stars, but my other one was something like dragon slayers.”  I tell Rin who laughs.  Zariel looks at me as if wondering what she’s gotten herself into.  “Don’t worry, I’ve no immediate plans to go dragon hunting.”
“No immediate plans?”  Zariel asks sounding even more shocked now.
“No plans at all.”  Rin tells her with a sharp look at me.
“Well, we are getting more and more people.  The Fallen Angels are more urgent though.”  I say and Zariel goes pale.  “Just kidding.  The queen can deal with them.”
“You’re putting our new recruit off before she’s even met the rest of the club…”  Rin warns me with an icy glare.
 



Chapter 26 (Peter)
I stand in the arena with Pippa staring calmly at me.  Although her appearance is that of a typical Contractian it suits her current expression.  Even though I am about to fight her I find myself thinking she looks kind of cute.  Her aura reflects the same calm as her expression so she is not just faking confidence.  Even so I am not going to be put off by her confidence.  I have every reason to be confident too, and everything to fight for.  I will win this fight.
We are ported and so the battle begins.  We are in a forest and some distance apart.  I put up a port block instantly.  The leafless trees appear ominous.  Not just their appearance but even their aura is threatening.  They remind me of the Tree Ents I’ve fought, but without the strong magical power.  They also don’t move to attack me.
It will take a minute or two to close the distance even at my fastest, but I don’t want to risk letting Pippa port.  A surprise attack might not be enough to beat me, but it has a better chance than a fair fight.  Pippa is primarily an earth user, but she is also pretty good at fire magic.  Both will give her an advantage on this battle field, but that just means I need to work harder to win.
I jump into the air and head towards Pippa.  Not at my fastest, because I see no reason to rush and I may as well save the power.  If I rush I am also more likely to fall for any traps that Pippa may have prepared for me.  It takes a few minutes to reach Pippa and when I do so she is just standing there waiting for me.
“Too slow!  This is where you lose!”  Pippa calls out at me and as she does so the nearby branches flail wildly at me.  I dodge easily enough, but it isn’t just the nearby branches that have become animated.  All the trees are literally pulling up their roots and moving to attack me.  Not just the nearby ones, but every tree in the forest, or at least all the ones I can sense.
The trees appear slow though, and despite their numbers I easily dodge their attacks as I continue to fly at Pippa.  A wall of thorny red roots shoots up forming a dome around her, so I am forced to veer up at the last moment.  I slash with wind slices but the roots just merge again after being hit and Pippa’s shield easily holds.  In fact I have no desire to kill her so I am not even trying to pierce her shield.
I dodge the trees attacks again and this time strike with lightning and fire.  The trees burn, but there are too many to burn them all and I doubt Dairon would exactly be happy if I destroyed a whole forest even if I could.  So I need to end this quickly.  I strike with lightning and flames at the root shield but it effortlessly resists my attacks.  I consider dropping my port block, but Pippa has one up too.  I have no idea how to port through a port block, so I keep my own up too.
I have few options left so I decide to go with brute force.  I gather a lot of my power and throw it into one almighty wind fist, which I follow directly behind.  To my relief it penetrates the root shield and the magical shield, allowing me to reach Pippa.  More roots reach out at me but they are too slow.  Unable to see her gem I grab hold of Pippa and leave through the gap I just made in her root shield.  We just about manage to get through the hole before it closes behind us.
I soar up into the sky above the trees, holding Pippa by her waist.  Flames surround her waist but my dwarven hands and arms are unaffected.  Before she can do anything more dangerous I drain the air from her lungs and she falls unconscious.  Holding Pippa with magic I search out her gem with my senses.  It takes a few seconds but when I find it I grab it from her pocket.  Then I am ported back to the academy arena.
“The winner is Peter of the Wind.  Pippa, with approval of the royal judge, is hereby declared by royal decree slave of Peter, and Peter will advance to the next battle.  The rights of the family of Pippa are eternally forfeit.  Only two competitors remain to face him.  Will the boy beat Jade and Sor, or will his luck run out so close to the end?”  The commentator says, and the crowd is staring at me silently.  I can’t tell what they are thinking, but they certainly aren’t bored.
“Let’s port to my room.  I have a contract to give you.”  I tell Pippa who now awake again is getting slowly to her feet.  I take her wrist once she is standing and port us.  “Basically you just have to join my club and when it is formed my company.  Read the contract and then sign it.”
“I can’t believe I lost.”  Pippa sighs as she reads the contract.  Then she signs it and gives it back to me.  “Thanks for not keeping me as your slave.”
“We train after lessons every day other than our day off.  The rest of the club are probably waiting in our classroom.  We celebrate after every match.  I’m sure everyone is looking forwards to seeing you there.”
“So I get to celebrate losing?”  Pippa asks with a wry smile.
“Sorry.”
“So how do you celebrate?”
“Generally there’s food.  There were games too last week, but I’m not sure what the plan is today.”
“Well I suppose there’s only one way to find out.”  Pippa sighs.
“Are you ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”  Pippa says and ports.  I port just outside the classroom.  The door is open this time and Rin is standing in the door.
“So did you join us?”  Rin asks Pippa who nods.  “We decided to start with food today, so come in and help yourselves before it’s all gone.  Some people are waiting, but most have started eating already.”
“I’m actually quite hungry, so food would be good.”  Pippa smiles.  Her reluctance seems gone, but from her nervous aura I get the impression she is just trying to sound and look confident.  I don’t get the impression she is lying though.  She then enters the room ahead of me and heads straight for the food.
Like last time the food is on tables around the edge of the room and we just help ourselves.  Again it is really nice and easy to eat.  There are drinks in large glass jugs on two of the tables this time.  Last time the drinks were all on one table.  One table has mostly brightly coloured drinks like last time, but the other appears to have water.  Except that I detect a fairly strong magical enchantment on the water.  I approach the water table and cautiously pour a small amount into a glass.
“Don’t worry, it isn’t poisoned.”  Sherry tells me as she sees how cautious I am.  “I just enchanted it with a relaxation charm.  I learnt it in class this week.”
Embarrassed I pour more water in the glass and take a fairly large swig.  It tastes just like water, but it does seem to relax me a little.
“It seems to work well.”  I tell Sherry.
“Thanks.”  Sherry grins.  “By the way, Cherry is really looking forward to the end of the tournament.  I hope you have some ideas of how to spend your date with her.”
“Date?”  I ask confused.  “What is a date?”
“It’s when you go out and have fun with a girl, like you promised to with Cherry.”
“Oh, ok.  I didn’t know it had a name like that.  I hadn’t made any plans.  It sounded like Cherry had something she wanted to do with me.  She did say she wanted to do something of her choice.”
“You can’t leave all the planning to Cherry.  Tell you what, I’ll help you come up with some ideas.”
“Ok, but it will have to be after the tournament.  I don’t want to lose because I’m distracted.”
“I wouldn’t want you to lose either.  I’ll think of some ideas for now and we can discuss them once you win.”
“That sounds good.  Now I’d better get some food before it’s all gone.”
“I recommend the little pots of mini sausages with the rainbow mash.  Yusa made them and they really are delicious.”
“I’ll give them a try then.  Everything Yusa makes tastes great.  Maybe she should be training as a cook and not a mage.”  I laugh.
“Of course she’s a good mage too.”
“True.  The time with Dairon really helped her and she’s made great progress since.  I still remember when she had real trouble with the basics.  The teachers must have been stunned when she suddenly improved so much.”
“Apparently 3D’s teacher suggested to their class that they might want to consider joining our club.  It didn’t go down well though.  There were some rather rude comments by her students, directed not only at the teacher but also at Niji, Tomo and Tabi.  Of course that was only when the teacher left the room.  The rude comments stopped the next day though, when Midori challenged anyone from 3D who insults our club to fight a duel.  You’d better grab one of those pots now, or they’ll all be gone.  I’m going to get another one now too.”  Sherry tells me.
“I will do, and thanks for telling me about that.”  I say as we head to get our pots.  After one mouthful I take a second and hold it in the air in front of me with wind magic, just like my drink.  “These are divine.”
“I’m glad you like them.”  Yusa tells me and I turn to see her holding a small dish filled with perfectly round green balls, each about an inch in diameter.
“What are those?”  I ask.
“They’re enchanted fizzle balls.  Cherry made these.  They’re weird but really nice.  You should try one, but not when you’re holding something up with wind magic.”  Yusa says and takes three balls before putting the dish down.  The expression on her face when she pops one in her mouth is really weird and twisted but after a moment it turns into a huge grin.
“When we’re a proper company we certainly aren’t going to go hungry.”  I say happily.
“There aren’t many people in your year who can cook well though.”  Yusa reminds me.  “Maybe you should make that a new requirement for new recruits.”
“We’ll be fine.”  I tell her, unable to explain that we’ll all be forming the company at the same time.
“You’re close to having enough recruits in your year but, even if you recruit Sor and Jade after you beat them, you still don’t have enough.”  Yusa says sounding a bit worried.
“We’re much closer than we were when we started the year.  Don’t worry, if we don’t have enough people by the end of this year we’ll work something out next year.”  I tell Yusa.  It is of course a lie, but since I can’t tell her the truth I need to explain why we’re not going to be desperately trying to recruit more Year 2s.  Yusa still looks worried but it can’t be helped.
“Hi Peter.”
“Hi Midori.”  I respond as I turn to face her.  I then eat another sausage.
“I heard that you agreed to go on a date with Cherry, because of some wind magic challenge you did together.  I want a chance to take the challenge too.”  Midori tells me.  She hides it well but her aura shows that she is feeling a bit hurt.  She’s a good wind mage so it might be good training for her, though I doubt she’ll win the challenge.
“You can, but the same rules apply.”
“Can anyone take the challenge?”  Niji asks hopefully.  I turn and see she is standing there eating a pot of the same sausages and mash that I am.  Her long wavy rainbow hair goes rather well with the rainbow mash.
“Yes, but Cherry only just managed it and there is a punishment if you take the challenge and fail it.”  I tell her.
“I’ll pass.  If Cherry only just did it, there’s no way I’ll manage it.”  Niji says shaking her head.
“What’s the punishment?”  Yusa asks.
“You only find that out when you fail.”  I answer.
“I’ll do it.”  Midori says eagerly.
“Do what?”  Rin asks.
“Peter’s challenge.”  Midori tells her.
“What challenge?”  Rin asks.
“It’s basically a flying chase where you have to hit my shield with attacks three times in one training session.  Like I did with Cherry.”
“Sounds fun.”  Rin says dubiously and takes the last pot of sausages and mash.
“Hey, I wanted that!”  Niji complains as she has just finished her previous pot.
“This is my first.”  Rin tells her with a glare.  I put my own first pot back now it is empty and start on my second before anyone can ask for it or complain that I’m having two.
“So Rin, what did you make for today?”  I ask.  Rin blushes.
“It didn’t work out too well, so I didn’t bring it.”  Rin tells me, sounding really embarrassed.
“Oh, sorry.”  I say with a slight wince.
“You should try mine.”  Niji says and points at five dishes with red balls slightly smaller and less even than the ones Yusa was eating earlier.
“Sure.”  I say and take one.  I put it in my mouth and it feels like my mouth is on fire.  I pour water into my mouth using my wind magic, because it is quicker than using my hands.  Having emptied my glass my mouth has cooled down a bit.  I look at Niji and ask.  “What are they?”
“Flaming spice balls.  There’s a small fire enchantment and some really powerful spices.  They’re a specialty of my ancestors, so I decided to try them.  I think they’re too mild.”
“If they were any less mild I’d need Lucy to heal me.”  I tell Niji.
“Humans have such weak taste buds.”  Niji shrugs.
“Aren’t you human?”  I ask surprised.
“Humans don’t have blue skin or rainbow hair, do they?”  Niji laughs.
“I suppose it isn’t common, but I assumed it was just rare.”  I admit and Niji laughs even harder.
“I’m a half human.”  Niji tells me.
“What’s your other half?”  I ask in surprise.
“That’s a secret.”  Niji tells me seriously.
“Why tell me you’re not human then?”  I ask confused.
“Because it’s so obvious that the whole academy already knows.”  Niji laughs.
“I suppose that makes sense.”  I sigh and turn to Rin who is also laughing at me.  “Rin, have a flaming spice ball.”
“No thanks.”  Rin answers and quickly walks to the drinks table.
“I’ll have one.”  Midori says and puts one in her mouth.  Her short green hair sticks up and her purple eyes go wide.  She drinks a whole glass of water that was sitting on the table.  “I thought I was going to die.  Sorry, whoever’s water this was, but it was a matter of life and death.”
“I put the water there.”  Niji says.  “I thought it might be a bit spicy for humans.”
“How about putting them on the drinks table?”  I suggest.
“Good idea.”  Midori tells me.
“Ok.”  Niji sighs and takes the spicy balls to the drinks table.  Aventurine takes one as she passes Niji on her way towards us.  As Aventurine has a drink in her hand I don’t warn her.  The moment Aventurine has popped the spicy ball in her mouth she brings her glass up and drinks it in one go.  Then she rushes to the drinks table to get another one.
“I guess Aventurine doesn’t handle spicy well.”  Yusa laughs.
“Why don’t you try one?”  I suggest.  Yusa shakes her head emphatically.
“Try a fizzle ball.”  Yusa suggests.
“They’re not spicy, right?”  I ask.
“No, they’re really sweet.”  Yusa tells me.
“Ok, I’ll have one now then.”  I say and put down my now empty second mini pot of sausage and mash.  I take the green fizzle ball and pop it in my mouth where it dissolves in moments.  It is sweet but more importantly I feel like my mouth is full of bubbles.  I keep my mouth tightly shut and my face probably looks very much like Yusa’s did.  “A bit too sweet for me.”
“Cherry would be disappointed if she heard that.”  Sherry tells me.
“You’ve got to try what I made.”  Midori tells me.
“What did you make?”  I ask cautiously.
“Bite size mushroom omelettes.”  Midori tells me.  It reminds me of Nirvali where fungi was one of the more common foods.  It sounds nice though.
“I’ll try one then.”  I say and to my surprise Midori flies one straight to me from a table on the other side of the room.  I pick it up with wind magic and eat it in one bite.  “That is actually really nice.  Good job on these Midori.  I think I might head over there and have some more.”
“Thanks.  Glad you like them.”  Midori says and follows me.  Sherry follows us too.  I have quite a few of Midori’s omelettes before moving onto the next snack.  There is plenty of food left when Rin stands in the centre of the room and announces that it is time for the next stage.
“When it’s not your turn please stand back and remain quiet.”  Rin tells us and we gather in a crowd.  Once we are all standing quietly Rin speaks again, sounding a little bitter.  “Now, thanks to everyone’s kind votes, I have to go first.”
“Good luck, Rin!”  Yusa calls out cheerfully.  Rin glares at Yusa and then sighs.
“Just so you know, but I’m useless at singing.  So I’m going to start with a simple children’s rhyme.”  Rin tells us and then closes her eyes.  She begins singing and doesn’t sound too bad, but isn’t exactly great.  It isn’t a long song and soon it comes to an end.  “As we agreed we each get to choose who sings after us, so next is Sherry.”
“Thanks Rin.”  Sherry says sounding genuine, but a bit nervous.  She walks to the front and Rin walks to the back of the crowd.
“The sword of stone, that swings alone,
And the words of hope, that bring us home,
And at hell’s gate, now do await,
Ranks of demons, and the damned as well,
The dead their numbers, soon shall swell,
Now the angels who, in heaven dwell,
Fight the angels who, from heaven fell…”
And so Sherry’s song continues for some time, getting darker and darker as it continues.  She sings it well, but I’m not so sure about her choice of songs.  It tells the tale of a mage who tried to rescue her sister from hell whilst the demons were distracted by the war between angels, demons and gods.  In the end they both end up trapped in hell to be tortured for all eternity by the Maou who has just lost his son and daughter in the war against the gods.
When Sherry finishes she calls Cherry up.  Cherry seems even more nervous than Sherry, but she looks me directly in the eye and begins to sing.  Her song is a much brighter and happier one than her sister’s and sung directly after such a dark song it seems even brighter.  Like Sherry she has a beautiful singing voice.  Perhaps I should have Dairon teach her song magic.
“She sings as well as an elf.”  Yusa says with a sigh.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”  Sakura says with a huff.  “She was alright for a human, but elves are much better.  Even I could sing better than that.”  Everyone is shocked by her words, but nobody more so than Cherry.
“That was a beautiful song Cherry.  You sang it really well.”  I tell her and she smiles cheerfully again.
“I’ll show you how that song is meant to be sung.”  Sakura says with a huff and for the first time she becomes visible in front of the whole club.
“So pretty.”  Lilian says and there are quite a few whispered agreements.
“Human compliments are meaningless.”  Sakura sighs and floats to the front.  Then she begins to sing, and although the words are mostly the same, the way she sings takes my breath away, and not just mine.  Everyone is stunned by the beauty of her song.
When she finishes she is greeted with a stunned silence, but before we recover to congratulate her she has begun to sing Sherry’s song too.  Her version of it anyway, because she replaces the human mage that Sherry sung about with an elven mage.  Not only does she sing it majestically, but the words fit better this way.  It makes me wonder which the original version was.
“How can anyone sing after that?  There’s no way we could do better.”  Felicity complains.  Sakura smirks and disappears.
“How about we just get Sakura to sing for us?”  Helski suggests.
“Good idea!”  Felicity agrees instantly.
“Am I the only one who has to humiliate herself today?”  Rin asks.
“Yes.”  Emma replies before Rin can say anything else.  “Sakura, could you sing for us again?”
“I don’t sing for humans, but I suppose I could sing to myself, so just go back to eating and drinking.  That’s better than listening to humans wrecking good elven songs.”  Sakura says.  She doesn’t reappear but her voice fills the room as she starts another song.  So the singing contest ends a bit earlier than planned, but we get to listen to Sakura sing ‘to herself’.
The celebration lasts a while and then I return to my room with Angelika, Hermes, Asuna, Rin and Yu Kii.  We just talk, but it is a little more private so we can talk a bit more freely than back in the classroom where the whole club was present.
 



Chapter 27 (Multiple)
(Midori)
“So I just have to chase you and hit your shield three times?”  I ask, surprised that it is so simple.  It is what he told me yesterday, but I was sure there had to be some sort of catch.
“That’s all, but I’m not going to make it easy for you.”  Peter warns me.
“Of course not, but I’m not going to lose.”  I tell Peter confidently.
“Cherry said something similar, and she only beat me on the last day when I got distracted.”  Peter says.
“What distracted you?”  I ask curiously.
“The stars.”  Peter tells me, which seems a bit odd.  I know he has an obsession with the stars, but they must have been there the whole time.  Why did they suddenly distract him then?
“Well, try not to get distracted today, because I’m not going to go easy on you.”  I warn him.  Peter smiles, jumps into the air and raises his shield.
“You can start.”  He tells me and darts away.  I jump into the air and follow him.  Of course he is just as fast and agile as I remember, but that makes this fun.  I know how he flies, because I’ve watched him fly even when he didn’t know I was watching.  As I follow him it just brings back and reinforces what I already know.
My first wind slice hits his shield with no problem.  I suppose it is my third, since my first two were feints.  Of course the same tactic isn’t going to work twice, because Peter will react differently, but I know exactly how he’ll react when I attack next.  Sure enough I’m not disappointed.  My lightning strike hits first time despite, or more precisely because, I aimed to miss.  Of course aiming to miss wasn’t enough.  I had to aim exactly where I knew he was going to dodge to and convince him I was aiming at him.
Now Peter is worried, because I’ve hit him twice already and he doesn’t understand how.  I feel guilty for making him worry, but for the sake of a date I suppress my guilt and aim for my third and final hit.  I miss.  I figured as much.  Now he is worried he isn’t going to be easy to hit.  The first time probably felt like a fluke, but to hit twice proves I am a threat.
I use all my days of stalking, I mean admiring, Peter to try to score the third hit.  It isn’t easy.  Even if you know the way he flies and dodges, if he takes you seriously enough he is simply too unpredictable no matter how well you know him.  I’m determined though and only need one more hit to win.
It is dark before I know it and begins to rain again.  It seems to rain every other day now, which puts a dampener on our training sessions.  Even so I am not going to give up just because it is cold, wet and dark.  I have five more chances, but this is my best chance because Peter underestimated me at the start.  He’s not going to make that mistake again.  If I don’t win today I’m unlikely to win at all.
“Ten more minutes and then we stop!”  Peter calls back to me.  Ten minutes to win or lose.  I try to hit him whilst he’s distracted by calling out to me, but my lightning hits a tree instead, which explodes.  The trees here are all dead so I don’t need to worry about it though.
Not that I’d be that worried even if I blew up a living tree.  It is only a plant after all.  I kill living creatures and monsters to protect people and earn money whilst I’m on the bounty hunts.  Unlike plants they at least have some basic thoughts.  The goblins are probably about as smart as humans, but since they are evil I don’t feel too sorry for them.  I’d feel much sorrier for the humans they would torture and slaughter if I left them alive.
I can’t afford to get distracted now so I return my focus entirely on Peter.  I’m not going to hit him if I keep on playing it cautiously like this.  So I ready the majority of my remaining power and go with brute force.  Fifty simultaneous lightning blasts.  Peter dodges them all just as I expected, but I also sent five wind slices at the points I thought he was most likely to dodge to.  The fifth wind slice hits spot on.
“That was a bit drastic.”  Peter says looking at the now blackened area I just destroyed.
“It would take more than that to take down your shield.”  I grin.
“I wasn’t expecting anything quite so powerful, so my shield might not have held up against so many lightning bolts if I’d been hit.”  Peter tells and my grin falls.  “Well they didn’t hit, so I suppose it’s alright.”
“I’m sorry.  I was sure you’d be able to shield against my attacks, so I didn’t hold back.”
“So was there anything in particular you wanted to do on our date, or should I come up with a plan?”  Peter asks and it suddenly hits me.  This is real.  Not just a dream.  I really am going to go on a date with Peter.
“I’ll come up with a plan.”  I tell Peter.  I don’t want to distract him and this gives me a chance to impress Peter with something other than magic.
“Thanks.  It will have to be after the tournament of course.”
“Of course.  Now you’d better not lose.  I’ve never heard of this Jade before, but Sor sounds like she is serious trouble.”
“I have a plan for Sor.”  Peter says with a confident smile.
“That’s good, but don’t underestimate her, or Jade for that matter.  Sometimes what you don’t know can be worse than what you already know is dangerous.”
“Don’t worry.  I’m taking them both serious.  Jade is an earth mage and from what I hear she’s a damn good earth mage, but I don’t plan to lose to her or to Sor.”  Peter assures me.
(Peter)
I wasn’t expecting to lose in the first match against Midori.  I am glad she is on my side, because she just demonstrated how dangerous she can be.  I was sure Cherry was a better wind mage and I’m not sure that I’ve changed my mind, but there was something uncanny about the way she kept on guessing my every move.  I managed to just about stay ahead of her most of the time, but she made me work far harder than Cherry did, and Cherry made me work really hard, so that is no easy feat.  Cherry will be shocked when she learns tomorrow that Midori has already beaten me.
“Peter, we need to talk.”  Lucy tells me sleepily.  Asuna, Angelika and Hermes are still at training so it is just the two of us here.
“Lucy…?”  I ask surprised and worried.  Is her condition worse than just tiredness?
“I’ve been meaning to talk to you for a while, but you’re always asleep or in lessons whilst I’m awake.”  Lucy yawns.  “First though, have you managed to get the port barrier working correctly?”
“Yes.  Professor Schwarz gave me a few pointers and I got them right with Asuna’s help.”
“Good.  If you get that right you should be able to beat Sor.”
“Probably.”  Sakura mutters without revealing her presence.
“Probably?”  Lucy asks worriedly.
“There’s something not quite right about that girl.  The port barrier will probably work, but…”
“Sor’s aura is odd and dimensional magic is her specialty.  I still want to know how she recovered from the after effects of her curse.”  I say worried about Sor again now.
“So is there anything else Peter can do?”  Lucy asks.
“Beat her before she beats you or keep moving so even if she does port, you are somewhere else before she can attack you.”  Sakura tells me.
“Perhaps the tactic I used against the Rainbow Twins would work.  I create a duplicate of me and hide my own presence.  That way Sor attacks the duplicate.”
“You’ll need a very good illusion.  To use it from the start it must fool not only Sor but the teachers.”  Lucy says worried.
“I suppose I could help a little.”  Sakura says.  “I’m not going to reveal the secrets of my people, but I could probably give a few helpful hints.”
“Thank you Sakura.  That would be a big help.”  I tell her gratefully.  She remains silent.
“I still need to talk to you, Peter.”  Lucy says wearily.
“Ok.”  I say worried again about Lucy now.
“The reason you are falling out of bed every day seems to be because of your dwarven arms.”  Lucy tells me and I blink.  “They are attracted to the stone on the floor, so they try to drag you closer to it.”
“Oh…  What about the window?”
“That’s Sakura.”  Lucy tells me with a shrug.
“So if I sleep with my arms against the wall I should be ok, since that’s the same stone as the floor.”
“What I don’t understand is why your arms pull you towards the floor and not the wall.”
“I suppose I’ll give the wall idea a try and if it doesn’t work I’ll have to think of something else.”  I tell Lucy.
“If it doesn’t work I’ve already told Asuna what to do.  I finally got a chance to speak with her this morning after you ported to class.”
“What did you tell her?”  I ask curiously.
“Try the wall idea first.”  Lucy tells me and lies down in her blanket.  She is snoring before I can say anything else.  I hope she recovers soon.  I also want to see Dairon, Kai and Elucia again.  Perhaps after lessons tomorrow I’ll skip training and port to Lucy’s home to see them.
“Hi Peter.”  Asuna, Angelika and Hermes all say more or less at once.
“Hi Asuna, Hermes, Angelika.”  I say as I turn to face them.
“How did Midori do?”  Hermes asks.
“She completed the challenge.”  I say and both Asuna and Hermes are clearly shocked.
“She must be good to beat you.”  Angelika says.
“I’ve never seen her beat Cherry though.”  Asuna says with a frown.
“She was very good at outguessing me.  She’s a good wind user too of course, but it was her ability to outguess me that let her score the hits on me.”
“Oh.  That makes sense, since it is Midori.”  Hermes says with a nod.
“Why because it’s Midori?”  I ask confused.
“No reason.”  Hermes says realising she has said something she shouldn’t have.  I don’t understand why, but I can tell that much from her aura and expression.  I don’t press the point.  “Rin will be jealous though.  She’d probably love to go on a date with you, even if it was just a pretend date like with Midori and Cherry, though she’d never admit it.”
“Pretend date?”  I ask confused.
“You couldn’t go on real dates with more than one girl.”  Hermes tells me and I don’t really understand.  Right now though, I have more important matters to worry about.
“Well I’m going to bed now, so good night.”  I yawn.  Midori really worked me hard today.
“Good night Peter.”  They all tell me as I get into bed.  I make sure my arms are against the wall and quickly get to sleep.
Morning arrives and just like usual I am on the floor.  This really doesn’t help my sleep.  I’ll talk to Asuna later to see what Lucy’s bright idea was.  I hope it works.
(Kai)
I’m fed up.  It feels like we’ve been here forever.  It’s not like there’s anywhere in particular I want to be, but it is like being back at my home village.  Well, I suppose it isn’t as bad as that, but I’m not free to go where I please and so I feel like an animal in a cage.  A gilded cage, but still a cage.
The room they gave me is the most luxurious room I have ever seen.  The bed could fit three or four people quite easily.  It is enchanted to relax you and the softest bed I have ever slept on.  I have no less than three tables and six chairs, even though it is just me in here.  There is a wardrobe with clothes ranging from extremely fancy to practical clothes that I could fight or run in without any trouble.
I eat as much here in a single meal as I am used to eating over two or three days.  I’m not talking about the days when I had to ration myself or had nothing to eat, but days when I ate as much as I needed without going hungry.  Part of me loves this lifestyle, but the adventurer in me wants to leave here and explore the world again.
Of course I’m not lying around idle.  I’m busy each day helping to further train Elena’s elite mages and so is Dairon.  Elucia on the other hand is being personally trained by Elena.  Apparently this is almost unheard of.  The last time she personally trained anyone was supposedly about five hundred years ago, and before that it was thousands of years ago.  Elena Fillia like her daughter Lucy is of course an immortal, though unlike Lucy her immortality is still intact.
I get out of bed and then get washed and dressed.  I then port down to have breakfast in the common room.  This is where all the guards, servants and anyone else who is not considered an honoured guest or a member of the family eat.  Elucia as an honoured guest of course eats with Elena, but Dairon and I eat with everyone else.
We are somewhere between an honoured guest and a guard, but not fit to eat with Elena.  That’s Lady Elena I correct myself.  If I don’t think of her as Lady Elena I may make the mistake of just calling her Elena again.  She wasn’t too happy the last time I did that.  Not that I see her very often.
“Good morning Kai.”  Dairon says cheerfully, though I suspect he may be faking his cheer just like I am.  I also suspect he has a legion of faeries flying above him unseen.  We haven’t revealed the faeries to Elena or anyone here.
“Good morning Dairon.”  I say and match his cheerful voice with one of my own.
“Good morning Kai.”  One of the guards I am training tells me cheerfully.  She probably isn’t faking it.  They have all improved a lot since I started training them, so she is probably looking forward to continuing the training.  For now though she is sat with a wooden bowl filled with porridge at the long wooden table that we all eat at.  It is one of ten and each could fit a couple of hundred people easily, but we only use this table.  It makes the servants’ lives easier if they only need to clean one table rather than ten.  The hall we are in is huge with a seamless grey stone floor, roof and walls clearly formed by magic.
“Good morning.”  I reply wondering what her name was.  All these Contractians look so similar with their short blonde hair, blue eyes and pale skin that I have a hard time remembering their names.  They aren’t exactly the same height, but they are all shorter than I am.
I join the queue for breakfast and take lots of bacon and sausages, as well as a couple of fried eggs.  By the time I have my breakfast Dairon has finished his and ported away to begin his day’s work.  So I eat alone.  Well, not exactly alone, since the room is full of people.  But with nobody I want to speak to.  Even so breakfast is as tasty as ever and it isn’t long before I am ready to start my own day’s work.  I port to the training room that I was assigned and my first trainee of the day is ready and waiting.
(Dairon)
It has been another long day spent trying to train humans in this tiny stone room.  Human mages can get a short way very quickly, but once they reach a certain point, it becomes very hard to take them further.  Elven magic is natural to elves, because it was developed for elves to use.  Humans aren’t elves, so it is a bit like a fish trying to teach a dog to swim, and in this room it is a bit like doing so without water.
The door opens and I realise I must still have one more human to train.  To my shock and relief the human who enters is not one of Lady Elena’s mages, but a very welcome face indeed.
“Peter!  I am so glad to see you!”  I exclaim.
“Dairon, it is good to see you too.”  Peter smiles.
“Are you here to get us out of here?”  I ask hopefully.
“I was told you were being treated as guests here.  This room looks more like a prison cell than a guest room though.”  Peter says with a frown.
“This is where they have me work during the day.  The room where I sleep is luxurious, but I’d much rather not be here.”  Dairon tells me.
“Well, as it happens I came here to ask the three of you to leave here.”  Peter tells me, much to my relief.
“Thank you!  So where will we be going?  Back to the academy town?”  I ask.
“For now, yes.  I may soon ask you to help protect the Hoshi, but not until the tournament is over.  Jenny and Jimmy are staying with Hinata so it will just be you, Yusa and Kai staying at Hermes old home.  Oh, and the faeries of course.  Elucia can stay with Rin’s mother again.  I’m sure Rin will be happy to see her again.”
“I am sure Kai will be just as happy as I am to leave here, but Elucia has been treated like an honoured guest and is being trained by Lady Elena.”
“I spoke to Elucia first and she’s eager to go back, though she’s a bit nervous about seeing everyone again.  Elena isn’t exactly happy to see all of you leave, but you’re guests, not prisoners.”
(Peter)
As I port in Asuna and Angelika are sitting at the table whilst Hermes is in bed asleep.  Hermes’ aura looks almost as tired as Lucy’s.  I wonder what she did during training to wear her out so much.
“Peter…”  Asuna says both sounding and looking rather nervous.  Angelika looks even more nervous than Asuna.
“Asuna?”  I ask curiously.
“You woke up on the floor again today, right?”  Asuna asks.
“Yes.  Oh, Lucy did say she’d spoken to you.  What was her idea then?”
“She quite rightly pointed out that we can’t just continue to let this happen.  She suggested that you sleep on the large bed between Angelika and me so you can’t fall off.”  Asuna tells me with a slight blush.
“No.”  I say going bright red.  A part of me really likes the idea, but…  “How about I just try sleeping on the large bed and you take mine?”
“If that is your wish we could try it and see whether it works.  As your slave though, it is unacceptable that I had to wait for Lucy to make this suggestion.  I should certainly be punished for my selfish hesitance.”  Asuna says looking down at the floor.
“Don’t be silly.  I really would prefer to free you.  Are you sure I can’t persuade you to accept your freedom?”
“It is my sworn duty to serve you as your slave.”  Asuna tells me firmly.  I look at Angelika but she shakes her head firmly.
“I deserve to be a slave for what I did.  If you free me the only way I can atone for my actions is by taking my own life.”  Angelika tells me.
“And if I free Hermes she becomes her aunt’s slave.”  I sigh.  “I was a slave myself and vowed to never own a slave.  Now I own four.  Two stubborn ones who refuse to live freely and two who I can’t free.”
“I’m sorry to trouble you like this.”  Asuna tells me.
“But you won’t reconsider?”
“I’m sorry.”  Asuna says, shaking her head.
“So how did your training go?”  I ask.
“It went fine.  I worked with Aventurine on water magic and Galico on wind and earth magic.”  Asuna answers.
“What about you Angelika?”
“I worked with Gillian on wind and fire magic and Juliet on fire magic.  Gillian was fine, but Juliet…  Well, Juliet, is Juliet.”  Angelika says with a wince.
“But how did it go?”
“Well…  I didn’t die, but it was close.”  Angelika tells me.
“I should get Kai to work with Juliet.”
“Kai?”  Angelika asks blankly.
“She’s a half dwarf I met when I was away from the academy.”  I tell her and Asuna nods.
“You told us about her when you returned.  Of course Angelika wasn’t part of the club back then.”  Asuna reminds me.
“Anyway, as a half dwarf Kai is very good at earth and fire magic.”  I explain.
“I don’t think being good at fire magic is the problem.”  Angelika says.  “What Juliet needs is someone who can give her some common sense.  Of course that is probably impossible.  I wonder what made her decide to join the club in the first place.  Maybe if we understood that it would help us understand her.”
“Perhaps Rin asked her that when she asked to join.  I’ll speak to Rin about it tomorrow lunchtime.  Anyway, don’t stay up too late.  I’m going to bed now myself.”  I tell them and soon we are all in bed.  Asuna deactivates her light stone and I wonder whether the larger bed will be enough to stop me ending up on the floor in the morning.  I hope so.
 



Chapter 28 (Multiple)
(General Karina)
With King Grunti on the throne my previous troubles have been replaced with new ones.  He lets me do my job organising the defence and ensuring the domes are safe before the shapers go in to start rebuilding.  We’ve secured all the domes now except the two we had to abandon.  It would be easier to build two entirely new domes than try to secure and reshape those two.
The old king always let the Council of Elders make the decisions, and they always got in the way of my work.  If they had let me do my job properly perhaps we wouldn’t have lost as many dwarves in the attack, but then again perhaps that is just wishful thinking.  King Grunti doesn’t trust the council so he makes the decisions himself and he trusts my judgement, so he rarely overrules me on important matters.
Now that the urgent work has been done though, he has given me new work.  In fairness I don’t have to do it myself, but he is driving my subordinates crazy with his requests.  Right now for example I have a whole company escorting a team of dwarven miners.  The miners are happy to be working again, but their guards are busy fighting all sorts of monsters that I have never heard of before.  At least they are fighting though.
It is the other company he has working on his personal whims that is truly unhappy.  He has them handing out his latest picture book to every dwarf in Nirvali.  It seems he wants to convince everyone that picture books are not evil.  He quickly got rid of the old king’s ban of picture books.  His book isn’t bad, but to use the army to hand it out seems a bit excessive.
The other ban he got rid of was the ban on natural reproduction.  Just getting rid of the ban doesn’t mean that there is going to be a sudden rush to reproduce naturally though.  Everyone is so used to creating children the proper way.  Some younger male dwarves seem interested, but most young female dwarves naturally shun the idea.  This has caused a lot of extra work for my mages as they now have to deal with more arguments between young dwarves each day than they had to every ten years before.
At least everyone now has somewhere to live, even if some of the homes are only temporary.  This of course means we have all our barracks back, which is a welcome relief.  Now I am in charge of the Royal Guard as well as the army, so I am living in the palace as are two of my original companies.  Anyone who attacked the palace now would have to deal with three full companies, including the Royal Guard.  Having seen the sheer power of the enemy though, I can’t be sure that would be enough.  I can’t spare any more though.
I am also training ten new companies.  Not me personally of course, but my subordinates.  Six of those companies are male, because we just don’t have enough female dwarves anymore.  The male dwarves aren’t as strong as the female ones, but they at least seem eager.  It is the first time since the original empire that male dwarves have been trained to fight.
“General Karina!”  Lupine calls out to me.  I sigh.  King Grunti just doesn’t seem to think twice about sending his guards around the palace as messengers.  If Lupine is calling me it can only mean more trouble.
“Lupine?”  I ask looking up as she runs through the corridor in her flimsy swim wear.
“The elf girl is missing!”
“Again?”  I ask unable to suppress my frustration.  She may be an innocent little girl, but she is almost as much trouble as King Grunti.
“I’m sorry, general.”  Lupine says and bows deeply.  Pointless since it isn’t her fault.  Her job is to guard the king, not the troublesome little elf girl.
“I’ll have some of my mages search for her.  You’d better return to the king.”  I sigh.
“Thank you, general!”  Lupine says bowing once more and then dashes off again.
“Captain Lela…”  I call out on the mental link.
“Yes, general.”  Lela answers.
“Have your company search for the elf girl.  She’s missing, again.”
“Yes… general.”  Lela answers a little less enthusiastically now.  Then she cuts the link, but I know she’ll do her job even if she doesn’t like it.
“General Karina!”  Captain Glorin calls out on the mental link.
“Yes captain?”
“We’re getting that strange mana pattern again.”
“Where?”
“Same place as last time.”  Captain Glorin tells me and I port straight to the storeroom we eventually tracked it down to last time.  Unlike last time the culprit hasn’t had time to leave before I get there.
“King Grunti?”  I ask in shock.
“What are you doing here, Karina?”  King Grunti asks, just as shocked to see me as I am to see him.
“We’re getting a strange mana pattern, your majesty, and it’s originating from this room.”  I tell him politely despite my shock.
“Oh, that will be my dimensional tunnel.”  King Grunti nods.  “Was there anything else?”
“The mana pattern is strong enough that it could reveal Nirvali to our enemies.”  I tell King Grunti.
“Oh…”  King Grunti says.
“Would it be possible to stop?”  I ask him politely.
“Five more minutes?”  He asks.
“Now would be safer.”  I tell him pointedly.
“Fine…  I was sure I was going to get him into her bed this time though.”  King Grunti says and I blink.  “I’ve got a remote control on the human boy’s arms that I made.  I was trying to thank him for his help by getting him into bed with one of his slaves, but through the dimensional tunnel it’s a pain.  I’ve closed the tunnel so the mana should dissipate, in about, now.”
“Thank you, your majesty.”  I answer.  I wonder briefly what a slave is, but given what the king was trying to do it sounds like the human equivalent of a girlfriend.  The more I work with the new king, the more I am amazed at his lack of common sense.  In some ways he has an extraordinary amount of sense and talent, but in other ways…
(Peter)
I wake at the edge of my bed, but I am still on the bed this time.  I feel guilty for taking Asuna’s bed from her, but mostly I am relieved, since I don’t have to entertain the idea of sleeping in the same bed as Asuna and Angelika.  I suppose a part of me is also disappointed to lose the excuse to do so.  That part of me secretly hopes that I end up on the floor again tomorrow morning.  Mostly though, I am simply relieved.
“Good morning.”  I call out cheerfully to everyone.  I seem less tired this morning too.  Sleeping on the floor must have affected me more than I realised.  Odd given that I was sleeping on the floor in Nirvali, though I suppose the floor I slept on in Nirvali was more comfortable.
“Good morning, Peter.”  Asuna says sleepily.
“Mornnning.”  Hermes yawns.
“Good morning.”  Angelika tells me, sounding a bit more awake than Hermes and Asuna, though she still looks a little sleepy.  I check the time and realise it is still early.  I get out of bed anyway, wash and then port to class.  To my surprise Rin is already here, though nobody else is here yet.
“Good morning, Rin.”  I greet her.
“Good morning, Peter.  How were Elucia and Dairon?”  Rin asks and I realise why she is here so early.  Of course it is Elucia she is really interested in.
“They’re fine, and Kai is too.  Elucia is staying with your mother again for now.  Dairon and Kai are with Yusa at Hermes’ old home.”
“Do you mind running the training today?  I want to see Elucia again.”  Rin tells me.
“Everyone’s pretty much independent now anyway, but Elucia, Kai and Dairon are going to be joining our training, so there’s no point skipping it.”
“Oh…  Ok.  I’ll run it like normal, but I’m working with Elucia today.  I want to catch up with her, and I still find it hard to believe she managed to get her powers under control.”
“You’ll be even more amazed when you see her demonstrate those powers.”  I tell her.
“I hope so, but mostly I’m just looking forward to seeing Elucia again.”
“I can understand that.”  I admit.  We chat a while longer and then the rest of the class start porting in.  When Professor Schwarz ports in the lesson begins.
“We will be studying how to port through a port block today.”  Professor Schwarz tells us and Sor laughs.  “Well, I suppose this is pretty basic for Sor, but it is important that everyone else knows how to do so too.  It is a useful skill that may one day save your life.  You will work in pairs, with one of you putting up a port block and the other trying to port through it.  This is a skill that is not easily described, so I will be coming round and sharing the knowledge directly with each of you.”
It is a while before it is my turn so I pass the time chatting with Angelika about not a great deal.  Eventually though it is my turn.  Professor Schwarz places her forehead against mine and shares her thoughts.  I understand immediately how to port through a port block, but I sense more than just that.  It isn’t intentional, but I sense dark emotions and the shadow of bad memories.
“That’s enough.”  Professor Schwarz says pulling sharply away and looking warily at me.  Then she shares her thoughts with Angelika, before moving onto Gabriel.
“Did you understand?”  Angelika asks me cautiously.
“Yes, did you?”
“Not exactly, but I think it will make sense when I try to do it.”
“You try first then.”  I suggest and put up a small port block around her.  She closes her eyes a moment before reopening them and trying to port.  I instantly realise what she’s doing wrong.  “You need to attune your power to the port block.”
“That’s what I was trying to do.”  Angelika says a little frustrated.  “You try.”
“Ok.”  I say and wait for the port block to form around me.  Once it is up I try, but it is harder than Professor Schwarz’s thoughts made it seem.  “This is rather difficult.”
“It is, isn’t it?”  Angelika sighs.
“Well, we’ll just have to keep trying.  We’ll get there in the end.”  I tell her, but it turns out that in the end may not be as soon as I thought, because by the end of the lesson we are no closer to being able to port through the port block.  We could probably overpower it with brute force, since it isn’t very strong, but that’s not the point of the lesson.
(Dairon)
It feels like it has been a while since I was last here, but in elven terms it has only been a blink of an eye.  There are even more girls in the club than before.  I am grateful to be training them here in the forest, rather than training Lady Elena’s mages in that tiny stone room.  Being in the forest is itself much better, but children are generally less set in their ways than adults.  That makes them much easier to teach.
“So, you’re Dairon?”  Misty asks me.  She looks slightly older than most of the club, though she isn’t overly tall.  She has the same short blonde hair, blue eyes and pale skin that most Contractians seem to have.
“Yes, Misty.”
“You don’t look as different as I expected.”  Misty tells me sounding a little disappointed.
“What were you expecting?”  I ask curiously.
“I don’t know.  Less human though.”  Misty shrugs.  “So are you going to help me with wind magic?”
“Yes.  Start by showing me what you can do and we’ll see what we need to work on.”
“Ok, but if I’m practising flight magic, I want you to fly above me.”  Misty tells me.  I look at her blankly, unsure why she wants me to do that.  She glares at me.  “I’m in a skirt, and I don’t want you looking up it.”
“Oh, ok.”  I respond.  I really have no interest in looking up her skirt, but I suppose her request is reasonable.  Nobody else has been concerned by that though.  “Start by creating a windshield.  What?”
“It looks like Juliet has knocked herself out again.”  Misty sighs.  I turn and see a small girl lying on the floor unconscious next to Kai.  “And there’s no way that woman’s a half dwarf.”
“She may not look it, but she is.  She led us into a dwarven city and her magic is very much dwarven.”
“Putting aside her height, she doesn’t even have a beard.”
“None of the female dwarves had beards.”  I tell Misty who looks at me with one eyebrow raised.
“Everyone knows dwarves have beards, lots of muscles, are really short and ugly.”
“By elven standards the male dwarves were ugly, and they did have beards, lots of muscle and were short.  The female dwarves looked more like human children though.”
“That’s stupid.  What’s the point of being a dwarf if you don’t have a beard?”  Misty says and I just don’t know how to answer that and there is now someone standing behind Misty who is much better suited to answering her question.
“Hey, brat…”  Kai says, having just ported behind Misty in time to catch most of her question.  Kai places a hand on Misty’s head and asks a little threateningly.  “What’s the point your being a human?”
Misty’s eyes go wide and she slowly turns to face Kai.  She does so slowly because Kai is pushing down fairly hard on Misty’s head.  To my surprise Misty glares up at Kai.
“Being human is normal.  Being a dwarf isn’t.  If you’re going to be a dwarf you should have a beard.  You should also be shorter than me.  So you’re not a dwarf, are you?”  Misty says defiantly.  Kai seems just as shocked as I am and just stands there open mouthed.  “So admit that you’re just a big human woman.”
“Why… you…”  Kai says furiously and a moment later Misty is sucked down into the mud until only her head is sticking out.  “I’m not training these rude brats!”
Kai has ported away before I can reply.  A moment later so has a crying Misty.
(Peter)
It hasn’t been a good training session and we’ve only been training for a few minutes.  I consider asking Rin to talk to Misty, but Rin is busy catching up with Elucia and to be honest she isn’t always the gentlest of people.  I could just see Rin making it worse, perhaps by shouting at Misty or something.
“Marian, you’re in Misty’s class, aren’t you?”  I ask, hoping I am remembering correctly.
“Yes, but I’ve never really talked to her.”  Marian tells me.
“So you don’t know where her room is.”  I sigh.
“Juliet knows.”  Marian tells me.
“Great, the only one who knows where Misty’s room is, happens to be unconscious.  Perhaps Lucy can heal Juliet awake though.  Do you know where Juliet’s room is?”
“No, but I think Cherry and Sherry have been there.”  Marian tells me.
“Thanks Marian.”  I say and taking a quick glance round, I see Sherry practising with Emma.  I port over there.
“Sherry, do you know where Juliet’s room is?”  I ask, again without even taking the time to say hello.
“Yes, I went there once with Cherry.  Is Juliet ok?”  Sherry asks sounding genuinely worried.
“Yes, I’m sure she’s fine.  She seems to be the only one who knows where Misty’s room is.”
“Is Misty ok?”  Sherry asks, sounding relieved now.  I guess she must like Juliet more than Misty.
“I think she’s just upset.  I don’t want to just leave her on her own though.”
“Oh, well I can show you where Juliet’s room is.”  Sherry says and places her forehead against mine.  She shares the location and then steps back.
“Thanks Sherry.”  I say and then port straight there.  If she’s still unconscious I’m not going to be able to get in, so thinking about it, having Lucy heal her awake isn’t an option.  I knock on the door and pray she is awake.
“Peter?”  Juliet asks quietly from just the other side of the door, which she then opens.  She must have some spell to see through the door and she must have been touching it to call through it.
“Hi Juliet.  Sorry to disturb you.”  I tell her.
“It’s fine.”  Juliet tells me, but she is so quiet that she could almost be whispering.
“Are you ok?”  I ask her.
“Head hurts.”
“Ah…  You really need to stop over using your power.”
“Sorry.”
“There’s no need to apologise. I’m just worried for you.”  I tell her.
“…”
“I’m sorry, but I need your help.  I need to know where Misty’s room is.”  I tell Juliet apologetically.
“Next room.  That way.”  Juliet points.
“You’re next door?”  I ask surprised and end up talking slightly louder than I planned to.  Juliet winces, but nods.  I make sure to talk quietly now.  “Sorry, and thank you.”
“You’re, welcome.”  Juliet manages to say but it is clearly a struggle.
“Don’t talk.  Try to get some rest and I’ll see you at training tomorrow.”  I tell her.  She half smiles, half winces.  I make sure to close the door quietly as I leave.  I then walk to the next room in the direction she pointed and knock on the door.  As I wait I wonder whether Misty will even open the door, but eventually she does.  Her face is stained with tears and there are fresh tears welling up in the corners of her bright blue eyes.  She is wearing a simple blue pyjama shirt and matching blue pyjama trousers.
“Can I come in?”  I ask and Misty nods.  She steps back and I enter the room just enough to close the door behind me.
“Am, am, I going, to be kicked out of the club?”  Misty asks, unable to stop her tears.  It reminds me a little of when Cherry and Sherry were distraught just before the tournament, but at least this time it isn’t my fault.
“No.”  I tell Misty and that at least stops her tears, though she is clearly still really upset.  “I’ve asked Dairon to find Kai and talk to her about what happened.  Kai went too far, but it sounds like you were really rude to her.  It would be best if you both apologise to each other, but I’m not going to make either of you do so.  I am going to ask you to be polite to everyone in the club and everyone who helps the club, including Kai.”
“But, she isn’t really a half dwarf, is she?”  Misty asks accusingly.
“I believe she is.  She certainly had dwarven knowledge that really helped us.  Even if she wasn’t though, why is it so important to you?”
“Because dwarves are dwarves.”  Misty says as if she can’t understand the question.  I can’t say I understand her answer, so she isn’t the only one who is confused.  “Even the elf was disappointing.  The faery was good though.  Legendary races shouldn’t look like humans, and Kai is so different to what a dwarf should look like that I just can’t accept that she really is a dwarf.”
“You mean a half dwarf.”  I point out.
“She looks more like a half ogre.”  Misty says and she seems to have forgotten that she was upset.  She seems to simply be angry.
“If you call Kai a half ogre, I think she might do worse than she did today.”  I warn Misty.
“She ruined my uniform.”  Misty says pointing at what is left of it.  It is a muddy pile beside her bed, but worse than the mud are the rips.  Did it get cut by stones in the earth, and if it did…?
“Are you hurt, physically?”  I ask Misty.
“I used a healing potion.  I hurt like hell when…”  Misty sniffs, but as she says it she breaks down into tears again.  I don’t know what to say, but seeing her so distraught again, I feel the urge to hug her.  Not knowing what else to do I take a step forwards and hug her tightly.  Her tears stop.  She sounds embarrassed as she says quietly.  “Thanks.”
“Are you ok now?”  I ask.
“Yes.”  She whispers.  I remove my arms from around her and take a step back.  It takes me a moment to think of something to say to break the silence.
“Do you have a spare uniform?”  Is all I can think of to ask.
“Yes.  I’ll need to get another spare now though.  That’s going to eat into my savings again though.  It’s the fifth uniform I’ve had wrecked since I started at the academy.”  Misty tells me.
“How did you wreck the others?”  I ask surprised.
“I was stupid enough to show a classmate my room and she told everyone in class about it.”  Misty sighs.  “So they constantly harassed me until I joined your club.”
“Why did they do that just because they saw your room?”  I ask confused.
“Because of all the drawings on the walls, and don’t ask me to tell you what they are or show you.”  Misty says and then blinks.  Her eyes wide, she says.  “Oh…”
I had been so focused on Misty I hadn’t even looked at the walls but unable to help myself I take a quick glance.  What I see is shocking to say the least.  My face goes pale and I turn back to Misty.  Her face is even paler than mine and fresh tears are falling down her cheeks.
“Now I’m out the club, aren’t I?  You must find these even more offensive than everyone else did.”  She sobs.
“No, well, probably not.”  I tell her and her eyes go even wider.
“You’re not offended?”  She asks in shock.
“I can’t say I’m not offended, but these are just pictures.  Were these just created from your imagination, or were…?”  I start to ask.
“Just my imagination!  I’d never do anything like this!  That would really be disgusting, even to me.  I may be different to everyone to find this artwork appealing, but I’m not so different that I could even look at this if it was real.”  Misty tells me fiercely.
“I find what I see here on your walls disgusting, but I believe in freedom.  Slavery whether in name or just in effect is the most abhorrent of all things to me.  I've lived through it, so I know just how terrible it is.  I wish I could free the four people that I own and one day I will find a way to do so.
“We're not mindless golems, designed to think exactly the same thing.  To try to suppress those thoughts is no better than slavery, and being free to say what you want, write what you want or draw what you want, as long as it doesn't offend anyone...  That's no freedom at all.
“If you ask everyone in the club what they find offensive, you'll probably get a different answer from everyone.  Of course if you showed this to everyone in the club I doubt anyone wouldn't be offended, but...  so what?  Nothing here is real.   You haven't harmed anyone to make this.
“You said it yourself, that the idea of actually doing anything like this for real disgusts you.  I can tell from your aura that you weren't lying.  Of course if you did do anything like this I'd kill you myself, but as long as this is just fantasy I'm not going to judge you for it.  Rest for tonight and be at the training again tomorrow.  Now I'm leaving here before I vomit.”  I say and port away before Misty can answer me.
Remembering the pictures of people being eaten alive, tortured, humiliated or killed…  It is enough that I really do vomit.  I’ve seen people killed and even killed them myself, but how anyone could look at even the few pictures on the wall that I saw and find it appealing is beyond me.  If I tried to sleep in that room I would have nightmares, although that is assuming I could get to sleep in the first place.
“Peter?”  Lucy asks looking down at me as I kneel and vomit for a second time.  “I don’t sense any physical injury to heal.”
I shake my head and using water magic I cleanse myself, starting with my mouth and throat.  I look up at Lucy and force a small smile.
“All better now.”  I tell her, but I can tell she doesn’t believe me even before she speaks.
“Tell me the truth.  What happened?”  Lucy asks.  I frown.
“I can’t tell you the details and please don’t tell anyone, but I saw something a little disturbing.”
“It must have been more than a little to make you vomit.  You’ve not only seen but lived through some pretty awful things.”  Lucy says and I can’t deny it.  I’m going to have a hard time keeping my promise not to think less of Misty, but it is a promise I must keep.
 



Chapter 29 (Multiple)
(Peter)
I am standing in the arena for almost the last battle of the tournament.  After this there is only Sor.  That is one battle I am truly worried about.  Of course it wouldn’t be wise to be distracted now.
Jade stares at me a little nervously.  She isn’t exactly scared of me, but she is nervous of the match in the same way she might be about an important test.  In a sense that is exactly what this is, except only one of us can pass and the loser loses their freedom.  Jade is of typical Contractian appearance and I suspect a year or so older than me.  Her specialty I’ve been told is earth magic and her weakness is wind magic.
We are ported and I realise the battlefield will work to Jade’s advantage.  We are underground and it is pitch black down here, except for the auras.  The auras are blood red and bright silver mixed together in a flowing pattern that takes my breath away.  After a moment I remember to put up a port block.  It wouldn’t do to be ambushed whilst I stare at the disturbing auras.  The auras appear to be plant like auras, but I sense hatred, hunger and pain from the auras.  The auras remind me a bit of Tree Ents, but much larger and more vibrant.  There is also a smell of death, which forces me to cleanse the air around me.
I sense the flow of air up and down a vertical winding staircase.  As I extend my senses up it I realise where we are.  We are more or less directly under the arena.  This is the ‘garden’ that Rin showed me on my first day as a student at the academy.  It has changed from a beautiful, tranquil place to this awful place of death.
I want to leave here as soon as I can and to do so I must beat Jade.  I sense the flow of air through the huge cavern I am in and then through the large winding tunnels behind it.  Eventually the air reaches Jade.  I jump into the air and race through the cavern.  Though my normal sight is zero in this dark I dodge lashing plant roots, thrown boulders and the snapping plant heads that seem determined to eat me.  Their auras are clear and my wind senses strong enough that it isn’t a problem.
As I enter the tunnel I leave the deadly plants behind me, but I sense a disturbance in the air just ahead.  I stop and study the disturbance with my wind senses.  I am glad I did because a moment later a huge flame fills the tunnel ahead of me for a few moments before disappearing.  I could have shielded against it, but that would have been a waste of my power.  The disturbance is now gone so I continue along the tunnel.
Jade seems content to wait for me so it looks like I need to close the whole distance between us.  I wonder if she is preparing some nasty surprises for me.  I am certain that the flames were not hers and the thought of her controlling the deadly plants is utterly laughable.
I suddenly find myself dodging and shielding against acidic water dripping randomly from the tunnel roof.  As it hits the stony ground there is a hiss and a large hole forms in the ground.  I put up a weak shield just to be safe.  I really don’t want it melting me like it’s melting the ground.
Then there is a hail of ice shards.  I have no choice but to strengthen my shield and fly faster.  There is no dodging these shards, because the whole tunnel is filled with them.  To face all of this before I even get to Jade is going to make the match much harder than I expected.  I don’t know how much of my magic I’ll use dealing with these magical traps, but this really isn’t good.  She has a port block up too though, so I can’t just drop mine and port to her.
A huge fireball explodes around me.  It isn’t that strong despite its size, so it doesn’t use up much of my power.  I am still a long way from Jade though.  I sigh and continue to fly as fast as I can to exit the fireball quicker.
There is another plant aura ahead, very much like the one in the huge cavern, except this seems more like one plant, rather than the many in that cavern.  The tunnel is too small to get around the plant, so this time I must fight.
I strike with lightning three times and the plant lurches forwards at me.  It sprays a red mist at me but I blow the mist back.  As the mist hits and dissolves the tunnel wall I am glad I did.  Lightning seems ineffective so I use fire magic and feed the flames with extra air.  The fire rages and the plant howls.  I dodge the huge thorns it flings at me and then dodge a hail of small stones.  I keep up the flames though and soon the plant is nothing more than ash.
I lean against the wall and focus on recovering my power a little.  If I continue to rush onwards I am going to use my power up before I reach Jade.  If I do that I will lose.  It seems that this match is going to take longer than the previous ones.
(Jade)
This maze is huge, but I managed to track down a human boy using my earth senses.  It has to be Peter of course, since nobody else is going to be down here other than the two of us.  The maze seems to be filled with traps though.  He’s stopped now, but whilst he was moving Peter was triggering traps with his every move.
I can’t sense the traps until they are activated, so moving to Peter seems foolish.  I’ve created a small army of golems now though, so when he arrives I am confident I can beat Peter.  Well, semi confident.  He did beat Ash, and she had some powerful demons on her side.  I am in my ideal environment now though, so my golems combined with my own powers should be enough to win.
Just to see what happens I send a golem along the tunnel.  It doesn’t appear to be triggering any traps.  Perhaps that means there aren’t any, but it could just mean that the traps are only triggered by real people.  That could work too though.  I decide to test the theory and have the golem continue through the maze.  I stop my golem just before it reaches Peter.  This could work.
I order the rest of my golems to advance.  They may not be enough to beat Peter, but if I can attack and he can’t, he’ll be forced to come to me.  I can always create more.  I just need to be wary not to use too much power.
(Peter)
It seems that Jade has decided to use golems.  I suppose it makes sense under the circumstances.  They aren’t that powerful, but I get the impression they are going to be pretty tough to destroy.  In other words if I remain here I am likely to be worn down until I run out of magic.  This battlefield is truly ideal for Jade.  At least I have recovered some of my power though.
I jump into the air again and this time I find myself dodging jagged shards of metal.  They are fast, but not fast enough to hit me.  The golems are surprisingly fast too and the one Jade sent out ahead of the others jumps into the air at me.  I dodge it but find myself dodging a second and third time in quick succession.  I blast the golem with lightning three times and it falls to the ground in lumps of charred clay.  I can’t afford to use that much power against each golem in the horde that Jade has sent against me.
I drop my port block and decide to attempt to port through Jade’s block.  Her block is fairly weak, so I may be able to use brute force.  It will put me at a disadvantage as I will need to use a lot of power, but I am already at a disadvantage.  I gather my mana and carefully attune it to the dimensional element, just like Professor Schwarz taught us to.  I am using a lot more power than I did in class though.
I close my eyes and try to slide past Jade’s port block.  I can tell it isn’t going to work so I use all the power I have gathered.  Sure enough I manage to barge straight through the port block.  I raise my own to prevent Jade simply porting away from me.
The golems are nearly where I was before I ported, so it will be a while before I need to deal with them.  I need to beat Jade quickly though, because the longer the battle takes the more power I’ll use and the closer the golems will be to returning.  She is only about seven feet away from me.
There is a spray of metallic sand but I blow it back down the tunnel.  Unable to resist my wind Jade is forced to cancel the sand before it hits her.  Then three golems jump out of the ground below and one out of the roof above me.  I dodge them all and blast Jade with lightning.  She easily shields and then I am dodging the golems again, so I turn my blasts on them.  They soon fall into charred lumps of clay like the first one.
Jade summons a huge boulder, which I blast into tiny pieces.  Jade then throws those at me, but I dodge and lunge through the air at her.  My shield hits Jade’s shield and blue sparks fly.  I then find myself having to jump back and dodge a hail of metal spikes.
The battle is taking too long and my power is starting to really feel drained.  I can sense the golems have made better progress than expected and will be here again soon.  If they make it here the battle will be lost.
Jade’s shield is all around her, except for the ground she is standing on.  Earth isn’t my specialty and she knows it, but that doesn’t mean I can’t use earth magic.  I summon a small metal spike below her and attempt to throw it into her leg.  She reacts quickly though, forming the shield below as well now.
I decide to use everything that I have in one last desperate attack.  I strengthen my shield and again lunge at Jade.  I throw lightning and wind slices ahead of me, before hitting her shield with mine.  I feel a sharp pain in my leg and realise she has used my own tactic against me.  My leg has been pierced with metal and the pain disrupts my shield.
My shield gone I am thrown against her shield by my own wind magic.  As my right hand hits her shield, instead of feeling the pain I expected, her shield shatters.  I am shocked, but not as shocked as she is.  My leg feels like it is on fire, but I guide myself towards her and my lips land on hers.  I drain almost all her power.  She is too shocked to even resist, and drops to the ground unconscious.
We are ported back to the arena and Rin ports to me with a healing potion.  The metal spike was left behind when we were ported and the healing potion stops the flow of blood from my leg.  As the pain fades I sigh in relief.
That was a bit too close for comfort.  If I had gone up against Sor in that environment I would have lost.  I can only pray that my next battlefield is a better one for me.  It is hard to imagine a worse one.
“The winner is Peter of the Wind.  Jade, with approval of the royal judge, is hereby declared by royal decree slave of Peter, and Peter will advance to the next battle.  The rights of the family of Jade are eternally forfeit.  Now only one match remains.  Will the boy beat the infamous Sor, or will he be defeated in his final battle?”  The commentator says, and the crowd is silent.  I don’t even look at them though, because right now my concern is Jade, who is lying unconscious on the ground.
“I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.”  I tell Rin and then taking Jade’s hand I port to my room.  I lean over Jade and kiss her again.  This time though I am returning some of her power.  Not a lot, but enough that she wakes.  Jade looks at me in shock and then glances at our surroundings.
“I lost.”  Jade says dejectedly, putting her right hand on her forehead.
“Sorry.”
“There’s no need to apologise.  Sorry about your leg, but it was a serious fight.  How did you break my shield though?”
“A little dwarven magic.”  I tell her and her eyes go wide.
“You’re a dwarf?!”
“No, but I have a little dwarven magic.  My arms and hands were made by a dwarf.”
“So that’s how you got your arm back?  I assumed you had help from some miracle healer.  Oh well, you know what they say about assumptions.”  Jade says shaking her head in frustration.
“What do they say about assumptions?”  I ask curiously.
“The potion of assumption will make an ass out of you and me.”  Jade tells me.
“Oh, that’s easy to remember.  I wonder who thought it up though.”
“Who knows?”  Jade shrugs.  Then she turns serious and rather nervous.  “So do I have to live as your slave, or will you free me and take me into your club?”
“You can join the club.  You just need to sign this contract.  We’ll also need to deal with the admin at the town hall of course.”  I tell her.  Jade gets up as I get the contract.
“Thanks.”  Jade says and quickly signs the contract after only a quick glance.  “I thought you would free me, but…”
“If you had won, what would have happened to me?”  I ask curiously.
“I’m not sure.  I never really thought that far ahead.  I was more concerned about what would happen to me if lost.  That and making sure I didn’t lose.”  Jade admits.
“Well, it’s not important.  Let’s port to class.  We have a celebration there.  It also doubles as a welcoming party for you.”  I tell Jade and I port us just outside our classroom door.
“So what sort of celebration is it?”  Jade asks nervously.
“It generally involves food and there’s been some sort of entertainment recently too.  They did games once and a singing contest, though that turned into just listening to Sakura sing.”
“Is Sakura one of your club members?”
“No, Sakura is a fairy.”  I say and then knock on the door.  Jade stares at me.
“No wonder I lost.  Dwarves, faeries…  Next you’ll be telling me you have the help of elves too.”  Jade says as Rin opens the door.  The classroom is surprisingly dark, though a glowing blue ball hovers near the ceiling at the front of the classroom.
“How did you guess?”  Rin asks with a grin.  Jade just laughs nervously.  “Anyway come in both of you.  We’ve saved two seats in the front row for our guests of honour.  Welcome to the club Jade.  You did join, right?”
“Yes.  I’d hardly choose to remain a slave.”  Jade smiles wryly.
“Asuna and Angelika did.”  Rin says, rolling her eyes.  Jade doesn’t know how to react to that and to be honest I don’t either.
There are three rows of seats just like in lesson, but the desks are all around the edges of the room with food and drink on.  Almost everyone is sitting, though Yusa, Midori and Aventurine start walking through the rows with trays of snacks as soon as we take our seats in the front row.  Unlike everyone else they are not wearing their usual uniform but instead are wearing black trousers and shirts.  Midori is serving the front row and smiles as she reaches me.
“Well done Peter.”  She says as she shows me the snacks.  There are six rows of dishes with different snacks in each row.  “I’d recommend the dishes at the back.  I made them with a little help from Yusa.  I think Jade will prefer one of the front dishes though.  They’re really spicy, though not as spicy as Niji’s spice balls.”
“How did you know I like spicy food?”  Jade asks in surprise as she takes one of the little dishes.  I take one of the dishes from the back.  I taste one of the crunchy sticks in it.  It was a good choice.
“You were fighting Peter, so I made sure I knew everything about you.  You didn’t seem a threat so I didn’t tell Peter anything though.”  Midori says and Jade opens her mouth wide in shock, unable to reply.
“As it happens you came very close to beating me.”  I tell Jade and then look at Midori seriously.  “Have you been spying on all my opponents?”
“Of course.”
“Did you learn anything about Sor?”  I ask cautiously.
“Sorry, but nothing useful.  She caught me spying on her a couple of times and threatened to port me to hell if I did it again.  Of course that’s not going to stop me.”  Midori says and I gulp.
“She was probably serious.  Please don’t spy on her anymore.  Just trust me to beat her on my own.”  I tell Midori.
“It’s not that I didn’t trust you!”  Midori protests.
“Everyone’s waiting.”  Yusa says, having now served everyone on our left in the front row.
“We’ll talk later.”  I tell Midori.
“Ok.”  Midori says reluctantly and goes back to her seat.
The blue ball, directly in front of me, glows brighter and then two green balls appear, one at each of the front corners of the classroom.  Then one after another faeries become visible in front of us.  They are already brightly coloured, but in this light they appear almost like spirits floating through the air.
Then the faeries begin dancing in the air and singing.  I can’t understand their words, but their joyful emotions come through clearly and the beauty of their song is undeniable.  Then Sakura begins to sing and her voice can be clearly heard even with all the other faeries singing.  The beauty of the performance is so enchanting that it seems like they only just started when it ends.  I check the dimensional timekeeper though, and it was over three hours.
“If you liked it, it’s polite to clap.”  Sakura tells us as we sit there in stunned silence.  Hearing her words though, we all begin the clap loudly.  I hear someone whistle and then there are cheers from the back row.  All of a sudden the faeries bow to us and then disappear.
(Midori)
The performance was so good I completely forgot to offer more snacks to everyone whilst it was on, but it seems that Yusa and Aventurine were as entranced by it as I was.  In fact everyone hardly touched their snacks during the performance.  So now they are finishing off their snacks before starting on the food that covers all the desks.
I silently curse myself for telling Peter about my spying on Sor.  I suppose I wanted to impress him, but it is so obvious he would forbid me from continuing.  I just got caught up in the moment.  I should have waited until after the tournament to tell him, unless I found out anything important.
Much as it pains me to do so, I’ll have to disobey Peter on this, because it is for his sake.  Sor will be a tough opponent, so any help for the final match will mean a lot.  I’m sure Peter will forgive me if I find out something that actually helps him win the match.  Tricking him into thinking I’ve given up is going to be difficult given how he can read my aura though.  Peter approaches me sooner than I expected.  He looks serious.  “Midori, let’s talk in my room.”
“Ok.”  I reply nervously and hold out my hand.  I smile as he grasps it.  Even under the circumstances it is good to feel the touch of his hand.  It feels real even though I know his hand was crafted by a dwarf.
“I already have a plan to beat Sor.”  Peter tells me without wasting any time.
“But Sor must have one too.”  I protest.
“She probably has a really good one, but I don’t plan to lose.”
“Of course not, but learning her plan would help.”
“You’ll only learn what she wants you to.  She would most likely feed you false information.”  Peter tells me and I frown.  That would be bad.  “So please promise me that you’ll give up spying on her.  I need to focus on my training, but if I’m worrying about you…”
“I’ll give up.”  I answer honestly but reluctantly.  “I don’t want to be a distraction.”
“Thank you Midori, and thank you for trying to help me.”  Peter tells me seriously.  He can read my aura so even if I tried to hide it he would know that I’m feeling depressed right now.
“You can thank me properly when we go on our date.”  I answer honestly with a small smile.  “Focus on preparing for your match and don’t worry about me until after you beat Sor.”
“Thank you Midori.”  Peter says and hugs me for a moment.  It is a bit like a dream come true even knowing he is just trying to comfort me, but like a dream it is over before I realise what’s happening.  Peter grasps my hand and ports us both back to the classroom.  I have a good time and follow Peter around lots, but all too soon the celebration is over.  I port back to my room and find Tomo already there.
“Hi Midori.  Today was fun.  A pity we only have one more left.”  Tomo grins.
“I’m glad Peter is so close to winning.  Every match he has to risk his life and his freedom.”
“I know, but it’s not like he can actually lose.”
“He could lose the next match.  I don’t think he will, but from what I’ve heard about Sor…”
“Relax.  Peter is Peter, so he’ll win.”  Tomo assures me.  “I thought you were his number one fan anyway, so I would have expected you to be the one telling me he’ll win.”
 



Chapter 30 (Multiple) – Final Chapter
(Peter)
The final match is tomorrow but I don’t need to tone down my training, because I’m going to be borrowing some power from Elucia for the final match.  She’s training with Rin at the moment.  I’m training with Lucy for the first time since we returned to Contractia.  Lucy finally seems to have overcome the after effects of opening the portal to bring us back from Nirvali.  Unlike everyone else I have no intention of swapping training partners today.
“You already know how to raise a port barrier and port block so you should be able to stop any dimensional magic that Sor uses.  If she manages to get past those you just need to make sure her attacks miss.  What I’m going to teach you is difficult magic.  There’s no way you’ll learn it in one training session, but what you can learn today should help you understand dimensional magic better.”  Lucy tells me.
“That would be good.”  I admit.
“To start with I’m going to share the basics.  After that you simply need to practise until you reach the point where further instruction is required.”  Lucy tells me and places her forehead against mine.  Her thoughts and feelings flow into me.
“So it’s just a different way of porting?”  I ask as I understand what Lucy is trying to show me.
“It is, but it is much more difficult.”  Lucy warns me.
“Ok, I’ll give it a try.”  I say and close my eyes to focus my mana.  It isn’t really that different so I don’t know why Lucy thinks it is so difficult or important.  I open my eyes and try to port.  I gasp and fall to my knees.  “That hurt.”
“I know.”  Lucy grins.  “It always hurts the first time, but it will get easier.  Now try again.”
“Ok.”  I say cautiously and stand before making another attempt.  This time I’m ready for the pain, so I don’t fall, but it still hurts like hell.  “This is torture.”
“It took me just over seven thousand attempts to get it right.  Mother had a servant count them.”
“Seven thousand?”  I ask in horror.  “Is it really that important that I learn?”
“Without full understanding of all the elements, including dimension, healing magic is impossible.”  Lucy tells me.
“I can learn healing magic if I do this?”
“This is just one of many requirements, but this technique is also required in order to do other very useful magic.  This is also the way Sor ports.”  Lucy tells me.  “It is just a shame we don’t have more time before your match with her.  If that damned Grunti hadn’t mucked up when he restored my power, we could have been practising for weeks.”
“Don’t worry.  Whatever happens, I’ll beat Sor.”  I assure Lucy and then attempt to port again.  “Damn, this is painful.”
“Peter?”  Tomo calls nervously from behind me.
“Tomo?”
“Have you seen Midori?  She was in class, but she doesn’t seem to have turned up for training.  She didn’t tell me anything, so I’m really worried about her.”  Tomo tells me and from her aura she really is worried.
“I haven’t seen her.  Have you any idea where she might have gone?”
“I was wondering whether she might she have decided to spy on Sor again.”  Tomo tells me and her voice is shaking.
“Lucy, do you know any way we can find Midori?”  I ask, just as worried now as Tomo seems to be.
“We could get the faeries to look for her.”  Lucy suggests.
“Why didn’t I think of that?”  I ask shaking my head.
“Too many things on your mind already, maybe?”  Lucy sighs.
“I’m sorry!”  Tomo tells me, bowing really deeply.
“Don’t be.  Thank you for telling me about Midori.”  I tell her and then port over to Dairon.
“Peter?”  Dairon and Cherry both ask at once.
“Dairon, could you tell the faeries to search for Midori?  She seems to have gone missing.”
“Sakura?”  Dairon calls out.  Sakura becomes visible and bows.  “Could you please have your legion search for Midori and bring her here?”
“Of course, your majesty.”  Sakura says and bows once more before disappearing.
“Let me know if they bring any news or better yet, Midori.”  I tell Dairon who nods.  “How’s your training going?”
“I doubt we will make much progress.  Cherry is already a very good wind user, and not being an elf it is difficult to progress beyond a certain point in terms of elven magic.”  Dairon tells me apologetically.
“I’ll do my best though.”  Cherry tells me enthusiastically.
“Good luck.”  I tell her with a smile and then port back to Lucy and Tomo.  “The faeries are looking for her.  I’m sure they’ll find her soon enough.”
“I hope so.”  Tomo says.
“We’ll let you know when they find anything.  You should probably return to your training for now.”  I tell her.
“I will do, and thank you.”  Tomo says before porting away.
“Now back to your training.”  Lucy tells me and I prepare myself for the pain as best I can.  It is every bit as bad as I expected.
(Sor)
Peter enters the arena looking a little tired.  Is he not taking me seriously?  If so he is in for a surprise.  Actually he is in for a surprise anyway.  Of course he could just be pretending to be tired to make me lower my guard.  If so he’s seriously underestimating me.  I’ve seen him fight, so I know he is not to be taken lightly.
“Want to give up?”  I ask Peter just for a laugh.  He shakes his head and grins.
“That should be my line.”  Peter tells me.
“We’ll see.”
“Have you seen Midori since yesterday?”  Peter asks and I frown.
“No.  Why?  Did you send her to spy on me again?”
“I didn’t even know about the spying until after the last match.  I told her not to do it again when I found out, but I was wondering whether she decided to spy on you anyway.”
“No.  If she had tried I would have spotted her.  Her technique is good, but not good enough to fool me.  Now focus on the match and deal with Midori afterwards.  If you let her distract you, I’m going to punish you.”
“Don’t worry.  I know better than to underestimate you.”  Peter tells me.  Good.  I wouldn’t want to win just because he took me lightly.
“It’s time.”  I tell Peter who nods.
“The rules are slightly different this time.”  The judge tells us.  This was unexpected.  Nobody told me anything about a change of rules.
“So what are the rules?”  I ask suspiciously.
“There are no gems in this match.  Whoever kills the most in the allotted time is the winner.  If you kill, knock out or force your opponent to surrender you win the match regardless of kills, but you still have to survive the enemies until the time limit is over.  Of course you don’t get to know what the time limit is until it is over.  If either of you leave the battlefield before the time limit you will be executed for cowardice.”
“What are the enemies?”  Peter asks, even though it is clearly pointless.  If she were willing to tell us that she would have done so already, instead of being deliberately vague.
“You’ll find that out soon enough.”  The judge tells us, rather predictably.
“Why weren’t we told about the new rules earlier?”  I ask, rather annoyed.
“You would have to ask her majesty that.”  The judge tells me.
“Whatever.  Just port us already.”  I tell her with a glare.
“Good luck both of you.”  The judge tells us and then we are ported.
The smell of blood and death assaults me the moment I port in.  It is dark, but I use my dimensional senses and quickly realise where I am.  We are below the arena in the same huge cavern that Peter fought in last time.  The tunnels have been sealed off so we will have to stay within the main cavern until the match is over.
I was fairly sure when I saw the last battle but this time I am certain of it.  These are the same plants that Yu Kii despised so bitterly in the Sky Gardens during our school trip.  So if these plants manage to kill me they will eat my soul.  Not good.
Of course it means I can kill as many of these plants as I want without worrying about it.  That is fortunate given that I need to kill as many as possible.  The nearest plant has already pulled its roots up and is racing towards me.  I smile and port it into a thousand pieces.  One down, lots to go.
(Peter)
As soon as I port in I know where I am.  This cursed place again.  Yu Kii explained what these plants are, so I don’t hold back.  I send lightning at the first five only a moment after I port in.  I then quickly check for Sor’s location.  She is a fair distance from me so I don’t need to worry about her getting in the way.
I send twenty powerful wind slices all at once, tearing apart all the plants in that direction.  To my annoyance most survive and reform.  Oh well, looks like lightning is the answer.  I create a huge blast that rocks the entire cavern.  That killed the damned plants in that direction.  It didn’t hit as many as my wind slices did though.
I send a second blast just as powerful, followed by a third, fourth and fifth.  I’m not sure how many plants that killed, but surely at least a couple of hundred.  I check on Sor’s progress and gulp.  There’s no time to waste.  She’s killed at least twice as many as I have.
I send blast after blast, each rocking the cavern and killing more of these hell flowers than I can count.  There seems an almost endless supply though, as each time I kill them more spring up somewhere else.  I check on Sor again and sense her aura is fading.  She seems to be running out of mana.
I keep watching her with my senses as I blast more and more of these wretched plants.  I am glad I took power from Elucia.  If I hadn’t, I would have stood no chance against these plants.  To have your body and soul eaten by a plant would be beyond awful.  All I could have done was try to dodge their constant attacks until the end.  Of course that would have meant losing the match.
I feel Sor lose consciousness.  It seems she pushed herself too hard.  I instantly port to her and resume blasting the hell flowers.  I’m not letting them eat her no matter what.  I’m not sure if her falling unconscious like this counts as my win, as I didn’t personally knock her out.  Either way though, I need to keep killing these hell flowers.
Even with the power that Elucia gave me I am starting to feel the drain of constantly creating such powerful lightning.  How many of these foul things are there?  Just as I am thinking that though, their numbers seem to be dropping.  Am I almost there?  I hope so, because I’m really not confident that I can keep this up much longer.
Finally the hell flowers stop sprouting from the ground and it isn’t long before I have killed all that remain.  I sigh in relief, but then feel a sharp pain in my chest.  A moment later I sense an aura that looks like a silver ball.  It seems familiar somehow, and its presence fills me with dread.
I shield both myself and Sor.  It takes a lot of power to do so.  The attack isn’t elemental.  It is pure magic and worse it is constant with no sign of even weakening, let alone stopping.  I can only sense the enemy’s aura, but hopefully that is enough.  I send a blast of lightning, but to my shock the enemy’s attack pauses momentarily and my own attack is flung back at me.
“Idiot.”  Sor gasps.  “It can control the four basic elements.  Dimensional magic is the only way to harm it.”
“I don’t know any dimensional attacks.  Take power from me and kill it.”
“Uck.”  Sor says, slowly standing up.  As soon as she is upright I kiss her and send some of my power to her.  The rest I need for shielding, because I am far too close to running out of power.  I sense Sor’s attack, but it is too weak and has no apparent effect on the enemy.
All of a sudden we are ported back to the arena.  I blink in the sudden light.  Thank goodness the time was up.  I breathe a sigh of relief, but then gasp in horror as I sense the enemy approach us from below.  Sor clearly senses the same thing, but we are powerless to stop it.  Sor at least manages to port us both out of its direct path at the last moment.
In the light I can now see the enemy’s shadow, though that is all I can see.  I raise my shield again, but then there is a cracking sound, that makes my very soul shudder.  Both the aura and shadow fade.
“A quick reaction from Professor Lily.  I have no idea what that spell was, but it certainly did the job.  And a great win for the boy Peter!  No wonder this boy has the favour of her majesty, Queen Emily!  It seems even the infamous Sor was unable to stand against him.  This must wash away the shame of the other students he beat.”
“I would have won, if it had been the same rules as before.”  Sor tells me with a shrug.  She seems to have recovered her physical energy as well as her mana.  “So what are you going to do?”
“Do you know where my room is?”
“Yes.”
“Then meet me there with Emi.”  I tell Sor who frowns but nods.
“Don’t forget your reward for winning.”  Sor tells me.
“Oh, I had forgotten actually.  I was too busy worrying about beating you, to think about that.”
“I thought so.”  Sor sighs and then ports away.
“The prize will be sent to your room this afternoon.”  The judge tells me as she approaches from the other side of the arena.  “There is also a victory ceremony to attend in Portalis.  It is scheduled for tomorrow.  You’ll need to leave sometime today.  Meet me in the head’s office.  Don’t leave it too late in the day though, because we need to get past all the security checks.  You can bring a friend or a slave if you wish.  That is all.”
“Thank you.”  I tell her with a small bow.  I then port back to my room.  I sense Emi and Sor are standing outside my door, so I open it with magic.  Sor enters first with Emi behind her.
“So what did you decide?”  Sor asks bluntly, though her aura shows she is really nervous now.  Back in the arena she seemed confident.
“I need both of you in my club and my company.”  I tell her with a sigh.
“So it’s that or slavery?”  Sor asks.
“Yes.”  I lie.  Of course I wouldn’t keep her as a slave, but without the threat of slavery I doubt I’ll be able to convince her to join.
“Fine, we’ll join.  We would have anyway, but it seems your honourable talk back in Portalis was just talk after all.”  Sor tells me.  I wince at her words.
“With your help everyone’s chance of survival goes up.  If it was just for my sake I wouldn’t have forced you to help, but for everyone’s sake, I can’t afford to throw away this opportunity.”  I tell her and hand them both a contract.
“Whatever.  It’s not like I really mind you forcing us.  This is the second time you could have made us, well me anyway, your slave.  I just hate empty words.”  Sor sighs as she signs the contract and passes the other one to Emi.
“What if I don’t sign this?”  Emi asks and Sor’s eyes go wide.
“Emi…?”  Sor asks in utter shock.
“Just kidding.”  Emi laughs and signs it.
“Just to be sure, but do you both really have no idea where Midori is?”  I ask.
“Sorry, but I really have no idea where they are.”  Sor tells me and again I can tell from her aura that she is telling the truth.
“Sorry, but neither have I.”  Emi tells me apologetically.
“Do you have any way of finding her?”  I ask Sor.
“If you show me where she was last seen and if she ported I can trace the port, but if she didn’t port I can’t help.”  Sor tells me.
“I think she was last seen in class 3C.  Hopefully she ported.”  I tell Sor who ports straight away.  I port outside 3C and Emi follows my port a moment later.  Sor looks at me with a frown.
“I know where she ported to, but she didn’t get there.  Give me a minute and I’ll find out where she ended up.”  Sor tells me and closes her eyes.  It is clearly a strain even for Sor.  It is closer to two minutes when she opens her eyes.
“Utopia Camerona.”  Sor tells me, which makes me gulp.
“How did she end up there?”  I ask in shock.
“Her port was intercepted.”
“Any idea who by?”  I ask, fearing the answer.
“Given the location it seems likely it was either the mayor, or someone allied with her.”  Sor tells me.
“Let’s get our power back and then follow the port.”  I tell Sor who nods.
“Could we leave Emi behind though?”  Sor asks, sounding worried.
“Yes, we’ll take Lucy and Sakura.”  I tell her.  That gives us some of our best mages, but leaves us with a small team that can remain hidden if the port doesn’t take us directly into combat.
“I’ll take power from Emi, but what about you?”  Sor asks.
“Elucia.”
“And who is Sakura?”  Sor asks.
“A fairy.”  I reply and Sor shakes her head in amusement.
“And you didn’t think to have her trace the port?”  Sor asks.
“No.”  I admit and wonder why they didn’t suggest it.  Sor then kisses Emi and I sense the power flow from Emi’s aura to Sor’s.  “Wait here.  I’ll be back right away.”
I then port to the classroom, where everyone is waiting.  Or at least that’s where I was trying to port.  I gasp as I realise I am in a dark flame lit room staring an unfamiliar mage in the eye.  She is an old woman with grey hair and grey eyes.  There are younger mages all around me.  Their appearance is that of typical Contractians.
“Did we get the wrong one again?”  The woman asks more to herself than to anyone else.
“What did you do with my friend?”  I ask her angrily.
“The girl was your friend?”
“What do mean by ‘was’ my friend?”  I ask fearfully.
“Oh, don’t worry, she’s still alive.  She’s probably sleeping in her cell right now.  If you want, you can even share a cell.”
“What were you trying to summon?”
“Like I’m going to tell you.”  She laughs.  All of a sudden I sense dimensional magic like nothing I’ve felt before.  Everyone in the room collapses, other than me.
“Idiots.”  Sor sighs and I turn.  I didn’t sense her until she spoke, even though she used such a powerful magic.
“Do you know who they are?”  I ask.
“No idea, but they were clearly trying to summon a demon, given the circle you are standing in.  To get two humans by accident is utter incompetence.  Midori isn’t far.  I’ll port both of you back and then take these idiots to the town jail.”  Sor tells me.
“Thank you.  Without my power, I was really worried there until you showed up.”
“Like I could miss that your port had been intercepted.  It just took a bit of time to trace the intercept.”  Sor explains with a shrug.  Then she ports me back to my room.  Midori is sitting on the floor.
“Peter?”  Midori asks in shock.  “You saved me?”
“Actually Sor did.”  I tell her.
“You won your match, right?”  Midori asks as she slowly stands.
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there to see it.  They overpowered me.  I hope I wasn’t a distraction in your final match.”  Midori tells me, clearly embarrassed.
“Don’t worry.  I’m just glad you’re safe.”  I tell Midori.
“Thank you, Peter.”  Midori says and all of a sudden she hugs me tightly.
“Interrupting anything, am I?”  Sor asks with a mocking laugh.  Midori pulls away from me and looks embarrassed.
“Sorry.”  Midori says looking at the ground with a slight blush.
“There’s no need to be sorry, Midori.  Sor, thank you for your help.  Did you take them to the jail already?”
“Of course.”  Sor shrugs.  “They’ll be interrogated and if they committed a crime they’ll be punished.”
“If?”  I ask confused.
“If they were working for the queen then incompetence is their only crime.  That, and annoying me.”  Sor tells me as if it is common sense that annoying her is a crime and abducting two students from the academy might not be.  Even if they took us by mistake they didn’t let us go when they realised their mistake.  “So what now?”
“We port to 2A and introduce you to the rest of the club, as well as letting them know Midori is safely back.”
“Do I have to act all friendly with everyone?”  Sor asks, sounding annoyed.
“Just try not to be rude.”  I tell her.  “You don’t have to be friends with everyone, but you’ll find it easier if you are.  Everyone is going to have to work together, so it’s easier if you get on with each other.”
“I’ll try not to be rude then, but pretending to be friends is too much of a bother if I don’t have to.”  Sor tells me as if the idea of actually becoming friends is unthinkable.
I am soon chatting with everyone in the classroom and enjoying the food and drink that the club has made.  In the end it turns out that almost everyone is too nervous to actually talk to Sor and Emi.  Sor has a bit of a reputation and it is well earned.  To my surprise though, Yu Kii does make the effort to talk to Sor, despite being constantly addressed as ‘rude girl’.  Cherry and Sherry also make the effort, but thanks to Sor’s cold manner they quickly move on.  The only other person who makes the effort is Midori, but despite being clearly grateful to Sor, she still spends most of the time following me around.
 



Epilogue (Peter)
I would much rather skip the rewards ceremony and the trip to Portalis, but I of course have no such option.  Now the tournament is over I need to get everyone in the club ready for the war.  I’ve seen some of what the enemy are capable of now.  Of course my club members are very capable too, but...  All I can do is prepare everyone as best I can and do my best to keep them safe once we join the war.
Before I was so focused on the tournament that I had no time to really think about it, and before then it seemed such a long way away, but now the thought of taking everyone into battle seems really scary.  I took some of the club into battle in the tournament of course, but that’s not the same thing.  Although the possibility of being killed existed, nobody was really trying to kill us.
It would be worth focusing on the bounty hunts and not just the training.  Training can only take you so far.  Real experience is essential.  I suppose I’ll need to plan for my dates with Midori and Cherry too, but after that I will need to focus on preparing the club for the scary future that awaits us.
To Be Continued in War of Contractia Book 5 – Peter and the Heart of Alchemy
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