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    Summary of book one 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirteen-year-old high mage Ishar-Mor was a valg, a lizard that walked upright, who was sentenced to death. After plotting to overthrow the emperor, the memory of his previous lives was stripped from him, and he was banished from his home world to one where they’d never even heard of magic. But sheer luck played a cruel trick on the executioners. Just as the high mage was being banished, a ritual was being performed in a different world to summon a soul. The Brown Bear clan leader’s only son had fallen from a tree and was teetering between life and death. Knowing full well what they were doing, the clan leaders beseeched their spirit protector for help, and he pulled the most powerful soul he could find out of the universe. The valg became fifteen-year-old Leg Ondo. There was magic, after all, in his new world, though he couldn’t use it — humans only gained magic abilities when they were initiated at age sixteen. When it came to magic itself, it was animal spirits called totems that gave their clans strength and two or three magic abilities. The planet also had force stones, or special rocks that could share magic power. 
 
      
 
    Six months later, Leg and his team were participating in an interclan competition when they were ambushed by goblins, the planet’s true inhabitants. His friends were all killed, though he managed to survive. He then figured out how to control the magic lines force stones gave off, using them to defeat the commander of a goblin squad. But it was as he prepared to do battle for his life that help arrived. Lando Slick, the sixth son of the emperor, happened for some reason to be on the outskirts of the empire, and he gave Leg a launcher, a forbidden weapon for the outcast clan. In return, the representative of the imperial Viper clan demanded a year of service from Leg. And the boy couldn’t say no. For reasons only he knew, Lando sent the son of his sworn enemy to one of the most expensive and privileged educational institutions in the empire: the Imperial Academy. Leg quickly realized how far the Brown Bears lagged behind the rest of the world. Cars running on force stones, clothing, learning, trains — even a regular provincial city made a deep impression on him. One downside to urban life, however, was the stench that hung in the city air, almost as if the city sewers didn’t work. The residents themselves were so used to it that they didn’t notice a thing, but it was an unpleasant surprise for Leg. 
 
      
 
    The train Leg was traveling on was attacked. The bandits were hunting Ulma Reloit, leader of the Panthers, the second clan in the empire, though Leg was able to leverage his new ability to control magic lines and save the old woman. That ruined the plans of a secret organization called the Crimson Ribbon. 
 
      
 
    Once at the academy, Leg met two boys his age named Elrin and Had. The work they put into training together brought them closer, though they were subsequently punished with a trip to the sewers, a special area for testing abilities and coming back with resources the academy needed, after breaking the rules. Two girls named Liara and Belis also headed in with them. Joining forces, the group made their way down to the third level below ground, as Belis had a map of the sewers she was counting on to get them all plenty of loot. But nobody knew that level was packed with enormous octopus-like beasts. The group found themselves in an uneven battle, and it was only Leg’s ability to work with force lines that helped him save his friends. 
 
      
 
    While still down in the sewers, Leg was able to find a statuette made of a blood-red material that turned out to be one of seven Bogush crystals. His find was quickly taken away — students weren’t permitted to have things like that in their possession. But that was when the emperor showed up at the academy to personally reward the student who saved his niece. Leg had no other choice but to gift the crystal to the emperor, the latter responding by lifting the moratorium on trading with the Brown Bears and giving them room to resume their development. Not only that, but Lando Slick handed the boy a porting stone. Working something like a teleport, it gave the sixth heir a way to show up when he was needed. Leg availed himself of it almost immediately. Had, one of his friends, had been kidnapped. The dark-skinned southerner was the only surviving heir of the Gray Elephant clan that had once ruled the Southern Empire. His plan had been to hide at Mirax, the Northern Empire’s Imperial Academy, only his pursuers were able to get to him even there. But while Leg was able to find where Had was being held, he found himself facing a new enemy: infernos. They were people who had chosen the path of absorbing mithril, losing their human appearance but gaining unheard-of strength. Lando and his people were able to neutralize the threat. Once he returned, Had joined Leg’s family, becoming one of the Brown Bears. 
 
      
 
    That calm lasted all of a few minutes, however. The bandits that had tried to eliminate Ulma Reloit, leader of the Panther clan, attacked him. Happily, he was able to fight them off, take one prisoner, and deliver him to the Panther residence. Ulma told the boy about how things in the empire really stood and how their assailants worked for a mysterious organization called the Crimson Ribbon that was out to destabilize the empire. As thanks for saving her, the woman set off with Leg to his village and signed a mining agreement with the Brown Bears. That let Leg’s clan shaman take him to another spot where a Bogush crystal had been stored and destroy it. Whoever could combine all seven parts of the statuette would get a map showing them all mithril deposits while also being able to control infernos as well as angels. The latter were the next level of modified people. 
 
      
 
    For his entry exam to the Academy, Leg wrote down a few chapters from a book that had been popular in his previous world. The text thrilled his supervisors to the point that they asked him to write the whole thing. Not only did Leg write it, however; he won a contest with it. After reaching the imperial palace, he and Liara found the seventh and final Bogush crystal, though it was taken from them on their return to Mirax. The head of security there, Lando Slick’s older brother, had no wish to strengthen the empire with such a treasure. Instead, the seventh crystal was hidden far away from both the Bears and the Crimson Ribbon. 
 
      
 
    Leg successfully completed his studies and earned his due reward, after which he and his friends set off for his village to go through initiation. In addition to Leg, there were Had and Elrin, the latter also deciding to join the Brown Bear clan. They were attacked by a Crimson Ribbon fighter on the way. But Leg was able to summon Lando Slick, and their combined strength was enough to defeat the adversary. The battle showed, however, that there was someone in the empire who could use magic. And something had to be done about that. 
 
      
 
    After initiation, Had became a powerful warrior with the ability to use the totem’s magic gifts. Elrin became a knight — they could mimic any ability used against them. For his turn, Leg was made a wizard, a legendary and long forgotten being who could create magic using nothing but his will. The gift wasn’t given lightly, however. To use it, Leg was going to have to take a long trip into goblin territory. 
 
      
 
    But was he going to be allowed to get that far? 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “...WHICH HANDED US yet another market, boosting our KPIs by — ” 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” The leader of the Crimson Ribbon raised a hand to cut off the report on the organization’s financials. Things were going well, credits were pouring into their accounts, and more and more clans were coming under their control, only none of that was putting him in a good mood. The feeling of approaching danger made it clear that something foreboding was in the works. If they simply sat back and waited, they were going to be facing heavy losses. And he wasn’t the only one feeling that way. Suddenly, a voice sounded in his head. 
 
      
 
    You have one minute to clear the room. I need you. Do it. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody out! Now!” The man leaped to his feet and began ushering his staff out of his office with a haste unbefitting his rank. By the time a projection of his guest appeared in the middle of the room, the doors were shut and reinforced with an eavesdropping blocker. 
 
      
 
    “Master,” the leader of the Crimson Ribbon said as he fell to one knee. “It’s my pleasure to welcome you to my humble abode.” 
 
      
 
    “Rikon, step into the circle,” the projection of the gray-haired old man said, gesturing to where he’d appeared. At first glance, he looked to be about seventy, but that was only at first glance. A chosen few were all who knew the real age of the world’s shadow leader, and a reverent chill ran down their spine when they thought about it. Not many people were given the right to three hundred and seventy years. Even fewer remained as strong as they were at the beginning of their journey. 
 
      
 
    The leader of the Crimson Ribbon obeyed, and the space around him swirled for a few moments before taking form as a small clearing surrounded by thick gray fog. The three other pupils of the great master were there waiting. Rikon looked around. Of the four, two had gone their own way to found the Crimson Ribbon in the Northern Empire and the White Lily in the Southern Empire. The other two had remained there with the master to continue divining the secrets of magic. The old man spoke. 
 
      
 
    “A wizard appeared in the world today. The totem is enraged and demands that we eliminate them. And since we don’t know which empire is now home to the enemy, we’re going to have to spread our forces out. Rikon, you’ll take your Northern Empire, Devit will cover the Southern Empire, and Sharmir will scour the Western Empire. You have to find the wizard before they gather power, so do whatever it takes. If you have to check every kid initiated over the last year, do it. And when you find the wizard, eliminate them immediately. That’s an order!” 
 
      
 
    “Master, you didn’t give me anything to do,” one of the pupils said with bowed head. Rikon frowned to himself — he hated that useless piece of incompetency with every fiber of his being. The weakest of them, he was envious and unpleasant. The only reason he still had a place in the circle was because he was the first pupil. A hundred years before, the master had begun his path to greatness by working with him, and he’d developed a soft spot for the wimp. 
 
      
 
    “I have something for you, too. Your job will be to head into globin territory and destroy the altar of Zul’var. We should have done that a long time ago... Even if we can’t find the wizard, they won’t be able to prove to the Beast that they’re worthy of training. You all have my permission to use any resources you need to complete your mission. Get the emperors involved, the clans, anyone you want, just find and destroy the enemy. Meanwhile, I’ll try to pull more information out of the totem. Get to work! The wizard grows stronger with each passing minute!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As I concentrated, the force lines thickened, filled with energy, and became visible as a ball of fire the size of my fist. The mana I had available to me dropped by a fourth. Unlike the usual abilities the totem gave, working with pure energy came with a heavy cost, though I appreciated the result. The small, deadly sun appeared just above my open palm to break all the laws of physics and magic alike. It was supposed to be impossible to make it without an ability. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” said Barx, shaman of the Brown Bear clan as well as my father’s grandfather. “Now, send it at the target. Hold it in your thoughts, turn your palm toward what you’re aiming at, and make the force lines do the work.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned and sent the lump of flames hurtling at the target, a mannequin fifty meters away. As it turned out, the 50/50 tattoo that remained on my shoulder as a reminder of my encounter with the totem let me interact with items even at that distance. But no further. The mannequin quivered, a singed hole appearing in it. 
 
      
 
    “That about does it for our lessons.” Barx promptly sat down on the ground, pulling a long pipe out of one of his many pockets. A few moments after a small spark leaped off the end of his index finger, he sank back happily into a cloud of smoke to lose himself in his thoughts. There was no sense talking with him. Even if I’d been able to shake him out of his stupor, I would have earned myself nothing more than a couple of cuffs to the head. It was a lesson I’d long since learned. Concentrating once again, I pulled up the list of abilities I had available to me and activated homeward bound. There was no way I wanted to walk all the way from the shaman’s cave. A split-second after the space around me swirled into a gray fog, I found myself in the palace’s main hall. 
 
      
 
    “Father, Lando,” I said, nodding to the two men, though they ignored me. The leader of the Brown Bear clan and the sixth heir to the throne were engrossed in a small board littered with odd figurines. As I’d found out, the game was called chess, and it had such complicated rules that I didn’t even try to understand them. Memorize them? Sure. Understand them? Not a chance. 
 
      
 
    “Buddy, wait up! I’ll be there in a minute!” Elrin was standing near the players, following their match with interest. He, unlike me, thoroughly appreciated the nonsense happening on the board. Yawning in boredom, I nearly snarled in frustration with myself, then forcing my thoughts to line up in order and going over to the board to figure out what was happening. Chess made the part of my brain work that many people didn’t need and therefore saw atrophy. Take me, for example. Once again, a wave of rage hit me, though I was able to stifle it before it could rush out. What the totem had told me during my initiation came back, and I could tell for myself why something that strange was happening. Where I’d once been ruled by logic and common sense, emotions and impulse had the upper hand. Constant laziness, the necessity of going to war with myself, the unwillingness I felt to learn anything new, and the urge to get out of any real work — all of it was my lot in life thanks to the old Leg. And that bothered me more than anything. There was nothing I could do about something that had become part of me. 
 
      
 
    Lando won the game, though my father demanded a rematch. Even if it was a low-stakes victory, the heir liked beating my father, so he quickly agreed. I could only sigh and head out to test my launcher. One thing was for sure: our spirit protector had given me a nice little toy, one that nobody could take away even in the palace. That was why the emperor was always surrounded by guards — they didn’t want anyone thinking too much about harming the leader of the empire. And given how hard that would have been regardless, what with the emperor’s position on the ranking, nobody risked it. There was a kind of exclusion zone around him that stepping inside came with the death penalty. After all, the totems always handed out weapons for hand-to-hand combat. Almost always, that is — my launcher stood out like a sore thumb. With a range of a hundred meters, it fired chunks of energy instead of arrows. The clip held thirty shots, and it could be charged with a force stone or just five units of my own mana. A dream, in a word. Including the fact that it could punch through inferno armor from ten paces away, it was more than a dream. When Lando saw what my weapon could do, he nearly killed me on the spot. But the best part was that it was impossible to lose. That was why nobody took them away at the palace. If I just expressed the desire, the totem’s gift appeared in my hand. That worked just once a day, but even completely destroying named items wasn’t enough to keep their owner from getting them back. It was a complicated and, more importantly, dangerous topic. 
 
      
 
    As far as everything else went… It felt like I’d learned more over the three days that had passed since my initiation than I had during the entirety of my time in that world. First of all, I’d figured out magic. Setting aside working directly with lines, something the shaman and I had recently tested, magic there was unusual. Totems gave their chosen ones a secret list only they could see in addition to their mana. When I wanted to use an ability or my named weapon, the list popped up in front of me to show what was available, their descriptions, the amount of mana it took to activate them, and the amount of mana I had left. Using one of the totem’s gifts meant staring at it, concentrating, and activating it. Was there a clunkier way of doing things? My memory of my previous life told me I’d worked with force lines there without ever bothering to wonder how much mana I had left or which abilities I could use. Instead, mages forced the lines to bend to their will, massaging them into the shape or construction they wanted. That was what I’d done with the fireballs. While I didn’t remember the training itself, something told me we hadn’t been taught to memorize a list of abilities, instead working with lines to spend as little mana as possible. Spending a quarter of my available mana on some fire wasn’t the best use of it. 
 
      
 
    The shots whistled off toward their target one after another, though it wasn’t the best shooting. Sure, I was a hundred percent accurate, and the mannequin had been reduced to a smoldering hulk after ten shots, but the process itself… No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shoot faster than three times a minute. Every twenty seconds? No problem. Faster? Not a chance. And that presented a fairly serious problem — my previous weapon’s rate of fire had easily cleared a shot every two or three seconds. I was going to need a second weapon, some kind of staff that I could use at least on the level of a good student. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, they’re calling us. It’s time,” Had said, pulling me away from my practice. It was finally the moment I’d been waiting for. After not being allowed to leave for goblin territory on the first day or the second, I’d flown off the handle and announced to everyone that there was no stopping me the day after that. The adults heard me out and finally deigned to let me in on their plans. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t go see the goblins right now,” my father said, starting right off with his decision without beating around the bush. But I wasn’t about to listen. Shrugging, I replied calmly. 
 
      
 
    “That just means a certain someone is going to have to reconcile himself to the fact that ‘can’t’ sometimes happens. Father, I don’t have time to learn and grow. I have no idea how I’m supposed to earn the respect of the goblins, not to mention the Westerners, which means I need to get there as soon as possible. That will give me the most possible time to figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    “The cub pushes back…” Lando Slick said. “No, my shaggy friend, you’re not going anywhere right now. You’d just be letting the clan down. First, what do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Master.” The commander of the sixth heir’s reconnaissance squad stepped out of the shadows. I didn’t twitch — I’d noticed he was there the moment I walked up to the house. Working with force lines was getting easier with each passing day, so I couldn’t help but pick out the telltale inferno armor. 
 
      
 
    “Over the last twenty-four hours, unwarranted checks have begun for all sixteen-year-olds. Your fourth brother’s people are handling them, Master, though they aren’t alone. We also noticed a few dozen unregistered infernos and even an angel. Why this is happening is unknown. According to some who have been tested, some kind of device was used to identify their level of magic strength. They’re looking for someone.” 
 
      
 
    “And I know who.” Lando looked me in the eye. “My older brother didn’t make it into the handpicked group that works on behalf of the empire, which gives him a lot of flexibility. His personal guard is several times larger than mine. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised to find that he’s working for the Crimson Ribbon or, and we can’t rule this out, is its founder. Nothing he does is just because. Somehow, somebody figured out that a wizard appeared in the world — it's only been three days. And the fact that they had the device means they were ready. Given that, wizards can’t be unique. They used to be around, though everything in the sources about them was carefully removed. If you disappear, the secret will be out, and I don’t want to even think about what will befall the Brown Bears. The three knights you have won’t be enough to hold off three or four angels. They’ll slaughter you — my family is good at that.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, that’s not all. We just got news that the checks are happening in all three empires. Our Western and Southern friends told us about analogous checks their ruling families are running, and there are unregistered infernos and even angels making sure they happen.” 
 
      
 
    The spy fell silent, and with him the rest of the room. 
 
      
 
    “They don’t know where the wizard is, so Leg is in the clear. What if…” Elrin started, though Lando gestured for him to be quiet. But the gesture wasn’t for me. And so, I said what everyone was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “The Crimson Ribbon isn’t just in our empire. They operate in all three… Well, the fourth heir couldn’t have founded it. Even if he is working for them, he’s doing nothing more than following orders.” 
 
      
 
    “Curses,” Lando spat. “I was almost sure it was his brainchild… The fact that the search is going on everywhere means there’s a totem involved.” 
 
      
 
    “We have more information,” the scout said. “The search is only applied to those who have mana. While they’re not looking at marks, initial reports say the marks show up on the device. They’re not touching regular kids.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re looking for your numbers,” Lando said, turning back to me. “So, Elrin and Had can go through it without a problem even if there will be questions. But Leg will be picked out immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless he hides himself,” Barx said suddenly. “He can see and control lines, so he can loop them in on himself. It’s temporary, but he can turn into someone without mana.” 
 
      
 
    “If he doesn’t have mana, he won’t be able to get into Mirax.” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly,” the shaman said with a wink in my direction. “The Imperial Academy’s doors are always open to Leg — he earned his right to study there. If we can teach him to conceal himself, not to mention come up with a logical and believable cover story for why the totem didn’t give a successful graduate of the preparatory course the right to use mana. I haven’t heard of cases like that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s easy enough,” Elrin said with a shrug. “Leg went right after me — the totem was tired. I got knighthood; Leg got nothing and a launcher to make up for it. While he can use force stones, it’s only to charge his weapon. There you go!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to let you blow your cover,” Lando barked. “As soon as the emperor finds out that the Brown Bears got a knight, he’ll give orders to study you up and down until they figure out how the abilities are transferred. That’s why clans try to hide it when they get someone like you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you need to figure out a way to save me from my grandfather.” Elrin had made up his mind. “I owe Leg two lives. Do you really think you can stop me with threats about what might happen? I’ll at least get rid of one tattoo.” 
 
      
 
    Elrin had earned his second tattoo the same time Lando had earned his: in the train when the Lion clan leader had attacked us. Speaking of which, that was a question that had been gnawing at me. One of the leaders of the Crimson Ribbon was able to use magic. Where had they learned that? They weren’t totem abilities. Instead, our attacker had worked directly with force lines, otherwise there would have been no way he could block the sixth heir. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, can you cover yourself up?” Ingar asked me. “Turn yourself into a zero?” 
 
      
 
    “I can try,” I replied frankly before immediately continuing. “Although, I don’t think any of this matters. I’m not going to Mirax; I’m headed northwest. The goblins and Zul’var’s altar are what I have to go see, and it’s strange that everyone keeps forgetting that. If I don’t get there in the next year, I won’t have to cover up. The totem is going to block all magic for me.” 
 
      
 
    “You can only enroll at Mirax at sixteen years of age,” my father replied calmly. “If you’re a year late, it’ll be an opportunity lost to you forever, and that academy is the best in our totem-forsaken empire. You need to show up there, study a month, get your assignment for your final exam, and receive permission to complete it away from the academy. Lando will help with that. While you’re gone, you’ll have to do your job while also memorizing all the textbooks and getting ready to pass all the physical tests. As far as those are concerned, the Shadow will help out — she’s accompanying you into goblin territory. Just remember that you have to prepare for and pass your exams like a zero. That will be hard but not impossible. Until we know that you’re in the clear, that nobody’s trying to kill you, you have to ignore mana entirely.” 
 
      
 
    I sniffed in annoyance, unhappy that decisions were being made for me. While some part of me understood the logic, accepting it was beyond me. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s say he can cover himself,” Lando said as he got ready to pour oil on the fire. “He’ll study at Mirax, although I have no idea how everyone else will react to that. One thing I can say for sure, however, is that Liara won’t be able to talk to him. Ingar, you know the law as well as I do.” 
 
      
 
    “People without mana are not permitted the right to have relationships with members of the imperial family,” my father said thoughtfully. Then, he continued more resolutely. “Leg will have to accept that. As will she.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” I growled angrily. It was less logic speaking and more the boy in me who had been lost to history. Apparently, he needed some time in the sun. “Liara’s going to know the truth about me and what I’m working on. I’m not about to turn my back on my girlfriend, not if the entire empire and the Crimson Ribbon both try to stop me!” 
 
      
 
    Lando scowled as though chewing on something bitter. 
 
      
 
    “I heard something like that thirty years ago. Do the Brown Bears have a fetish for relationships with Vipers? Can’t live without us or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about her, Son?” Ingar asked, ignoring his rival’s barb. 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t tell anyone about the seventh Bogush crystal Master Eiro hid, so yes. I’m sure about her.” 
 
      
 
    “Aner will be furious,” Lando said. “That promises bigger problems than the launcher does. Arkho will come after Leg, and the Shadow will be out of her depth. But hey, if you don’t mind dying, go right on ahead with the relationship. Although, I’m sure Liara will get her emotions in check and cut off relations since you don’t have mana. You won’t even get the chance to explain yourself — she just isn’t going to talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    Arkho was an angel working for the Vipers but not part of their family. In the unofficial ranking of mithril consumers, he was third after just the emperor himself and the emperor’s oldest son Dars. The Shadow, who no longer had the right to call herself my grandmother, was tenth. And that was only the angels people know about. As the spy had already noted, there were some in the empire who weren’t included in the ranking. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she’ll still talk to her cousin who just happens to be a knight,” Elrin said. “And I’m not planning on hiding the truth from her. If Leg says she’s okay, she’s okay with me, too.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, I’ll try to talk sense into Aner. If worse comes to worst, I’ll send Arkho off on some mission or other…” Lando said thoughtfully after a long pause. “But none of this matters unless Leg can close himself off from the device. We also have to think about what to do with the tattoo. If anyone even happens to see those numbers, our whole plan will be blown.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a buzzing sensation in my shoulder. Closing myself off took just moments, having already worked with force lines and seen how the dean had blocked the Bogush crystal. Closing off all the lines generated by the crystal, he’d turned it into a regular stone. I did something similar, hiding my strength inside a supplemental energy cocoon. Scratching my sore shoulder, I put everything back and sighed in relief — the block closed off my totem abilities but still let me see and work with magic lines. Yet again, my shoulder hurt, and I pulled up my sleeve and stared at the tattoo. The 50/50 was still right there. The red skin told me it had just appeared, however. 
 
      
 
    “What did you do?” Elrin asked, though I blocked off my magic once more instead of replying. My shoulder began to sting yet again, and that time I saw why. The numbers marking me as a wizard had disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that I’ve never seen before,” Barx said thoughtfully as he stared at my shoulder and scratched the back of his head. “Believe me, I’ve heard of a lot, but definitely not that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will help with the story about how the totem was tired after coming up with a knight and didn’t have the strength to deal with Leg. Also, just the fact that he has a tattoo means he can get into the academy. But what will everyone say? I’ve definitely never come across that kind of thing.” 
 
      
 
    I had to agree as I looked down at the new picture. The tattoo hadn’t disappeared the way I’d originally thought. Instead, it had modified. The whole thing was so odd that I had to follow the shaman’s lead and scratch my own head. It had never occurred to me that a mage could have a 0/0 tattoo. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “PLACE YOUR HAND on the device. Say your name, clan, and age.” 
 
      
 
    “Leg Ondo, Brown Bears, sixteen years old.” 
 
      
 
    “You can go. Next!” 
 
      
 
    I gagged once more as the ever-so-delightful aromas wafting through the air in the capital hit me, glanced quickly over at the readout on the device, and motioned almost imperceptibly to my protectors that they could stand down. The check had gone off without a hitch. Even with how advanced the device was, it wasn’t able to beat its way through my defenses. I was an unusual mage with 0/0 attributes for both it and the rest of the world. As the next first-year student stepped up, I headed off toward the academy’s main gate, my mind occupied with anything but how the Crimson Ribbon had broken every Mirax rule they could as they stomped all over the privacy of the crowd of first-year students around me. Hiding your clan and the strength your totem had given you wasn’t easy when you were forced to announce it out loud in from of the entire academy. Nobody was spared. I even saw Belis from the Spider clan waiting her turn obediently. The girl was shifting her weight from side to side in annoyance, though there was nothing she could do in the face of the emperor’s orders. As long as he’d given orders to verify all the first-year students in that humiliating manner, there was nothing for it. The only other option was leaving the academy, sacrificing the monetary investment and the future it represented. The Crimson Ribbon’s scale was impressive. Even Lando had been forced to admit that he’d underestimated the secret organization. Putting pressure on the emperor was one thing — he had plenty of weaknesses to exploit. But forcing him into moving against the top clans? That was impressive. The group there to cover me disappeared into the crowd. It had been assigned at Ingar’s orders, there to pull me out if my cover had been blown. Beyond the Shadow and a dozen of Lando’s personal guardsmen, the sixth heir to the throne had been there personally. Nobody knew how powerful the angel on the roof of the nearest building was. 
 
      
 
    “Elrin Ondo, Brown Bears, sixteen years old.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow… Okay, you can go. Next!” 
 
      
 
    The guard’s reaction made sense. There weren’t a hundred people in the world with numbers on par with my blond friend. Generally speaking, knights weren’t known for their strength, standing out for other reasons, and Elrin had far exceeded the norm. That was going to attract attention. I was sure the news of my brother was already making its way to well-placed ears. 
 
      
 
    Quite a few first-year students and most of their elder classmen were in no hurry to head into Mirax. While the testing was going on, the square outside the academy had been cleared of merchants, leaving plenty of room for the students to plop themselves down on the stone pavement and catch the shouts that reached them. Even I, embarrassing as it was to admit it, was intrigued to see who I would be studying with. If I lived that long… 
 
      
 
    “The heiress!” A hushed whisper ran around the square. An expensive car had appeared on the central road leading to Mirax, and it headed straight for the gate as it slowed, completely ignoring the directions of the imperial guards. It was only after the angel from the nearby roof somehow appeared in front of the car with a hand held up that the vehicle stopped. It was fifty meters from the gate. 
 
      
 
    My heartbeat quickened. Initiation had been good to Liara Slick. While she’d been beautiful before it, her beauty had been somehow childlike, not eliciting reverent awe. But there, standing in front of the students, was a stunning woman in full knowledge of her looks and strength. Without saying a word, she stepped calmly toward the Mirax gate only to be stopped by the angel. 
 
      
 
    “All first-year students are to be checked.” He gestured toward the tent, though that was when the car door suddenly opened, and most of the people there in the square got down on one knee. Liara was being escorted by her father, the second heir to the throne. 
 
      
 
    “Just try and touch me,” Liara said without even breaking her stride. Glancing angrily at Aner, the angel took a step to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness, the emperor’s orders…” Some low-level bureaucrat ran over to Aner, though the man simply gestured for him to be silent. The heir’s reply carried across the silent square. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll deal with my father regarding Liara. This is her decision, and I expect it to be respected.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” the scared guard said, voice quaking. But nobody was listening to him. Aner had returned to his vehicle; Liara was heading confidently in my direction. 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness,” I said as I dropped to a knee. While everyone was supposed to kneel the moment Aner appeared, it was enough to show deference to his daughter only when interacting with her directly. 
 
      
 
    “Get up, Leg. I want you to walk me into Mirax,” Liara announced, back straight all the while. I glanced over at Aner to see his gaze boring into his daughter. Still, he said nothing. He did, indeed, respect Liara’s right to make poor decisions. If she wanted to show the world who her favorite was, it was up to her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” I held a hand out to the girl, and she latched onto it with such force that she probably left a few bruises. Simply by the way she was holding my hand, I could tell she was on the verge of hysterics, though she was still managing to maintain her calm demeanor. We made our way to Master Calvar, who was waiting for us at the gate, with the silence around us undisturbed. Something extraordinary really was afoot if the academy dean was meeting students personally. 
 
      
 
    “Your new names,” the dean said as he handed Liara and me papers. I was Leg One Ten; Liara was Liara One One. The first of the first-year students. After making sure we’d read the papers carefully, Master Calvar continued. “Regardless of the disgrace happening down there, the Mirax rules remain unchanged. Students within these walls are required to forget their clans and families. Welcome, first-year students!” 
 
      
 
    That was apparently some sort of signal. The students following the verification procedure suddenly remembered everything they had to do and hurried into the academy. I had to hand it to Master Calvar — he managed to greet each of them personally, knowing both their names and their numbers. Each was given a speech on the Mirax rules remaining in force. 
 
      
 
    “First year, gather around!” came a booming shout. Our new supervisor was Master Bolor, the practice grounds manager. Old lady Virino, as had been the case the year before, was handling the preparatory class. To be honest, I was disappointed. She’d been my favorite of the academy professors. 
 
      
 
    The supervisor gave us an unpleasant glare. From what I could tell, he thought we were taking our time coming over, in no hurry to follow his instructions. But there was nothing to say — we were on our way even if we weren’t running. 
 
      
 
    “Head over to the second building, where the commandant will show you to your rooms. The general meeting for all first-year students will be today at eight. Don’t be late. Okay, run and get changed! Or are you looking to earn your first warning?” 
 
      
 
    We took off. Judging by the supervisor’s face, he was not in a happy place, and that was true of all the other professors we met along the way, too. The emperor’s order to test all first-year students had caught them unawares. The Black Raven clan hadn’t been ready. 
 
      
 
    Compared to the prep class, first-year students enjoyed a range of privileges. Each of the hundred students had a separate if small room where textbooks, writing materials, and a few Mirax uniforms were waiting for us. Glancing quickly over the mountain of books I was going to have to learn, I dashed back downstairs. Liara and I had agreed to meet back up in the cafeteria. There were quite a few people already there, one of the perks of being a regular student being that we had access to a dessert stand. While the zero-level students couldn’t dream of such a luxury, nearly all doors were open to us. 
 
      
 
    “You look like you were forced into the academy under guard.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you not see?” Liara replied glumly, not even bothering to drink her delicious-smelling tea. “Not just under guard; with some of the most powerful people in the world…” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, you weren’t planning on coming?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “No… I… Leg, I’m not here for long. After I get my coursework, I’m going to have to leave Mirax. Don’t ask me why, please. It’s safer for you if you don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    Liara did her best to hide her gaze, unable to look me in the eye. For the heiress I knew, that kind of thing wasn’t just unusual. It was impossible. I knew her too well not to see that she wasn't about to tell me anything. Not then; not later. After she’d refused to be verified, Aner had escorted her personally to the gate, and told me she was going to be leaving the academy… There were too many coincidences for me not to put the picture together. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me.” I got up from the table and dragged the girl after me. As everyone knew, Mirax didn’t have a single spot for couples like Liara and me to hide. Every nook and cranny had eyes and ears trained on it. With my ability to see and interact with force lines in the space around me, I no longer had any doubt that the special eavesdropping devices led off somewhere deep below the main building. My scanning radius was up to fifty meters, but I wasn’t about to spend time trying to find where the wires ended. There was something I needed clarity on first. Regardless of the complete control the Black Ravens had of Mirax, however, they’d missed one particular point, and I decided to make use of it before it was too late. Even the prospect of earning a warning as punishment wasn’t enough to stop me. Dragging the girl to her room, I practically gave her an order. 
 
      
 
    “Put your hermetically sealed outfit on and meet me downstairs in five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    There were no objections — Liara was too shocked by my behavior to do anything but comply. Quickly dashing over to my room, I pulled out one of Master Ondo’s gifts and began clambering into it. The Mirax guard outfit let me move through the sewers without worrying about the air quality or completely submerging myself. It was hermetically sealed, rugged, reliable, practical, and exactly what I needed right then. As befit her royal blood, Liara climbed into protection that had me drooling. It wasn’t inferno armor, of course, as their suits were tied to internal reserves, but it was still impressive. I got the feeling it could have withstood a direct hit from my launcher. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go. Master Bolor is greeting the rest of the first-year students, so there shouldn’t be anyone by the hole.” I took the girl by the hand once more and led her over to the entrance to the sewers by the academy’s far wall. From what I could tell, it was the only spot in Mirax where we could talk without anyone hearing us. The security service simply didn’t have the resources to extend their network down there. 
 
      
 
    Just as I’d expected, there was nobody by the wall. The greenish mist hadn’t gone anywhere, telling us we had no business being there without hermetically sealed armor or gas masks. I pulled the cover back and was about to jump in when Liara stopped me. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll punish us — this is breaking the rules.” 
 
      
 
    “You decided a walking encyclopedia needs to hear about the rules? Sure, we’ll each get a warning, but that’s not too bad. We’ll at least get the chance to talk without anyone hearing us. Believe me, I have something to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, too…” Liara said with a sigh as she went ahead and stepped down. It was only then that I noticed the red glow — the girl’s named weapon was a simple dagger. I had to wonder what the Viper clan’s spirit protector had been thinking. How was the girl supposed to defend herself? 
 
      
 
    Jumping down after Liara, I took her by the hand. Belis’ map was still fresh in my mind, so I led us right to the way down to the next level. It was locked, unlike our previous time there. But that wasn’t a problem for us since we weren’t looking to go any further. There wasn’t a single force line anywhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    “I brought you here, so I should start us off. Liara, I — ” 
 
      
 
    “Leg, I’m a wizard! I’m the one everyone’s looking for!” The girl suddenly wilted right in front of me. Collapsing to her knees, she broke down sobbing, unintelligible sounds coming out between the wails. I sat down in the dirty goo, put my arms around her, and waited. She was letting out everything that had built up. From what I could tell, the royal family was taught how to control their emotions, only their control didn’t appear to be absolute. Ten minutes of unrelenting tears later, I was starting to lose it. Feeling bad for her was one thing; sitting there without any idea of what to do was another. Finally, I decided to stop the river running into her helmet by asking what seemed like an innocuous question. 
 
      
 
    “So, you were sent off to see the goblins?” 
 
      
 
    The way the girl fell silent instantly told me more than any words could have. She even pulled away. While the visor didn’t let me see her face, something told me she was trying to burn me with her eyes. I pretended I didn’t understand and continued. 
 
      
 
    “And you need to win their trust so they take you to Zul’var’s altar? That’s the only place where wizards can gain power. But if you can’t pull it off within a year, you’ll lose all access to magic.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” Liara asked in a shocked whisper. “Even my father doesn’t know that…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s why I brought you here. They’re not looking for you, Liara. I mean, not just you. They need both the wizards who appeared in our empire.” 
 
      
 
    “Both?” Liara gasped. She instinctively clasped her hands to her mouth to stifle a scream. 
 
      
 
    “Yep… They don’t give a fifty-fifty mark to just anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “But you made it through the check!” 
 
      
 
    “I covered myself by closing the energy up without letting any out. Basically, I turned into an unusual mage with zero-zero attributes. I both have and don’t have mana. If I don’t have stones, I’m useless.” 
 
      
 
    “And you can do that for me, too?” Liara asked hopefully. “If you can shut me up like that, I won’t have to avoid the checks. Father told me there are people there so powerful that even my grandfather can’t do anything.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t do it yourself? It’s simple — you take all the lines leading out of your source and close them back in on it. Not a big deal even if it takes a while.” 
 
      
 
    “What lines? What source? Are you talking about mana?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you not see magic lines?” It was my turn to be taken aback. “They’re… White, I guess. Transparent. And they’re everywhere there’s magic. Your source is a spot in your body where all the lines emerge. Yours is right — don’t move — here.” 
 
      
 
    I touched the girl’s stomach just a bit lower than her solar plexus. 
 
      
 
    “No, there aren’t any lines. So are you going to help me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try, but… No, Liara, I can see them, only I can’t do anything with them. You’re going to have to do it yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” The girl’s voice quivered once more as she threatened to sink back into her tears. “No teachers, no description, no nothing! Father dug through all the archives he could find — there wasn’t anything there. Nobody has any idea what a wizard is or what’s special about them. How am I supposed to make this work if I can’t even see the stupid lines, whatever they’re for?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s strange. Your totem should have explained what to do.” I wanted to scratch the back of my head the way Barx had, only I couldn’t. There was no way I was going to take my helmet off down in the sewers. 
 
      
 
    “Our snake doesn’t owe anyone anything…” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s tone suddenly went from whiny to gloomy. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t even ask me. He just told me I’d be fine, that I’ve been preparing for this all my life, and that there was no other way since I’m not going to use mithril. You know what that thing told me? He said he blocked Elrin just so he could give me his power! And not just him — five other people. I’m not sure how I’ll be able to look your brother in the eye… I have his strength.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re really worked up about this,” I said as I pulled away. “Okay, I should probably tell you more, otherwise you’ll go on thinking all the world’s problems are your fault. Here’s what happened to us during initiation…” 
 
      
 
    The story didn’t take long to tell. Liara even gasped when she heard Elrin’s attributes, the day’s events making hiding them pointless. I was sure everyone already knew the academy was home to a unique young man. And the fact that he’d been made a knight was also a surprise — Liara hadn’t been expecting that. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, go easier on yourself. What happened to Elrin was his choice, and it only made him stronger. Hey, what’s your dagger like?” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll cut through any metal,” Liara said, pulling out the small weapon bathed in a red light. “Pierce just about any armor. Infernos, angels… It didn’t even have a problem with my grandfather’s artifacts. Not bad. So, you have to go see the goblins, too? Should we go together? The viper told me I’m supposed to go alone, with no family or mercenaries. Wizards are supposed to learn how to get themselves out of trouble. But he didn’t say anything about going with another wizard.” 
 
      
 
    “Something doesn’t fit.” Liara’s situation wasn’t making sense to me. “My totem didn’t say anything like that. Actually, I have an angel to keep me safe, and she’s going to be preparing me for my exams on the way. I don’t get it… Two wizards. One is told what to do; the other is just thrown into the fire. It’s almost as if…” 
 
      
 
    The unexpected guess hit me like a thunderbolt. While I wasn’t sure how to react, it seemed so logical that I was scared. And since I didn’t want to put the idea off, I took Liara by the hand and addressed my spirit protector. 
 
      
 
    “Great totem! It’s me, Leg Ondo, your faithful son, and I’m asking for a personal meeting. I have questions only you can answer. If you don’t agree to meet with me, I’ll head up and tell everyone I’m the wizard they’re looking for! If you decided to set Liara up to keep the heat off me, you picked the wrong person. It has been spoken!” 
 
      
 
    “Have you lost your mind?!” the girl exclaimed, though it was in that moment that the space around us went dark before materializing again as a misty field. Liara, who I was holding hands with, had made it into the spirit world with me. And judging by the situation we found ourselves in, there was good reason for that. Next to the great two-meter bear was an enormous viper lying coiled in the grass. Both totems had appeared to their wizards, and their reaction to my threat was made eminently clear by the flared nostrils of the bear and the rattling tail of the viper. 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t backing down. The ancient mages had taken their games too far. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, would you two care to explain why there are two wizards in our world? And why one of them has no idea what to do with her power? What are you up to?!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Master, the first-year students have been tested. Almost all of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Almost?” The Crimson Ribbon leader’s eyebrows lowered. 
 
      
 
    “None of the twenty educational institutions stood up to the emperor’s order, though we weren’t able to test Liara Slick in Mirax. When she showed up, it was with her father — resorting to force wasn’t an option. The rest of the students made it through without a hitch, and none of them is the wizard. Reports are still coming in from the provinces. In ten of them, the job is done, with the rest planning to finish checking tomorrow. By the end of the day, all sixteen-year-olds will have been tested. Except the daughter of the second heir… There are some interesting results, though. Here.” 
 
      
 
    The master glanced over the list. His primary assistant had left for the palace, leaving that misunderstanding in his place. In the future, the master was going to have to ensure he didn’t have to deal with such wriggling imbeciles. Although, the results were eye-catching. A few promising kids had shown up that nobody had known much about previously. Apparently, totem strength was migrating away from the capital and moving somewhere to the east. He was going to have to keep an eye on that side of the empire. But when his gaze reached the end of the list, he froze. 
 
      
 
    “Is this some kind of mistake?” 
 
      
 
    “What, Master? A mistake?” 
 
      
 
    “Leg Ondo’s numbers.” Rikon was having a hard time suppressing his annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “No, Master, he really does have two zeros. That seemed unusual to us, so we added him to the list. He was initiated second after Elrin, who’s at the top of the list. The totem made the latter a knight with numbers off the scale. But he’s just a weak provincial, so he didn’t have enough strength left over for Leg. On the other hand — ” 
 
      
 
    The poor fellow didn’t get to finish his thought before his head left his body and rolled off across the ground. Blood spraying everywhere, his body crumpled onto the expensive carpet. Rikon squeamishly brushed away a few drops that had landed on his suit and rang a bell. The door opened to let in a servant. 
 
      
 
    “Clean all this up. You have five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    There was nothing in the world Rikon could tolerate less than human stupidity and ignorance. The news of the Brown Bear clan getting its claws on the Gray Elephant spawn was no secret, and the repercussions of the former totem killing the latter and absorbing his strength were still echoing around the magic ether. If Leg Ondo’s totem was anything, it wasn’t weak or provincial. And that meant something was fishy about those two zeroes. But what? Apparently, it was time to devote more attention to Leg than he deserved. And as far as Liara was concerned... The master had given orders to study every child regardless of their status and social position. If the girl didn’t want to show up voluntarily, the check would happen differently. Rikon had no room for error. If the wizard gained power and found out the truth about the world, a certain someone was going to be in for a rough time. And the worst part was that the man knew he was at the top of the list of people the wizard would try to kill. The world had given birth to a defender, and if that defender could prove himself, he was going to be sent in to do battle with the foreign parasites. 
 
      
 
    “Call Levar. I have a job for him…” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LIARA AND I SAT BACK-to-back in the darkness down in the sewers. There was nothing to say, nothing that would have done anything but make the situation worse. Because while the totems had deigned to spend their valuable time on us, all we wanted to do after the meeting was howl in frustration, dashing the stupid world and all its rules to pieces. Who needed a place that didn’t let you be with the person you cared most about? 
 
      
 
    And it had all started so well… 
 
      
 
    “A second wizard was born to keep you safe from our enemies,” the bear announced. 
 
      
 
    “I selected Liara since she’ll be protected,” the viper added. 
 
      
 
    “While our enemies are trying to figure out how to get to the second heir’s daughter, you’ll have time to make your way to Zul’var’s altar and obtain your power. You’ll become a full-fledged wizard. And once you do that, our enemies will lose interest in Liara.” 
 
      
 
    “She won’t be alone. Aner would never leave his daughter without protection, so she’s not in any real danger. This is the way to keep our enemies from even thinking there might be something afoot.” 
 
      
 
    “By the time they find out you’ve earned your power, it will be too late for them.” 
 
      
 
    “But you can’t be together…” 
 
      
 
    After I asked my first and, as it turned out, last question, the totems cast an unusual spell on Liara and me that kept us from pronouncing a single word. The talking was all done in turns by the spirit protectors. Everything they said lashed through my head like a red-hot whip, almost as if they were showing off what happened to over-zealous upstarts who were too full of themselves. But even that wasn’t enough for them. They used a word so terrible it made a relationship impossible for Liara and me: cousin. We were, as it turned out, cousins. My mother and her father were brother and sister, and the laws of that world forbade relations between close relatives, neither humans nor spirit protectors supporting them. And with the relationship clearly a non-starter, they didn’t even bother to threaten us with what might happen if we didn’t comply. Finally, they had enough and kicked us out of their world. We were once more able to talk. But did we want to? There wasn’t anything for two cousins to say to each other about a relationship. 
 
      
 
    Although, I had to admit the totems had relented and given us a clear choice. Their plan hadn’t taken into account my ability to conceal my true attributes. And since that meant they didn’t need a second wizard, Liara was permitted to determine her own fate. She could head off to see the goblins in search of power, risking everything, including her abilities, in the process, or head to Turo, my hometown, and officially take up the patronage of our totem. The viper’s only condition for handing over yet another of his children was that Liara be given strong parameters and a title as knight. With that in mind, the girl was trying to figure out if she wanted to become one of the world’s strongest players or remain a mythical wizard with all the question marks that entailed. Neither of the totems so much as hinted at what the title meant, if there were any gradations, or why we were being hunted. Incidentally, they also failed to mention who the enemies they were constantly mentioning were. Who was even capable of threatening beings at their level? 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to head back,” I said. “If we’re late for the first-year meeting, we’ll pick up another warning.” 
 
      
 
    “Leg… I… Anyone the totem likes can be a knight. But there are only two wizards.” Liara remained seated, unwilling to turn toward me. 
 
      
 
    “And the world might be left without any if we can’t get to the goblins in the next year. I don’t have the faintest idea how we’re supposed to earn their respect. But being a knight is a guaranteed slot as one of the most powerful people in the world. If you can live longer than a few days, of course. Your… I mean, our grandfather wants to figure out how the abilities are transferred, so he might just have you dissected. But as far as wizards go… The path I have to follow — ” 
 
      
 
    “We,” Liara said. “We’re going to follow it together. Cousins, hand in hand. And if we lose our abilities, we’ll lose them together. It’s just… I need you to do something. Can you teach me to see the lines? The ones you can use?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do everything I can to help you get the idea,” I replied, not sure how I was going to do that. The first thing that popped into my head was to condense energy from my inner source, turning it into a ball of fire hovering above my palm. As the space around us was bathed in a reddish-yellow light, Liara turned around and whispered something. But I wasn’t listening to her. Instead, my attention was occupied completely by my armor parameters — it had been using its internal reserves to create oxygen the entire time we’d been in the sewers, only in that moment, it suddenly began sucking in air to refill the reservoirs. From what I could tell, I was able to breathe the air around us without burning my lungs. And that seems so incredible that I decided to take a risk. Before Liara could stop me, I threw back my visor and inhaled carefully. I was prepared for anything. If the air turned out not to be breathable, I was going to have to throw my visor back into place, reseal my suit, and go find a doctor. It was possible Liara was going to have to carry me. But that didn’t turn out to be necessary. 
 
      
 
    “You idiot, you’re going to poison yourself!” Liara yelled when she regained her voice. “Put your visor back down!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need it,” I said thoughtfully, trying to detect a modicum of the stench that saturated the city and especially the sewers. But there was nothing. The air was so clean, it felt like I was in the middle of a giant forest. It wasn’t even that clean inside my suit. Suddenly, my gaze fell on the fireball still hovering above my open palm. Incredible quantities of mana were being spent to keep it burning, about one unit every ten seconds, though I kept it going as I analyzed the area around us. What had changed about the sewer with the appearance of the ball of magic? Why was the air suddenly clean? 
 
      
 
    After slipping my visor back into place, I let the fireball disappear, and it was only a few seconds before the inner ventilation system kicked in. The sewer was once more spewing poison gasses into the air. 
 
      
 
    “What were you trying to prove with that, you moron? How would I have dragged you out of here?” Anger was overshadowing every other emotion Liara might have been feeling. 
 
      
 
    “I proved that the smell in the city isn’t as straightforward as it might seem.” 
 
      
 
    “And you couldn’t have just asked? Of course, it’s not straightforward. My clan has been working on that problem for a hundred years, and it doesn’t have anything to do with the sewers themselves — they were cleaned so thoroughly they shined a few times. It’s the air itself. For whatever reason, the stench saturates it, and nobody can figure out why. You’re lucky the poison didn’t work on you. Although, you should go see a doctor. Who knows what that little trick might cost you?” 
 
      
 
    “So, you don’t get it?” I asked in surprise. Liara seemed like a sufficiently educated girl to grasp things like that on the fly. “If the smell was only in one city, you could write it off as a coincidence. But it’s in all the big cities. And if I understand correctly, it’s been there for quite a while. But I got rid of it for a few seconds. Didn’t your armor show you? Do you even track the parameters for your equipment?” 
 
      
 
    Liara shook her head. With one practiced motion, I pulled a small black case out of my shoulder bag and placed a palm on the lid. There was a click, and the negator opened to reveal a few small force stones. But the only thing small about them was their size. One diamond, the one awarded us for successfully completing the prep course, was worth a hundred head of cattle. The six sapphires Belis had given me for including her as a coauthor of my first book looked like poor relatives next to the diamond, though any angel would have given up quite a bit to get their hands on just one of them. And in addition to all that, I had a ruby I’d been forced to buy as a way to learn how to move energy from my source to a stone. Barx had told me rubies were the easiest to work on, and the lessons I’d learned subsequently had only confirmed that notion. 
 
      
 
    Picking out one of the sapphires, I concentrated on the magic lines coming out of it and directed them at my source to regenerate my mana. One stone at that level was good for ten charges, after which I was forced to set it aside. The mana situation in that world was miserable. First of all, it didn’t regenerate on its own. At all. When someone spent magic strength on an ability without access to force stones, they were a few steps away from turning into just another person. And you always had to have an external source if you wanted to regenerate your internal reserves, something like a force stone, another intelligent creature willing to share theirs, the totem in their lands, or trees and the life force they could share. Energy never appeared on its own. The same was true of force stones. After they’d given up all their strength, they disintegrated into black dust. I’d destroyed quite a few stones before learning how to stop absorbing them. And to then regenerate a stone, I had to give it some of my own strength or find a different source. For example, the sniffers charged stones using a Bogush crystal. It was that peculiarity that made even the shabbiest force stone made out of granite valuable, and it was what had me thinking about the workings of magic in that world. While I didn’t have the knowledge I’d gained in past reincarnations, logic told me magic had to run out sooner or later if it was just being spent. Either there was some kind of magic generator creating mana, or infernos and angels were eventually going to be all that was left. We were just going to run out of magic. 
 
      
 
    Bringing my thoughts back to the sewers, I lit up another sphere, pulled my helmet off, and motioned for Liara to do the same. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t smell!” she said in shock, having followed my instructions against her better judgement. “Is that because of your fire?” 
 
      
 
    “Somehow, it cleans the air,” I replied. “Gets rid of the poison and stench. I just have no idea how. There aren’t any other force lines that could be making the smell… If only I could get a look at the reports they wrote after studying this.” 
 
      
 
    “Dream on,” the girl said with a snort. “My grandfather and eldest uncle aren’t giving them to anyone. But what I heard is they were lucky and nothing else. They ended up in the right place at the right time.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’ll figure that out later when there’s a need,” I said before putting my helmet back on. “Let’s head back up. Everything I wanted to figure out, I… What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned when I noticed the strange concentration of magic forces. With the phenomenon having appeared for just a moment, I would never have spotted it if I hadn’t already been looking for magic sources. The point was so deep, right at the edge of my scanning range, that I wasn’t even sure it was still in the sewers. It appeared, gleamed brightly for a moment, and disappeared as if nothing had ever been there. But that wasn’t the first time I’d seen something similar. The same thing had happened when the sniffers opened the negator lid and let the Bogush crystal’s power out. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Liara asked impatiently. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea. I noted the place, so we can come back when we have time. It’s… Some kind of source stronger than a sapphire but definitely not on par with a diamond. I’d like to study it, maybe get my hands on it. Although, that’ll mean a swim — I think it’s around the fifth level.” 
 
      
 
    “You just try heading down there without me,” Liara said, immediately excited by the prospect of crawling around where they weren’t supposed to be. “If we come across some valmurs, I have a bone to pick with them. I wouldn’t mind settling the score.” 
 
      
 
    “Noted,” I replied. “Okay, let’s go, Cousin. Time to head back. Damn, it feels so weird calling you that.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re telling me…Cousin,” Liara said with a sigh as she made her peace with our new status. Getting back to the academy didn’t take long. Ten minutes later, we were on solid ground getting glared at by Master Bolor. The first-year supervisor, judging by his outfit, had been about to head down into the sewers to find the two of us. Of course, while we’d gotten back in time to save him the trip, it wasn’t enough to avoid a punishment. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re already back?” the training grounds instructor said sweetly. “And you’re ready to hand in your loot? Hm… That’s a bit strange — I don’t see any. Where are your rat tails?” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t find any,” I replied gloomily. The supervisor’s tone was unsettling. It didn’t take much to realize that he had something particularly unpleasant in mind for us, reveling as he was in his power and the desire to chastise wayward students. Apparently, we weren’t getting off with a slap on the wrist. He continued in the same oily tone. 
 
      
 
    “What a shame. I’d so hoped my students would be smart enough to think about the consequences of going AWOL, preparing for them ahead of time. But no… I guess, I’m going to have to send you right back down to beat the lesson into your heads. Fifty tails from each of you, otherwise I’d better not see you back up in Mirax for the next three days! You’ll have to catch up on your studies in your own time. I’m also giving you a fail for your entrance exams, and you both get three warnings. One for heading down into the sewers on your own, the second for not coming back with tails, and the third for looking the way you do. If I recall correctly, I told you to change.” 
 
      
 
    “Three days?” Liara asked in shock. “With no food or water?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re students at the best academy on the planet! That little difficulty should be nothing for you,” Master Bolor said, his polite tone beginning to get on my nerves. It would have been easier if he’d yelled at us. 
 
      
 
    “Before we go down, I’d like to grab some things. Is that okay? Or do we need to jump in right now?” 
 
      
 
    “You can; Liara can’t,” the supervisor replied with metal in his voice. “I’m giving you ten minutes. For each minute you’re late, you get another hour or two tails. Time’s ticking!” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to tell me twice. Sprinting off like I had a hundred infernos after me, I flew into my room and grabbed the backpack with provisions the thoughtful servant girls had given me before I left for the academy. It should have only been enough for the road, only my thoughts had been too occupied with the upcoming test to even think about eating. And as it turned out, that had saved me. Liara and I were able to breathe in the sewers without our helmets, which meant we were going to be fine with food. Glancing skeptically at the backpack, I dumped the contents onto the bed and got to work digging through my belongings in search of my waterproof bag. It was part of the standard first-year student kit and was perfect for the sewers. Of course, it was more for loot than for food. As rat tails and force stones more often found their way into it, I did my best to avoid thinking about what it had previously held before dumping all my food inside and dashing out the door. I dropped by Elrin’s room on the way. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you running off to? Great totem, Leg, you stink! You weren’t down in the sewers, were you? Get out of my room! I don’t need that smell around here.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” I barked. That was enough to get my brother to focus — it wasn’t often that I ran in talking like that. “Liara and I are getting punished with three days down in the sewers. Let Had know. Okay, I’m off — I have three minutes left.” 
 
      
 
    “Where?!” came Elrin’s stunned shout. He sprinted after me, though there was no catching me as I ran faster than a speeding arrow. Unwilling to risk coming closer to the green mist, he stopped thirty meters away, keeping up a barrage of invective from there. The supervisor said nothing when he saw how packed my bag was. Instead, he pointed toward the hole and barked an order. 
 
      
 
    “Three days or fifty rat tails apiece. Go!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Liara?” the dean asked, his eyes on Master Bolor. 
 
      
 
    “I sent her into the sewers for three days. She’s better off sitting down there until all this blows over or we figure out what to do. And with Leg down there, too, she won’t be bored. Also, Master Eiro sent a few people down with them, though they won’t notice anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “My recommendation is to not wait until the end of the month. Better assign her the coursework right now and get her out of Mirax,” said the faceless head of security for the academy. “I second what Lando Slick said — having that girl here at the academy will cause problems for the Black Ravens. Even after we caught a few infernos trying to get in, we still don’t know where that unregistered angel is. He could be anywhere, maybe here in Mirax. Our system isn’t perfect. With the flawed resources the Vipers give us, it can’t be.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just turn Liara over,” the fifth-year superintendent said. “She defied an imperial order. What do we need trouble like that for?” 
 
      
 
    “Master Valron, it matters that the Black Ravens have never once turned over a student. Not to a clan leader, not to an emperor, and not even to a spirit protector,” the dean said evenly, though each word sounded like another nail pounded into a coffin. “I agree with Master Eiro. Liara needs to leave Mirax as soon as possible, and that’s more for her safety than for ours. If she doesn’t want to submit herself to the shameful check, that’s her choice.” 
 
      
 
    “I imagine she won’t leave alone,” Master Virano said thoughtfully. “Leg won’t let her go. There’s something more than just friendship or a relationship holding them together.” 
 
      
 
    “I received a letter from Ingar Ondo requesting that we allow his son to complete his first year remotely,” Master Bolor said, handing the dean a folded piece of paper. After spending some time reading it, Master Calvar stroked his beard reflectively. Experience told the wise leader of Mirax that the two requests for remote learning had to be connected, and his thoughts grew ever darker the more he dwelled on the situation. He knew Leg’s and Liara’s attributes. Most likely, he was the only one of the Black Ravens who knew the true situation. The children had shown diametrically opposing yet equally impossible numbers, with nobody in Mirax’s history ever coming in with them. And while he wanted the pair to stay there so he could study their abilities, his colleagues were right. Everyone was better off with the students out of the capital. They needed to be somewhere their families could protect them. Later, if they both lived to see the second year, he would get the chance to satisfy his curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “Master Bolor, please assign both students their coursework and move them to remote learning. Make sure they get their textbooks, the requirements for physical training, and the criteria for final testing no later than an hour after this meeting wraps up. Also… Have them leave the sewers somewhere in the city. I’d like to think they’ve already left Mirax.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Master, I received a report from Levar. Liara is not at the academy. The second heir isn’t responding, and the emperor is unable to influence him. If we’re right, she left Mirax via underground passages, though we’ll need time to check the exits. We don’t know all the ways out of the academy.” 
 
      
 
    “Prepare an order for abdication,” Rikon shot back. “Since the second heir is that worried about the fate of his daughter, let him choose between his family and mithril. And if Liara isn’t tested in the next twenty-four hours, Aner and all his line will be removed from the line of succession. He'll bring the girl in step as soon as he realizes he’s about to lose his monthly dose of mithril.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.” The assistant bowed his head, unwilling to argue the decision. He’d already been chastised for the poor replacement. Still, he had his doubts. As a member of the Viper clan, he had no idea what could make the emperor decide to disavow one of his favorites. “Which compromising materials would you like to use?” 
 
      
 
    “The agreement between the emperor and the Pythons for the murder of Deire. If the old man doesn’t disown Aner, Ingar Ondo will learn the truth about why Deire withered away and died in his arms. It’s time to remind that fool why the Brown Bears were dangerous enough to be banished to the edge of the empire.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ANY IDEA WHAT’S GOING ON up there?” I stared at the pile of textbooks we’d been brought and couldn’t bring myself to touch them. 
 
      
 
    “We were kicked out of the academy. Isn’t that what you wanted?” Liara thumbed a piece of paper with a list of coursework, also in no hurry to shovel the textbooks into her backpack. The enormous pile she’d noticed on the desk in her room was lying in front of her. While the waterproof tarp kept them safe from the fetid liquid, the smells wafting around the underground world soaked deeper into them with each passing second, and we were never going to be able to have them out in good company unless we hurried. Alternatively, I could have experimented with magic fire. Was it capable of sucking the stink out of paper? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a month from now,” I replied frankly. “Until now, I’d been planning on spending at least a couple days studying at Mirax to figure out what to expect from the final exams. Did you see the requirements?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet.” Liara brandished an unopened envelope, after which she turned to one of Master Eiro’s faceless fighters. For the previous three hours, they’d stayed right with us, assuming we couldn’t see them. Naïve… If they’d thrown out their force stones and gone with armor that didn’t have all those upgrades, they might have thought about hiding. Although even I wasn’t sure how they could have hidden their inner source from me. I could see anyone within fifty meters who had the slightest drop of mana. 
 
      
 
    “Were there any other instructions?” 
 
      
 
    “We have orders to accompany you to the third floor below ground, make sure you reach the shaft, and come back. From there, you’re on your own. Pick up the books — we need to move out. The valmurs are aggressive at night.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and they’re just delightful during the day,” I muttered as I got to work gathering the academy’s “gifts.” Liara and I were faced with memorizing twenty-five books if we wanted any shot at passing the final exam. And the topic for our coursework had me yawning: The particulars of automated watering systems and their impact on regional economies. Certainly, the fact that the systems were automated meant Spider-made devices were involved somewhere, and in itself that was interesting, but all the rest… It was impossible. And I was even going to have to find materials on the subject. While I could have taken a day in Mirax to go see the Spiders or another nearby clan to see how their watering system worked, there was nothing of the sort where Liara and I were going. 
 
      
 
    A few more fighters were waiting for us at the entrance to the third level. From their practiced movements, I recognized the same quintet that I’d accompanied to rescue Had. It was the academy’s operational group, the best of those who relied on their abilities and body without resorting to mithril. 
 
      
 
    “We drove off the valmurs, and the scanner’s clear of infernos and angels. It’s clear,” the squad commander said with a nod toward the scanner. Our escort nodded back, and I grunted involuntarily. They were investing serious resources into getting us out of Mirax. Wasn’t that a lot for two simple first-year students? To be fair, we weren’t that simple, but still. The Black Ravens were taking the situation very seriously. 
 
      
 
    I’d gone that way the previous year when I was saving my friends. We made our way into a familiar shaft, down at the bottom of which was where the goblins had hidden the Bogush crystal. And as I was already aware, the way up to the surface was not far from city limits in some unsightly ruins. But the best part was that there was a deep river nearby that was perfect for washing the filth off our armor. 
 
      
 
    “Head that way,” our escort said as he pointed upward. “We’ll let your fathers know tomorrow afternoon, so you have the whole night to decide how you want to play this. Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    It only then occurred to me that the simple faceless mask hid none other than Master Eiro himself. The head of security had personally escorted the runaways out. No, something was definitely going on in Mirax. 
 
      
 
    It was only when we began clambering up that our escort headed off. We reached the grill blocking our path, though I waited there for Liara, not yet working on getting through it. And I didn’t even have to say anything — she understood me completely. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in. Let’s just leave our backpacks here since it’ll be harder to swim with them.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want to eat first?” I shook the waterproof bag. “I have no idea how long we’ll be down there since we don’t have a map.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. It’s been forever since I last ate… What do you have?” 
 
      
 
    We did end up climbing out and washing off. Spending mana clearing out the smell didn’t seem like a smart idea to me when there was no smell to speak of just ten meters away. After gobbling down everything the servant girls had made for me, we dove right into the shaft. I flew a dozen meters before I hit the water with a splash so impressive it must have hit the grill. Next to me, Liara landed. We headed for the bottom. The entrance to the fifth sewer level was somewhere down there. 
 
      
 
    Our venture into goblin lands promised to be challenging. We had no guarantee we’d be allowed back into Mirax, and that meant we couldn’t pass up the opportunity to see what the source was that had flashed in my vision. Liara agreed. The last time we’d decided to check out something similar, we’d found a Bogush crystal. And while all seven of them had already been found, there was still every chance we were on the track of something useful. The ball of magic lines was clearly superior to a sapphire, and that meant spending a couple hours looking for us was still going to be a good use of our time. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where we are?” I asked Liara a little while later. Our trip through the fifth floor and the murky water that filled it was anything but enjoyable. We were forced to make our way around cave-ins and beams, even squeeze through narrow passageways. But with the exception of our lamps and the two of us, there wasn’t a force line to be seen in the sewers. Mirax was at the very edge of my scanning radius. 
 
      
 
    “Another hundred meters,” the girl said. Her voice echoed dully and almost inaudibly in the water. Pointing toward a branch tunnel, Liara set off so confidently that it looked like she spent her days wandering the area. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know all this?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
 
      
 
    “After our last incident, father made me memorize the entire structure of the academy’s underground tunnels. All five levels. That was back before initiation, when we could still use force stones to memorize information, so it was a piece of cake. Believe me, there are plenty of Black Ravens who don’t know the sewers as well as I do.” 
 
      
 
    I could only marvel at the foresightedness of the second heir and entrust myself to Liara. And she didn’t lead us wrong. A few minutes later, she stopped. 
 
      
 
    “We’re right under the spot where you lit your fireball. The main exit to the academy is up there, and I think you were looking in this direction. Do you remember where the source was?” 
 
      
 
    I turned to the side, trying to think back to what had happened, but it didn’t work. There was no figuring out the exact direction. Analyzing force lines didn’t help, either — the area around us was entirely clear of magic. There was nothing but murky, poisonous water and the trash littering the ground. But I didn’t want to just stand there, so I handed Liara my glowing stone and got to work pushing the trash around to see if I could find something interesting. Rocks, rotting wood, and some metal made up the entirety of what I found. From what I could tell, the water level had once been much lower, with someone living down there. How else could the trash have made its way that deep? 
 
      
 
    But my search yielded nothing. We sat there underwater for another fifteen minutes, and while I scanned the magic ether constantly in search of some kind of glow, there was nothing to be found. The source was gone. 
 
      
 
    “I have enough air left for twenty minutes,” Liara said just in case. “Leg, think. Did the source move? Could it have been an animal, something like the sniffers? Could they have been dragging something somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    Liara’s idea would have made sense if it hadn’t been for one thing. While the lamps didn’t give off much light, it was enough to see that nothing had walked through the thick layer of dirt on the ground. The sniffers were presumably not sufficiently good swimmers to move around without leaving tracks. No, the source was somewhere there. It had to be hidden, looped in on itself. But why had it activated the previous time? What had I been doing? Thinking back, all I could remember was lighting the fireball to clean the air. And that was when the bright star had appeared... 
 
      
 
    Could that have been the trigger? 
 
      
 
    Creating a fireball underwater didn’t seem like the best idea, so I decided to get clever. Instead of heating up the force lines from my source, I concentrated them and gathered all the energy I could. Immediately, it got warmer. It hadn’t even occurred to me how cold it was underwater until I absorbed the heat that was generated. Hovering above my hand, a ball of ice appeared, and it stayed in place when I pulled my hand away, continuing to grow without me pouring more force into it — the water around it was freezing at a stunning rate. I even had to step away from my own creation as I prepared to suck the force back into myself. The rate it was expanding scared me. But when the sphere got to about a meter across, it stopped growing. For a few seconds, nothing happened, though it was then that I suddenly realized I could clearly see Liara standing by the opposite wall. The once-murky water was crystal clear. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, do you have any idea what’s going on?” The girl looked around, trying to figure out where the mud had gone. I did know what was going on, of course, though I didn’t have the faintest clue why it was happening. From what I could tell, the concentrated force lines were somehow cleaning the space around us, clearing away the poisonous contaminants. And it worked for both air and water. But why? It didn’t make sense. 
 
      
 
    There were no answers forthcoming. But what did appear was a powerful source of magic lines in a corner of the room we were in. The space there got so murky it felt like all the dirt around us had concentrated in that spot, and the dirt was fighting to absorb the sphere I’d created. The latter, however, was having none of it. In fact, it only grew, feeding on the dirt. 
 
      
 
    “Leg!” Liara yelled when I dashed forward into the very heart of the dirt. All the lights in my suit went off — the gauge readings told me I was surrounded by pure poison. In fact, it was actually more acid than poison. My armor began to slowly decay, unable to withstand the hostile environment. Busy as I was battering the rock in an effort to break through it to my objective, however, I didn’t have time to think about a leak. The source was buried half a meter under the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, get rid of the sphere! It’s going to kill us!” Liara appeared next to me. Diving bravely into the poisonous cloud, the lamps barely strong enough to cut through the water, she saw what I was doing. “Step back — I’ll make a hole. Reabsorb the sphere!” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t have agreed more that it was time to suck the force lines back into myself. But when I did just that, I whistled in surprise. There was far more mana to absorb than what I’d put out. With my internal reserve in hand, the additional mana wasn’t a problem, just dissipating with time unless I gathered it and redirected it to an empty force stone. The two drained sapphires I had told me exactly what I’d be doing as soon as we left that strange spot. And it was, indeed, strange. As soon as I released the force from the ball of ice, the strange magic source disappeared so thoroughly that it was like it had never been there. The concentrated filth in the water around Liara and me filled the area as fast as any living organism, and it got much brighter. The concentration of poison dropped to reasonable levels and stopped trying to eat through our armor. 
 
      
 
    Liara tossed another chunk of rock to the side. Her personal weapon was working wonders, cutting through the stone as if it wasn’t even there. A few cuts later, she began pulling back on an enormous piece of the ground, and I stepped in to help. The rock flew to the side. We had reached our goal. 
 
      
 
    “Any ideas?” I looked over at the girl in hopes of a miracle. But all she did was shake her head, her eyes fixed on the horrifyingly black stone. It didn’t even seem solid, being more of an emptiness or hole leading to the abyss that easily absorbed all light. The lamps couldn’t even engender a reflection. 
 
      
 
    But the stone itself wasn’t the terrifying part. Some master craftsman had embedded a blob of darkness into a strange device the likes of which I’d never seen. It was complex and incredibly advanced. Compared to it, the medical devices we bought from the Western Empire seemed rough and primitive. 
 
      
 
    “Sensors,” Liara said, pointing at a few slender wires leading away from the device. “That’s the one thing I can tell you…” 
 
      
 
    But I knew the rest. At least, I had a good guess. It seemed guaranteed to be the truth, however. 
 
      
 
    “The sensors determine the level of poison in the surrounding area. If the concentration drops below a certain threshold, the black stone activates.” 
 
      
 
    “But there aren’t any flasks full of poison,” Liara shot back. “Where does it come up with enough?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t.” My gaze was fixed on the rock. Somewhere in the depths of my soul, it felt like home. Something about it was familiar. Like a child and the smell of its mother. As soon as the child senses the smell, they feel warm and calm. The same was true there — the stone didn’t scare me. Next to it, I felt… Pleasant? No, that wasn’t the right word. It was comfortable, familiar. It was filling a hole in my memory to make me complete again. 
 
      
 
    “The stone creates the poison, and it does it across the entire area it has access to. Remember how the murky water appeared? Almost like it filled itself. The stone affects the very nature of things without resorting to force lines. It’s… It’s foreign magic. It’s not supposed to be in this world.” 
 
      
 
    And with that, I reached out and pulled the stone out of the device… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ishar, are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
      
 
    I flicked my tail in annoyance, ignoring the question posed by the valg across from me. Spend my life as a regular farmer growing reclisium and then die without a shot at rebirth? Never. After eleven years in my prison of restrictions, I’d had enough. Either I was going to become a mage, or my path was going to end right then and there. And I knew all too well that only ten percent of valgs gained access to power, the rest turning into vessels for mages of the past. But that wasn’t for me, no matter how prestigious a role it was. I wanted to live forever. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure!” I said with a nod as I spread my arms. A slender ray of light hit my chest, and the space around me shattered into a million pieces. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The memories of my first rebirth washed over me, crumpling and dashing all before them, though I somehow withstood the onslaught. Sponge-like, I soaked up every second of my first life, though it suddenly came to an end. My old world disappeared. I was back in the murky goo of reality. For its part, the black stone was also gone without a trace — I’d absorbed it completely. That did in the device, too, as it burst into flames despite being submerged and began melting away. Whoever was poisoning the academy had made sure there would be nothing left. 
 
      
 
    Liara was on the ball, and I was impressed. Before I could think twice, she had thrust an empty force stone into my hand. There was no sense wasting magic. But with the amount of strength washing around us, I was able to top up all of Liara’s stones, fill my own, and even release a large ball of ice to hold most of the energy. The water cleared and stayed clean. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s wait a bit,” I said as I peered around at the world of force lines. It was hard to describe how much I wanted to see another magic flash, giving me the chance to dash over and pick up another batch of memories. But it was not to be. 
 
      
 
    “Five more minutes,” Liara said nervously when her armor alerted her to its condition. “My air is running out.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go! Apparently, that device was the only one in this part of the city.” 
 
      
 
    “One?” Liara asked, stopping in her tracks. “You mean, there are more of them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m almost positive. Getting the capital as dirty as it is would mean working that crystal day and night, but it just maintained the level it was set to keep up. Check your armor — the concentrated poison even ate into it. With high concentrations that dangerous, the Vipers would have long since found all the sources. No, something else is going on. Whoever installed that thing wasn’t out to poison people; they wanted to make life miserable. Plus, don’t forget that the academy is on the outskirts of the city. The poison wouldn’t reach the other side, and that means one device isn’t enough. There have to be more.” 
 
      
 
    “How are we supposed to find them?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it will be that hard. There’s probably a map of the dirtiest parts of the city, the spots where it’s practically impossible to breathe. That’s where we need to look.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, I know a spot,” Liara said with a laugh. “The Panther palace. Ulma Reloit is constantly writing the emperor letters asking him to do something about the stink. There’s so many, you could make a whole library.” 
 
      
 
    “Ulma?” I replied thoughtfully. “You know, that’s our shot at getting out of the capital! The last place the Crimson Ribbon will look for us is in a train belonging to the head of the opposition clan. Let’s go — I know how to get to the Panther residence safely.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, young valgs. You demonstrated your right to eternal life and are currently in your first reincarnation. In order to become mages capable of manipulating the threads of power, you’ll need to spend two or three reincarnations. Studies first; immortality later. And the more you learn, the greater you’ll become. But that’s enough theory. Let’s get down to practice. For starters, we need to see if any of you have been chosen. Sit down, get comfortable, and close your eyes. Imagine you’re floating in the air, that there’s kilometers of nothing beneath you instead of hard rock, and that you’re being held up by slender blue lines. Whoever can see the lines earns a bonus. Get to it!” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see the lines on the first day, and the same was true of the second and even tenth days. But that wasn’t out of the ordinary. Only a few mages were born great, the rest taking some time to get there. All I could do was meditate and try to find inside myself the sparkle our teacher called our source. And I knew I’d see it sooner or later. That was the only way for me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Teacher, I need a meeting. I’m requesting an audience. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes. Stand in the circle. 
 
      
 
    If there was anything Rikon hated, it was summoning his teacher in the magic world, though he didn't have a choice. The data they'd gathered pointed to something impossible happening in the Northern Empire. And if they ignored it, the consequences were going to be dire. Five minutes later, the space around him began to swim, turning into a familiar clearing. His teacher had summoned the rest of his students as was his wont, but that was even better. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Rikon?” 
 
      
 
    “Two polluters in the capital have gone down. Both turned out to be completely destroyed, which means the stench will be down twenty percent, and there’s nothing we can do about it.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the crystals?” the teacher asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “They weren’t found. I had the whole city scanned, and there are only eight sources left. Two are missing. Either they were taken outside our scanning range, or they were absorbed.” 
 
      
 
    “Impossible! Only the four of us can control the energy from the black stones!” exclaimed Devit, who was in charge of the Southern Empire. 
 
      
 
    “Everything in this world happens sooner or later,” the teacher replied evenly. “Rikon, do you have any idea how this could have happened?” 
 
      
 
    “My guess is it has something to do with Liara Slick, daughter of the second heir. One of the broken polluters was near Mirax, and I’ve already reported that she’s the only kid in my empire who wasn’t checked. If I’m right, she’s the wizard — there’s too much going on around her to draw any other conclusion. After she was sent underground, she somehow found and destroyed the device.” 
 
      
 
    “Wizards can only work with alien magic after initiation, and she hasn’t been initiated yet,” the teacher said. “She doesn’t have the power to destroy black stones.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware, but I don’t see any other logical conclusion. The second polluter was knocked out near the Panther palace, the second most-powerful clan in the empire. Two hours later, the Panther leader's personal train left the capital heading east. I don’t have the resources to stop it. If you ask me, Liara asked for a favor in exchange for purifying the air, and she’s now on her way to Zul’var’s altar. Our intelligence shows she’s being escorted by an angel named Shadow, the ninth-ranked. We need the Western Empire’s resources to stop them.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t go dumping your problems on me!” snarled Sharmir, who was in charge of the Western Empire. “You let Liara slip through your fingers; you stop her.” 
 
      
 
    “Silence!” The teacher didn’t even need to raise his voice for the four students to drop their heads in anticipation of being struck. But nothing happened. “The angel with her is a problem. I’m sure Liara also has a waystone, so you should expect her father, too. Rikon, have Levar come back here. He failed at his assignment and will be punished. As far as the wizard goes... I want to be one hundred percent sure Liara is the one we’re looking for before she’s destroyed. Even with Zul’var’s altar eliminated, the stakes are too high. First Student, you did well. I have another job for you…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” the man said as he bowed his head after glaring around at the others. Their teacher had given him yet another pat on the back. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IF THERE WAS ANYTHING I couldn’t blame Ulma Reloit for, it was her unshakeable conviction that her every step was being watched by dozens of enemies. And after I showed up unexpectedly just about out of the ground, and with Liara Slick in tow, too, the old lady wanted to kick us both out unceremoniously. But that changed instantly when I asked her if she wanted to buy a launcher. When she learned we were there to clean the air, she even promised to hug us both if we could pull it off. And the operation went off without a hitch. Although, we did have to head down into the Panther clan’s secret underground vaults, and Liara was only permitted down when I announced we were a team. We were both on the run, too — we would have been executed on the spot if we were caught. From what I could tell, that was what tipped the scales in our favor. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to find the device. All I had to do was create a fireball in a few places to find the exact location. Apparently, it had been there quite a while — the Panthers had managed to build some additional walls on top of it. They all had to come down. After I absorbed the stone and picked up a new set of memories from my first life, I had to tell Ulma at least part of the truth: Liara was on the run because of the strange tests designed to identify her attributes. I was helping her if only because it was on the way. And really, we had nothing to do with it. Secret enemies were behind the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    When the old lady glanced at me skeptically, I could tell she didn’t believe a single word I was saying. Sure, she’d heard about the check as well as how Liara had skipped it — that part was straightforward enough. But the reasons behind our escape as well as the way we found the unusual devices that burned up as soon as the control stone was pulled out of them had to be something more than just getting out of the check and the machinations of fearsome adversaries. Although, I had to hand it to the old lady for not meddling and demanding the truth. The tall tale I wove was good enough for her. The only thing she did was glance around the room and raise her eyebrows in a mute question. I understood and replied. 
 
      
 
    “It’s clear. There aren’t any eavesdroppers, at least, not the kind there used to be.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. I don’t particularly enjoy knowing that my every word is passed on to everyone else,” Ulma said with a relieved sigh as she turned her gaze on Liara. “What does she know?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost everything. We’re running… I mean, she’s running from the Crimson Ribbon.” 
 
      
 
    “Finally, the truth. And that explains the nonsense the emperor cooked up…” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I was able to read through the draft order — if Liara Slick doesn’t go through the test, Aner Slick will be removed from the line of succession. And here I was thinking the emperor lost his mind and was going after one of his favorites. By the way, that Spider boy you brought over told us some very interesting stories. For example, who hired him, what they promised him, and why he got himself involved in the first place. Want to guess who he named?” 
 
      
 
    “The fourth heir. Or maybe, the third?” I replied, earning myself a shocked look from Liara. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Oswald?” the girl asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that your information isn’t quite up to date,” I said. “Uncle Oswald, as Liara called him, is, indeed, part of the Crimson Ribbon, though he has far from a leadership role. There really is someone behind everything going on in the empire. And they’re not a Viper. At least, that’s what Lando Slick says.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of names you’re not supposed to say in the Panther palace,” came the laughing voice of the sixth heir. “Easy, Shadow, I’m here in peace. Hello, Gracious Mistress!” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. While I could see my grandmother — she was hiding behind a curtain — Lando Slick had come out of nowhere. Ulma paled as though caught red-handed, though she gathered herself and bowed her head after throwing me a withering glare. 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to see Your Majesty in my home. What brings you here?” 
 
      
 
    “That pair. Liara, Leg, if I assumed you’d come running to Ulma, other people are going to think the same. It’s time for you to go. Would it be wrong of me to assume that the gracious mistress of the house owes you payment for handling the problem with the smell? By the way, when this is all over, stop by the palace. We need help there, too.” 
 
      
 
    “And what would the sixth heir like?” Ulma asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    “A train, and right away. Also, I need two servants, preferably sixteen years of age. They’ll dress up to look like Leg and Liara, after which the Shadow will accompany them to the Western Empire. This pair, meanwhile, will be driven off quietly in one of your special cars, heading along the main highway to get where they need to go without drawing any attention.” 
 
      
 
    “You know about that, too?” It looked like even more of the color left Ulma’s face. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time for political games right now. It’s a matter of hours, maybe even minutes. If you do everything I’m asking you to do… Well, a lovely tattoo with the head of a panther will appear on my arm. I’ll be in your debt, Ulma Reloit, with everything that entails. It has been spoken!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s that serious?” Ulma asked, impressed by Lando’s words. But she quickly pulled herself together. And she stopped glaring at me like some enemy of the people. 
 
      
 
    “Would I be here if it weren’t? I need to head back — my father wants to know where his zealous little granddaughter is off to. According to the information I have at my disposal, she got on a Panther train twenty minutes ago and headed west. I can give you an hour at most before the hunt starts. Hopefully, we understand each other, Ulma, and will draw the correct conclusions.” 
 
      
 
    And with that, the sixth heir to the throne disappeared into a cloud of mist. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, there’s no time to lose. Shadow! Did you hear all that? You have work to do…” 
 
      
 
    Ulma had everything organized in minutes. With two scared kids in tow, we were taken to the train station, where they and the Shadow set off while we climbed into a nondescript car bereft of the clan crest. That was what Lando had been talking about — the Panther clan had two sets of cars. One was official; the other was for secret business. Life was good for the top clans. Meanwhile, the highway Lando had also mentioned was a wide road the empire kept in almost perfect condition. We didn’t hit a single bump along the way, and I soon realized I was nodding off. The sleepless night and intense work with magic lines had done me in. Glancing over at Liara, I had to chuckle when I saw that she was already fast asleep among the pillows on the seat. I laid down next to her and quickly followed suit. The driver presumably knew where he was going… 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, time to get out!” barked our escort in an anxious voice. It was the tone more than the words that forced my eyelids open and cleared my head. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Liara was faster even in that moment. She had managed to ask the question even before her eyes were open. 
 
      
 
    “The road is blocked. We’re not far from the border, and it looks like they’re checking every car. Definitely looking for something. The mistress told me something like this could happen, so we need to turn around.” 
 
      
 
    I’d already noticed something wrong ahead of us. We were parked at the top of a hill, which meant we could see everything around us, and the border crossing was a few kilometers ahead. After my geography and geopolitics lessons, I knew there were special sites between the empires where documents were checked and suspicious characters were weeded out. Ulma Reloit had handed us each excellent papers, so we didn’t expect a problem at the border, though I didn’t like the long procession. The space between us and the crossing was packed with a hundred or more cars. And the guards were searching every one of them, all passengers asked to get out, before assuring themselves of something, telling them to move on, and doing the same with the next car. What really seemed strange to me was that the cars going the other direction weren’t being checked in the least. Nobody even bothered to notice them. 
 
      
 
    The driver turned around and drove away from the crossing. That wasn’t too unusual — I counted a few dozen other cars pulling the same maneuver, so we didn’t stand out. After some distance in the direction we’d come from, the driver pulled up to a roadside café and stopped. 
 
      
 
    “This is it. You’re on your own from here.” 
 
      
 
    We’d agreed on that with Ulma, too. If anything derailed the plan, we were supposed to let the driver go and figure it out ourselves. And that was fine with me. I was getting tired of how little control I had, what with Lando Slick, Ulma Reloit, and my clan shaman all only too happy to tell me what I was supposed to do. Meanwhile, we had almost nothing with us. There were the bags packed with schoolbooks, a little food, and another bag with the essentials. I didn’t see much of a problem with our situation, however. We just needed to walk around the control point and get back onto the highway, where we could flag down a car and hitch a ride to where we needed to go. And while the language barrier might have been an issue, Liara took care of that. All members of the imperial family were required to learn each of the three languages spoken in the empires. 
 
      
 
    “This is an odd place,” Liara said as the car we’d arrived in drove off toward the capital. I followed her gaze and had to agree. At first glance, there was nothing out of the ordinary, though the longer I looked, the more nervous I got. The windows were boarded up. The flowerpots were broken. There were some strange tracks on the walls, almost as if an enormous animal had dragged its claws across them. But there were people there — I could sense a few force stones as well as someone with mana. The café doors were cracked open, as well. But that just unsettled me, too. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” Liara asked. “Let’s see what kind of animal that is. I’ve never seen tracks like that.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and pulled my launcher out just in case. There was no telling how the locals would react to two kids. With my named weapon out, they would see we belonged to a clan, and I assumed that would give them pause. I felt better with something to defend myself with, too… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” the Shadow wheezed. Despite her power, the angel could do nothing against the simple magic clamps Sharmir was using to neutralize her. The mysterious mage’s student had intercepted the train personally to follow his master’s instructions. When he did, however, he was disappointed to find that Liara wasn’t there. The Shadow was accompanying two simple kids with no magic to speak of. Of course, that raised the question of why the head of the Panther clan would send her bodyguard off with kids like that, but Sharmir knew that wasn’t the most important question facing him. His teacher’s assignment was incomplete — Liara was alive, well, and nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    “You do realize you’re breaking every law there is to break, don’t you?” the conductor said from his spot hanging on the wall next to Shadow. “This is the Panther leader’s personal train, which means you have no right to stop it, and certainly no right to search it. When the mistress learns about this outrage, she’ll — ” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not going to find out,” Sharmir replied before nodding to the infernos who had shown up with him. They walked through the train, leaving nothing but about twenty corpses in the two cars. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you one last chance.” Sharmir looked back at the Shadow. The girl had been stripped of her armor, showing the world her metal-studded body. “My master highly values the services of angels, and there aren’t enough of you to just throw one away. If you tell me where you’re supposed to meet up with Liara, we look into it, and it turns out you were telling the truth, my master will hire you. You’ll get a monthly dose of mithril, let’s say twenty kilograms, and a daily helping of force stones. Would a ruby a day work? In return, you’ll do the same thing you do for everyone else, only you’ll be up at the top of the ranking in a few years. Work for us, and your life is guaranteed. But you have to give us the girl. It has been spoken!” 
 
      
 
    A strange, black cloud swirled around Sharmir to signify that his totem had accepted his words and oath. The Shadow glanced over at the bodies of the kids she’d been there to protect and laughed. She owed nobody anything. Not Ulma, not the Vipers, not her old clan. If someone wanted to take Liara out, she was fine with that. And even if her odd grandson became a casualty, too, that was okay. She didn’t owe the clan anything. It didn’t owe her, either. Actually, that way was better — she wasn’t going to have to train the boy. The Shadow hated spending time with the weak. They drove her crazy. And so, when the vise grips loosened enough to let her talk, she gave her answer. 
 
      
 
    “I have one condition: you show me how to stand up to your power.” 
 
      
 
    “If you come work for us, I’ll take you on as one of my top students. Prove your loyalty, and I'll show you what I know.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in. Liara is heading into goblin territory to complete the initiation — she’s a wizard. Our plan was to meet in Darlug. Do you have a map? I’ll show you where that is.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door creaked open to let us in. The few magic lamps cast a gloomy light, and while the furniture was standard, it was still unsettling. Dust, silence, clutter. For a roadside café right on the imperial border, something wasn’t right. And there was only one guest. An old man was sitting by a boarded-up window and, judging by his closed eyes and even breathing, sleeping. 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, travelers, but we have nothing to offer you.” An unusual looking man was behind the bar. Once upon a time, he might have been called strong, though something had sucked the life out of him and left him nothing more than a scarecrow. Even as his clothing drooped over his frame, my gaze was drawn to circles under his eyes that were darker than the evening sky. It was impressive how hard he was fighting to stay awake. He had toothpicks holding his eyes open and was periodically spraying water in them. 
 
      
 
    “Does this café belong to the Boar clan?” Liara asked, glancing at the chest of the barman turning into a shadow of himself. The name sounded familiar. After going through the clans during my lessons, I knew they were among the top ten in the Lestar province. It was the owner, in fact, who had mana and the clan symbol showing who his totem was. 
 
      
 
    “What’s left of it, miss,” the barman replied. “Forgive me for not greeting you properly. I see you have named weapons, though I can't tell how I’m supposed to respond as I don’t know which clan you belong to.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re first-year students at Mirax Academy, so we’re not permitted to reveal our families,” Liara said freely. “My name’s Liara; this is Leg. We’re looking for a place to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Mirax? Yes, I’ve heard of that place.” Despite his condition, a note of respect appeared in the man’s voice. “My family didn’t have enough money to send me there to study… Please forgive our clan — we really don’t have anything to offer. If you’d like my advice, find a car and get as far away from here as possible. It’s not safe in these parts anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be the ones to decide what’s safe and what isn’t,” Liara replied evenly. I tugged on her hand, hinting for her to be polite, though there was no stopping her. Without a trace of fear, she went right over to the bar and clambered up onto a dusty stool. It looked to have been at least a couple weeks since the last time it had been cleaned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m prepared to pay a thousand credits for an interesting story about what happened to the Boar clan. Why are things so bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, miss,” the barman said, noticeably jumping. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the werewolves,” a raspy voice said. I turned and stared at the old man pulling himself up from his seat. “The Boars have no idea what to do with them, and that’s why they all shut themselves up in their houses.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you to get out of here, old man!” the barman said angrily. “If you don’t, I’ll kick you out myself!” 
 
      
 
    “My name’s Farg, and I’m a traveler,” the old man said, ignoring the threat. “When my service for Master Tarmin ended and I was given my documents, I decided to see the world. For the last ten years, I’ve been traveling from empire to empire, collecting legends and telling tales of my own. Actually, that’s how I make money. If your offer is still good, I’d be happy to pick up those credits by telling you what I’ve learned and, most importantly, seen. My journey brought me here yesterday, and it’s a miracle I lived through the night. Dozens of terrifying beasts surrounded this building in search of blood. They don’t approach the highway, though — they’re afraid of light and the noise the cars make. But that doesn’t keep them from hunting in the woods, villages, and even cities.” 
 
      
 
    “Werewolves are a myth,” Liara replied. “They don’t exist!” 
 
      
 
    “Is that right? I’ve spent enough time in Boar lands to tell you there are maybe three hundred of them left. And they all look about the same as this fine man. Emaciated, exhausted, yearning to sleep but more scared of that than the worst punishment you could dream up. What if they turn into the terrifying beasts and run off to join their families?” 
 
      
 
    “One more word, and I might lose it!” While the barman was trying to stop the story, the old man was having none of it. 
 
      
 
    “Doubtless, the clan has something to do with the attack. I’d imagine they did something to anger their spirit protector, and he cursed them. When I leave this totem-forsaken place today, I'm heading for the Western Empire. I can get far enough away over the next day that these tireless beasts won’t follow me. And if you care about your lives, you should come with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Finally, some sense,” the café owner said. “Yes, students, it’s not safe in these parts. Better take his advice and leave — even your mana won’t help you here.” 
 
      
 
    “Werewolves are immune to magic abilities,” the old man said. “Cold steel is all that can take them, and it doesn’t look like you have much of that. Okay, have I earned my thousand?” 
 
      
 
    “In full.” Liara dug around in her backpack and pulled out a few of the papers Ulma Reloit had given us. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, credits from the Western Empire!” the old man exclaimed happily. “Excellent, that will get me to Darlug without much of a problem. Crossing the border is the main issue.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that an issue?” I asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you heard?” the man asked in surprise before continuing ingratiatingly. “How about another hundred?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Liara said impatiently, pulling out another bill. 
 
      
 
    “They changed the rules for crossing. From what I’ve heard, your emperor is planning on handing the province over to the Westerners. They don’t have enough people for all their resources, and there aren’t enough resources to go around here. Actually, that’s why nobody’s doing anything about the werewolves. It’s not the Northern Empire’s problem anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “The emperor would never give up Lestar!” Liara exclaimed, though that was the barman’s cue. 
 
      
 
    “He already did,” he said sadly. Bending down behind the bar, he pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to my cousin. 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible!” Liara hissed as she grabbed the copy of the decree. Her grandfather’s seal and signature were as clear as day. “Leg, look!” 
 
      
 
    The document stated that Lestar and all the clans that called it home were to be transferred to the Western Emperor in two weeks. Anyone who didn’t want to switch empires was welcome to head to the other end of the Northern Empire, off to the goblin border. I checked the date — the emperor had signed the degree two weeks before. And that was when the puzzle pieces began falling into place. 
 
      
 
    “When did the problems with the… When did the attacks begin?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “About a week and a half ago.” The barman threw up his hands, the damage already done. “It was ten days ago that the monsters started attacking. They… My whole family is gone. But they were dragged away, that much I’m sure of! They would never have turned! Werewolves don’t exist!” 
 
      
 
    The barman glared at the old man before continuing. 
 
      
 
    “My clan elder gave me that copy of the decree three days ago. He was the one who told us not to close our eyes. We’re not supposed to sleep… And even though the Tiger clan runs our province, they’re refusing to help. It’s not their problem anymore. They’re moving.” 
 
      
 
    “Is your clan the only one dealing with this?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, the neighbors are having the same problem. The Pigs, the Weasels, the Swallows…all of them. Everybody’s losing people. And there’s no curse — the totems couldn’t have all lost their minds.” 
 
      
 
    What we needed to do occurred to me almost instantly. I believed the barman about werewolves not existing, tall tales better off where there weren’t so many coincidences. Everything there, I was convinced, was a setup. Their lands were going to be handed over to the Westerners in two weeks, and what did the Westerners need with foreigners? That meant integration into society, learning the language, bringing in modern technology. Weren’t the Westerners better off clearing Lestar completely? That would make their job much easier… 
 
      
 
    “Liara, looks like we’re going to have to put our trip off a few days. We’re staying here so I can see the night beasts personally. Farg, you said you traveled around Lestar, right? Mind sharing why the Western Empire wants to get its hands on it so badly? What kind of resources are there here? How about another thousand credits?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “LEG, I DON’T GET IT. Why are we staying here?” Liara had showed impressive self-control by waiting to badger me with questions until after the café owner agreed to put us up in one of his rooms. Apparently, getting pushed to his limit had him grasping at any chance of survival. Even some student from Mirax. 
 
      
 
    “Because werewolves don’t exist,” I replied calmly as I pulled out my negator. Most likely, I was going to need all my stones that night, so I had to get ready. For example, by tying a couple sapphires around my neck. 
 
      
 
    “And what does that have to do with us? With how we’re supposed to be running off to the goblin altar? With how the Shadow is waiting for us?” 
 
      
 
    “The altar has been there for a few hundred years, so it’ll wait another couple days.” I glanced over at the girl. “Do you really not get it? Two weeks from now, this province and everyone in it will be joining the Western Empire. And it’s going to happen quietly, too. I, for one, hadn’t heard that the empire was about to shrink. But forget me — Ulma would definitely have said something if she’d known. The fact that she didn’t means the handover is happening in complete secrecy. I’m positive we’re going to see protests around the whole empire.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand what you’re getting at,” Liara said with furrowed brows. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to explain what seemed so obvious to me, only my cousin wasn’t leaving me with much of a choice. 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s trying to kill off everyone living in the province, or at least force them as far away as possible. You heard Farg — there are great lands here, forests, mineral resources, and force stones. What do the Westerners need with people? They’re going to do everything they can to clear everyone out before the handover happens. But if we can help the poor people here survive another two weeks, it will be much harder to wrest property rights away from them, and that includes all the riches around here. The Western guards will even have to help their new citizenry fend off the attacks.” 
 
      
 
    “But what do you care about the Boars hanging on to their lands?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the point. Tonight will tell us where we go from here. If the animals who left the marks on the café walls really exist, and we’re able to take them out, I’m going to demand a meeting with the clan leader. Actually, with the leaders of all the clans who are under attack. It's not just the Boars.” 
 
      
 
    “Vassals of the Brown Bears?” Liara was finally starting to get it. 
 
      
 
    “Direct and absolute,” I replied. “Twenty percent of their income will be enough, but you’re still thinking too small. Look at the big picture — you’re an heiress, after all!” 
 
      
 
    “I used to be,” Liara said before thinking to herself. “The Western Empire is far more advanced than we are technologically. And they keep most of their tech to themselves, selling us trash at three times its value. If the Boars agree to become complete vassals and remain in the empire…” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s eyes widened in surprise. She finally realized what I had in mind. Full vassalage meant the clan had to share everything it got its hands on, including new equipment, technology, and knowledge. And the Brown Bears, not to mention the Northern Empire as a whole, sorely needed all of that. The Western Empire wasn’t going to be able to staunch the flow, either, as vassal rights were set in stone. 
 
      
 
    “You think they’ll go for that? Servitude forever?” 
 
      
 
    “You saw the café owner yourself. He’d agree to anything you asked in exchange for a chance to get some sleep and find his family. And I’ll bet the same is true of everyone else. They’re almost broken, so holding out a hand to help will give us the whole region. They don’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure… If they had a choice, they would have gotten together with the Tigers. But Leg, it’s dangerous. You saw the marks on the walls — it took some hefty claws to make them. Are you sure you’re prepared to risk everything for the possibility of influence later?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not risking anything. Farg survived, hiding from the monsters at the top of a tree. The café owner is still here behind what aren’t awfully sturdy wooden walls. Do you really think boarded-up windows and that flimsy door could keep out someone really trying to get in? No, Liara, something strange is going on, and I want to figure out what. Remember, we’re just twenty kilometers from the border. It sure didn’t look like they were worried about an attack.” 
 
      
 
    My line of reasoning was so strong that Liara had nothing to say. The altar and goblins weren’t going anywhere in two weeks. All we disagreed on, in fact, was whose clan we were going to represent. As a Viper, Liara wanted to bring the Boars back under the sway of the empire, but I was having none of that. I had to remind her why the Boars were in their predicament in the first place — the emperor had handed part of the empire off to foreigners. Could Liara guarantee that he wouldn’t just release the Boars from their vassal oath or assign it to, say, the Crimson Ribbon? I couldn’t let that happen, which meant our only option was to represent the Brown Bear clan. 
 
      
 
    But first, I needed to make sure those conversations happened. I didn’t exactly spend the day getting ready, however. A great idea occurred to me: getting some sleep. The car ride had been comfortable, of course, only five hours in two days wasn’t enough for my young and growing body. But that was just me. By the time evening rolled around, Liara had gotten herself so worked up that the only way she saw out of the situation was to turn tail and run. Farg played a big role in that change. The traveler fed her one scary story after another, earning his keep by pouring oil on the fire. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you’d catch the first car out of here,” I said when I stepped into the empty room. Over the time we'd been there, nobody else had stopped in, leaving Farg the only other guest. The sleepless owner was standing there swaying in every draft that wafted over him. Twelve more hours hadn’t done him any good. 
 
      
 
    “And miss out on seeing for myself how two Mirax students work? Forget pay — I’ll get a drink in good company for that story! If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay. The treetop did me good once before, so I imagine it’ll work again tonight.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, recognizing the old man’s right to his recklessness. And anyway, it had been his stories about the nighttime horrors that had put me on the idea. Evil monsters roaming at night... I had to laugh. The only reason he was alive was that dogs didn’t climb trees. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Liara asked nervously as she threw on a cloak. 
 
      
 
    “Outside,” I replied perplexedly. “You thought I was going to wait for them in here? No, I’ll go outside, wait for them to show up, and finish them all off there.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming with you!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said before glancing over at the others and continuing quietly. “How many battle abilities do you have? Two? Three? How many dogs do you think you’ll be able to take? I have stones, my launcher, and — ” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t get it?” Liara replied, paying me no attention. “I don’t need to ask your permission, Cousin. I’m just telling you what’s going to happen. Plus, I’m stronger than you, so I can tie you up and go alone if you give me grief.” 
 
      
 
    “Cousin?” Farg had impressive hearing and even moved to sit closer. “So, you’re cousins? You don’t see that every day — a family with enough money to send two kids to study at Mirax. Care to tell your story? I’ll bet I could even get a nice room out of that one!” 
 
      
 
    “Not right now,” Liara shot back with her eyes fixed on me. “So, what’s the plan? Are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied angrily. Risking myself was one thing; risking someone else I cared about was very different. The fact that we were related to each other wasn’t news to me — I’d always known, and I never cared. Neither in that world nor in my previous one had relationships between cousins been against the law. But with both totems standing in opposition to us, I had to swallow everything I felt for the girl. Still, that didn’t mean I was over it. I had no idea how Liara was doing it, but I wanted nothing more than to grab her for a kiss every time I saw her. And I didn’t see anything wrong with that. 
 
      
 
    The cool evening air cleared my head of sleep and heavy thoughts. Farg was limber for his age, clambering up into the nearest tree and falling silent. If I hadn’t known where exactly he was, I never would have thought there was someone in the branches. That was an advantage people without an inner source held. As cars rushed down the road, most of them heading away from the border, none even thought about pulling up to the café. The darkened building held no interest for the travelers busy with their own lives. And that was perfect for me. Having extra people around would have been a problem. 
 
      
 
    The long, blood-curdling howl broke out closer to midnight. Without saying a word, Liara and I went to stand back-to-back. There was no light, the gloomy sky robbed even of stars and the moon, and that was when a second, closer howl came from the opposite direction. Two more quickly chimed in. Liara looked around nervously — we were surrounded. 
 
      
 
    “Leg?” she asked, her fingers latching onto her dagger. It was a laughable weapon for a fight with creatures as big as the ones we were up against. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing yet,” I said as I kept a close eye out for magic sources. “Either they don’t have mana, or they’re too far away. They’re… Get down!” 
 
      
 
    Three bright dots appeared at the edge of my scanning range and closed quickly. Before I could even finish talking, groups of four showed up from the other three directions. I couldn’t see them, but that didn’t matter — my launcher sent a chunk of energy hurtling at the closest creature from a range that meant I couldn’t miss. But while the charge would have been enough to stop an inferno, it hit the target and… Nothing happened. Our unseen foe kept rushing right toward us. 
 
      
 
    “Liara, get against the wall!” I yelled as I took off in that direction. My seemingly flawless plan had collapsed mere seconds into the battle. “They’re twenty meters out! The launcher isn’t working!” 
 
      
 
    I had to hand it to the Mirax prep course, as we’d been trained to act even in the direst of circumstances. While my brain was still trying to process the fact that something could stand up to my named weapon, my body reacted by grabbing Liara’s hand and leaping over to the shelter of the café wall. 
 
      
 
    We were in time. Not a few seconds after we leaped away, something enormous slammed into the spot where we’d been standing. My launcher was recharging, so trying another shot wasn’t an option. But what worried me was that the animals there for us were intelligent and, even worse, felt completely comfortable in the dark. I more sensed than saw that we were their next target. Too late to warn Liara of the danger, all I could do was shove her out of the way and use my oaken skin, an ability our totem gave us for added protection. My body was covered in a layer of bark, and it was then that a giant sledgehammer thudded into my chest. At least, that was what it felt like. I flew backward into the wall, something cracked, and claws flashed. “Flashed” was the right word, too — it was hard not to see the four red claws glowing brightly in the impenetrable darkness. My pride and joy, the Mirax guard armor, was shredded like a piece of paper. Once more, fire lit up my chest and my breath caught in my throat, though I didn’t lose consciousness from the pain. Oaken skin and strong skin, the latter a regular ability our totem gave to everyone in the clan, both helped. I was pinned to the wall as red claws slashed away at a fearsome rate, turning my armor into tatters. Next to me, Liara screamed. I suddenly realized my adventures were about to end unless I could come up with something right then. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fist, and my launcher appeared in it, having flown off somewhere. I didn’t even have to aim — the dark, formless creatures were running around so thick and fast that it would have been impossible to miss. Could the first shot have just flown wide? It was dark, after all. A spark lit up the area for just a moment, and the picture embedded itself in my brain. But while I could finally see the creatures, I wasn’t terribly excited by the news. 
 
      
 
    We were under attack by something modified. 
 
      
 
    They were definitely dogs. Or had been at one point. Hulking, terrifying, and trained to kill, they were different from their regular cousins in that they had metal inserts sticking out of them. Similar to what I’d seen with the Shadow, there were plates, spikes, and even paws. Different body parts had been modified with mithril, turning already fearsome adversaries into hideous monsters. While I’d never heard of animal infernos, that was what we were up against. 
 
      
 
    But even that wasn’t the worst part. Shockingly, the energy clump from my launcher lit up the air, slapped into one of the dogs, and disappeared without doing any damage. The creatures could absorb magic. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, get out of there! Save yourself!” Liara yelled, and it was only then that I realized she was no longer next to me. Twelve inferno dogs? Certainly. Liara, who had been there just a few moments before? No. Still, she was yelling from nearby, which meant she should have shown up on my scanner. But she wasn’t. I had no clue what was going on. 
 
      
 
    My confusion cost me dearly, however, as the glowing red claws continued to slash away at me, joined soon enough by teeth. A fire lit up in my leg that was so intense I shrieked in pain. I was dumped on my head and pinned against the wall so tightly I couldn’t move, my launcher thrown to the side. Judging by the numbness in my hand, it was possible my fingers had torn off with it. My armor was gone. All that was saving me was my oaken skin, activated with fifty units of magic strength. The dogs clawed, bit, and pressed me into the ground, though I was relatively unharmed so long as I had mana left. But the problem there was that I was burning through it quickly. Almost a unit a second. 
 
      
 
    I had no fight left in me. Unpleasant as it was to admit it, the dogs were much stronger, and they had that strange immunity to my named weapon. If it hadn’t been for their sources and the long howl letting us know we were about to be attacked, we wouldn’t have even noticed them coming. And then… 
 
      
 
    It hit me: their sources. 
 
      
 
    My leg was wrenched once again, the fire exploding in it even though the bones held. At least, it hurt, so I assumed that meant everything was still in place. But the shooting pain spurred me to forget everything else and just get to work. The animals had gotten to my face and were tearing away at my helmet, and that meant I had just moments left. I reached out mentally to one of my sapphires, draining it completely without caring that I was destroying the stone in the process. There would be time to worry about that letter. If I survived. Thinking back, I remembered my first encounter with goblins, as I hadn’t been able to use magic. All I’d been capable of was transferring energy along the force lines. The same had gone for the valmurs when I saved my friends. In the train, when I blew up our attackers. In the hotel, when we were being assaulted by the Spiders. Why was I relying so heavily on my launcher, completely forgetting that I was a mage instead of a kid with a nice weapon and a few abilities? Was I a wizard or not? And if I was a wizard, then why not fight like one instead of sticking the poor animals full of steel or launcher charges? 
 
      
 
    Glowing spears made of force lines penetrated the sources of all twelve of the attack dogs at the same time. After initiation, I’d found that working with that many opponents no longer made my head hurt, and I packed so much energy into the spears that the ensuing explosion blew the café doors off their hinges. Somewhere off in the distance, Liara groaned as she was hit, too. Farg screeched — he’d also been caught by the shock wave. The remains of my armor were seared away, and that was apparently the moment my oaken skin gave out. I could no longer feel my legs. But the job was done, not a single one of the animals left in the land of the living. None of them had so much as whimpered. 
 
      
 
    Lamp and long sword waving, the café owner leaped outside, managing to trip with each step he took. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, one at a time! Let me show you what a Boar can do!” he yelled as he braced for the last fight of his life. But nobody answered his challenge. 
 
      
 
    “Great totem! What are those?!” Farg asked in a stunned voice. The old man had survived his fall from the tree. Limping, he stepped toward the light, though he’d only made it a few steps before he froze and stared at the dead creature. “Bring that light over here.” 
 
      
 
    “Leg, where are you?” Liara called, and I felt a warm feeling rush through me. She was alive. But why couldn’t I see her? Suddenly, ten meters away, a source appeared — I could see the girl once more. Even with how hard it was to breathe, how I’d been crushed almost to a death I wanted to come quickly, my brain was still hard at work. Could the Vipers’ concealment ability keep their source off my scan as well as hiding them in the shadows? Was that why I hadn’t been able to see Lando Slick? If I didn’t die, I needed to ask Liara to show me how her ability worked. 
 
      
 
    “Help! He’s over here!” came Liara’s voice. I tried to smile, though I’d overestimated the strength I had remaining. My eyes rolled back as I slipped away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, Liara wasn’t in the train. She didn’t cross the border,” Sharmir said. “Just as you ordered, I lured the Shadow over to our side, and she confirmed that Liara is a wizard and on her way to the goblins.” 
 
      
 
    “Zul’var’s altar is destroyed, but we still can’t let our guard down,” the senior mage said. “Nobody knows how far the spirit protectors will go to get to the source of our strength. Possibly, they'll sacrifice a totem to conduct the initiation themselves. Keep looking. Rikon, I don’t like that you’re losing your grip on your empire. I’m beginning to wonder if I should bring you back under my wing.” 
 
      
 
    “As it pleases you.” The leader of the Crimson Ribbon paled, though it didn’t even occur to him to push back. “Would it please you to tell me how I’ve angered you?” 
 
      
 
    “From what our new angel told us, Ulma Reloit from the Panther clan and Lando Slick from the Viper clan helped Liara escape. They’re playing their own game against the emperor. I don't like that, and I don't understand why they're still alive. Do you not have the resources?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I do, Teacher,” Rikon said as he barely suppressed a shiver. “I’m purposefully leaving them alive. According to the information I have, the Panthers know where the mithril mine is. I’m working on that. As far as Lando Slick goes, he’s the only one who can know where the remaining two Bogush crystals are. That’s why they’re still alive. As soon as I can be sure they’re of no more use to us, they’ll be eliminated.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re still working on that fairy tale?” The senior mage permitted himself some emotions. “What the Bogush crystals are supposed to give is a myth!” 
 
      
 
    “You yourself said that you don’t know that for sure, Teacher. I only need two more figures. Once they're all in my possession and I complete the procedure to combine them, we’ll see if it’s a myth or not,” Rikon said as he felt the heavy glance of his master upon him. But he wasn’t backing down. He’d earned the right to make decisions on his own more than fifty years before. 
 
      
 
    “First student, what’s happening with you?” The mage turned away from Rikon, signifying his approval of the latter’s search. 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, I’m having unforeseen difficulties.” Incompetence, as the other students called him, didn’t even twitch when the displeased teacher wheeled toward him. “Your instructions are being carried out to the letter. More than half of the people in the province have been driven out, thirty are planning on leaving shortly, and we’ll kill the rest. With that said, we lost twelve dogs last night.” 
 
      
 
    “How did that happen?” the senior mage asked with a frown, and the rest of the students froze in anticipation. The mithril-fed animals did sometimes die. There was always a hero able to do critical damage to them. But twelve at once? That was a first. 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to say — we don’t even know where the bodies are,” the first student said with a shrug, almost as though the matter were unimportant. “The pack was working on the border, and their job was to scare everyone, bring the women and children back to the base, and kill all lone travelers. The usual. But this time, they didn’t come back. My guess is that Liara got to the border, saw the checkpoint Sharmir set up, headed off through the fields, and came across the pack. I told you that was a bad idea! We should have let them get to Darlug. But nobody listens to me, and now we’re down twelve dogs.” 
 
      
 
    “You — ” Sharmir started, though the teacher gestured for him to be quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Losing a whole pack of modified dogs isn’t a problem. First Student, find the bodies and collect the mithril. I need things to step up in Lestar — it’s time to get everyone moving out. Sharmir, assign extra resources. By the time the Western Empire steps in, I want everyone gone. Is the Shadow ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” the Western Empire supervisor replied with an angry glare at the first student. The latter had managed to throw him under the bus and emerge without a scratch. “As soon as she sees Liara, she’ll kill her and bring us the head. Our totem accepted her oath and will see that she carries through on it.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HE’LL LIVE. He needs quiet and more qualified help — I’m afraid I won’t be able to do anything with his leg. And make sure he gets enough to drink. His body needs to recover.” 
 
      
 
    The tired voice wound its way through the darkness enshrouding me. As I opened my eyes, I saw a fairly young doctor, the symbol on his chest telling me I was being treated by the Boar clan. The sunken face and dark circles under his eyes told me the same thing. He was yet another walking corpse. 
 
      
 
    “How long was I out?” I asked and stopped short in surprise at my own voice. It was hoarse, dry, and nothing like a living person’s. 
 
      
 
    “More than ten hours. It’s morning,” Liara said from next to the doctor. “Here, drink this. It’s just water — you need to get your strength back.” 
 
      
 
    Liara held out a cup and froze just centimeters from my mouth. My eyes had widened unimaginably, and I was about to leap up and dash out of the room. After taking one look at the water my cousin had brought, I knew I was never going to touch it. It was poisoned. And while the poison wasn’t deadly, the totem’s ability telling me as much, nothing good would have come of drinking it. Getting my strength back would have been out of the question. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get that?” I asked. The hoarseness in my voice was completely unfeigned. 
 
      
 
    “From the well — I got it myself.” She pulled the cup away. “Leg?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s something contaminating it. Not deadly, but it’s not drinkable. Somebody poisoned the well!” 
 
      
 
    “The water’s contaminated?” the café owner asked in a shocked voice. “Impossible!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like that I couldn’t see him, so I tensed up and looked around at the force lines in the area. Right next to me, I found Liara, the doctor, and the café owner, though a few other sources were also running around outside. 
 
      
 
    “How am I?” I asked, trying unsuccessfully to get up. 
 
      
 
    “Your leg is in bad shape. I reconnected the bones, though there wasn’t anything I could do about the muscles or veins. Just don’t know how. You’re going to have to go see a real doctor on crutches or with a cane, whichever is easiest for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the dogs?” 
 
      
 
    “Dead, every last one of them! It was a glorious battle!” Farg said from nearby. “What I saw with my eyes, heard with my ears, and sensed with every fiber of my being will get me anywhere I want to go! Students, you just bought me a whole year of free travels. I’m in your debt!” 
 
      
 
    “Liara, what’s going on with the dogs? Why are there people around them?” I asked when the girl came back with our supplies. I really did need a drink, so I emptied the bottle she handed me. 
 
      
 
    “The bodies were piled up, and a deputy chief is studying them. Inferno animals… I’ve never heard of that!” 
 
      
 
    “They’re my loot, and I don’t want anyone touching them,” I said, trying once more to get up. The belts held me in place. “Let me up!” 
 
      
 
    “Leg Ondo, please, stay in bed. Your bones haven’t completely grown together, and if you have a setback, I definitely won’t be able to help,” the doctor said. “Give yourself four hours to relax, and you’ll feel much better.” 
 
      
 
    “You know him?” While everyone was surprised, it was Liara who asked the question. But the doctor just pulled the first volume of Adventures of the Diamond Dragon out of his case. Noticing it, I realized I needed to publish the third and final book of the series. And then I realized I was focusing on all the wrong things. 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard not to recognize the person who taught the world what it means to write.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy, Leg — nothing’s going to happen to your loot,” a woman said. Taking a few steps, she entered my field of vision. “My name is Fara Nass, chief of the Boar clan. At least, what’s left of it. Are you sure the water is contaminated?” 
 
      
 
    There were two novelties for me at the same time. First, a woman was in charge of a tribe. And second, she didn’t have mana. How she used her abilities and communicated with their totem was a mystery, though the fact that nobody contradicted her meant she really was the chief. An unusual chief, but a chief, nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I said with a nod. “You can drink it, but there will be problems. I just don’t know what exactly will happen.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they’re poisoning us, too… The dogs are killing us, they’re carrying away women and children, they’re destroying homes and other buildings, and now this… My apologies for my behavior — I was the one who gave orders to figure out how the dogs were killed, though I told them not to ruin your trophies. What do you need them for? Looking for stuffed heads or want to strip out all the mithril?” 
 
      
 
    “The mithril. I don’t care about the bodies,” I said. After the battle in the train, when Lando took out the infernos, and I’d dug around in them, I’d been wondering where the metal they absorbed went. Why were Lando’s people so careful about the bodies, whereas they hadn’t paid any attention to the armor I’d gotten to analyze? Barx had answered that question: the mithril didn’t go anywhere. It stayed right there in the dead body, waiting for someone to come get it. Of every ten kilograms absorbed by the inferno or angel, one could be reused. And the number of dogs meant there was going to be quite a bit left over for me. Of course, I had my own plans for the metal, and they didn’t include sharing it. Not even with Liara. 
 
      
 
    “The mithril is yours, on my word as a chief. But I have a favor to ask. Could you tell me how you killed those things? We’d be happy to pay for the knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be able to do it.” I made one more effort to get up, and that was enough for the doctor to sigh as he loosened the belts holding me down. Sitting up, I glanced down at my legs. They were both there, at least. Everything else could wait. “The dogs are immune to magic, and I was only able to take them out using my totem’s abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “You can kill them with steel,” Liara said. “Why haven’t you fought back? Why hide behind your walls and turn your people into walking dead? They haven’t slept in two weeks!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need permission from chicklets.” Fara didn’t even bother to hide her annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “This chicklet’s name is Liara Slick, daughter of the second heir to the throne!” Liara said. “And she demands the respect due her, not to mention answers. What happened here?” 
 
      
 
    We’d covered the rules for interacting with representatives of the ruling clan during the first year — I had a textbook on that topic. But even having not yet memorized it, I knew for sure that the glance the Boar chief shot Liara was punishable by imprisonment. The doctor, the barman, and even Farg fell to their knees, only Fara did nothing of the sort. After thinking to herself, she turned to look at me. 
 
      
 
    “I was told you call each other cousin. As far as I know, Leg Ondo and Liara Slick aren’t related, and the Brown Bear and Viper clans hate each other. Why are you together?” 
 
      
 
    Once more, she was breaking the law by ignoring a direct question from a member of the imperial family. And that was enough to earn her a trip to the block. But I understood. Liara’s grandfather had initiated everything going on in her lands, betraying his own province. It didn’t behoove his granddaughter to wave her last name around in a place where it was going to be meaningless two weeks later. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t hate each other,” I replied with my gaze fixed on Fara. “How can you hate a mountain? We were simply driven off into the outskirts of the empire, robbed of everything but our honor. With that said, you’re wrong about one thing: Liara really is my cousin. And her questions are well asked. Why haven’t you fought back? If last night showed anything, it’s that they can be killed even if it isn’t easy.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve tried.” It was like Fara wilted in front of me, going from clan leader to a simple, exhausted woman. “My husband, the last chief, got together with the neighboring clans two weeks ago to fight back… The battle was terrible — two thousand bodies, and not a single one of the dogs among them. Just our people. We tried to buy infernos; they refused. Somebody prohibited them from working with our province. Then, we asked the Tigers for help. Nothing. And that was when the animals went on the attack…” 
 
      
 
    Even I was impressed by Fara’s story. After the combined forces of the clans were shattered, the survivors began gathering their things to leave the dangerous lands. But that was when the totems suddenly got involved — nobody was allowed to leave. While the Tigers, who were in charge of the province, had representation in different parts of the empire, meaning their spirit protectors weren’t confined to their province, the Boars, Pigs, Weasels, and Swallows had nowhere to run. Everyone else had gone to leave them completely alone. Of course, some people left the clan to save their hide, though the majority stayed right where they were in obedience to the totem’s will. And when people started disappearing, it was too late. Who was going to leave on their own when their child or sister had been captured by some animal? As long as there was the slightest chance their family could be saved, people stayed. But that wasn’t the end of the suffering for the survivors. A week and a half before, the nightmares had begun. They were so realistic, in fact, that people woke up with actual wounds. Many didn’t wake up at all, and there were more of those each day. That was why the decision had been made not to go to sleep. Ten days before. 
 
      
 
    “I slept all day, and nothing happened to me,” I said with an eye on the empty bottle I was still holding. “No nightmares, not a scratch.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing happens to the people traveling through our lands,” Fara said. “It’s only the people who live here. If it weren’t for our missing children, we would have left long ago despite the spirit protectors. But no… Although now I get where the nightmares are coming from — they poisoned the wells and central water supply. We can’t drink our water.” 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea. You take care of the water situation yourselves, and I’ll deal with the dogs,” I said. I just about added free of charge but stopped myself in time. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t even walk, and you think you’re going to fight?” Regardless of the situation, Fara found it in herself to chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need to walk. It’s just that I’ve never come across anything like those dogs before, and that’s why I didn’t know how to fight them. I paid for that. But now I know, so I’m prepared to offer my services to your clans.” 
 
      
 
    “In exchange for what?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything. You join the Brown Bear clan, your totem gives its strength to my spirit protector, and the Boar clan ceases to exist.” 
 
      
 
    “Leg!” Liara exclaimed indignantly, only there was no stopping me. Weak totems had no place in the world. If the boar couldn’t protect its tribe from foreign magic, and if it was so confined to the province that it couldn’t save its people by moving them somewhere else, there was no reason for it to go on living. Was it the clan’s fault that their spirit protector was so weak? But before Fara could respond, I yelled out to the local ruler. 
 
      
 
    “Totem of the Boar clan! It is I, Leg Ondo, son of the Brown Bear chief, and I offer my protection to the people who continue to live in these lands. But in order to receive my protection, they must join my clan! What do you say, Spirit Protector? How far are you prepared to go to save the people who believe in you?” 
 
      
 
    The space around me swirled and turned into a large clearing in the middle of a thick forest. My heart beat faster — I’d never seen such majestic trees. As they fought to push me to my knees, I resisted, unwilling to play the role of forgotten kitten when I was trying to roar like a full-grown bear. A dozen meters away from me stood four giants: a hairy and overgrown boar; a smooth, pink pig; an agile weasel; and a fluttering swallow. They looked just like their regular counterparts if twice as large as me. 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t alone on my end of the field. Behind me, I didn’t even have to look to see the big brown bear. My spirit protector had shown up personally to handle the situation one of his children had gotten him into. That filled me with strength. 
 
      
 
    “Your people are suffering. They’re being wiped out by animals pumped up on mithril, poisoned by something that brings on nightmares, even kidnapped. But instead of saving them and moving them somewhere else, you’re forcing them to remain. A week from now, you won’t have a single person left, and you’ll be doomed to obscurity with your strength stripped from you.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need your abilities,” my totem suddenly said to the masters of the local lands. “They don’t interest me, and I see nothing that could strengthen me or my clan. But I can help your people. Subjugate yourselves, recognize my right to your lands, and I will give you part of myself. I’ll give you the ability to detect poison in food and drinks as well as increase your durability. Leg, for his part, will clear your lands of the mithril creatures. I’ll find your kidnapped women and children. He’ll bring your clans back to the path to greatness.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of authority do you want, Bear?” the boar asked. 
 
      
 
    “Complete and total.” Judging by the reaction of the spirit protectors, the bear’s offer was impossible. But they didn’t have any other choice. It was die or comply. 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” the weasel said, breaking the silence first. “I’m down to just two hundred people. It can’t get worse, and this will let me save some of them, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, as well,” said the swallow, followed by the pig. That just left the boar. The strongest of the quartet, he kept a gaze fixed on me that spoke volumes — he wanted nothing more than to squash me like a bug. Who was I to stand up to them? But the bear behind the bug was far more fearsome. 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to rule our clans?” Finally, the boar relented. 
 
      
 
    “Leg Ondo is a wizard. He has his own destiny, and it does not include ruling vast lands. By the end of the day, another child of mine will come to be appointed duke. His name is Had Ondo, the last son of the White Elephant.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is a worthy duke. I agree, Brown Bear!” Apparently, that had done the trick for the boar. “We’ll all take the oath. Protect our lands!” 
 
      
 
    The clearing swirled, returning me to the real world. Just as Fara was sucking in air to tell me exactly what she thought of my offer, she froze in surprise as she received an invisible visitor. She and, I assumed, everyone else in the clan were visited by their totem to inform them of the changes. Apparently, the spirit protector’s appearance came as a shock to the woman. With no mana of her own, she had never encountered their clan’s benefactor. 
 
      
 
    “Liara, what’s a duke?” I knew the word, though I decided to find out what it meant in that particular situation. 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding,” the girl gasped. “You were coronated?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not me; Had. The totem said he’ll show up today to take control of the four clans. Pulled right out of Mirax. Father is going to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “Like you just said, dukes rule multiple clans. For example, I’m sure Ulma Reloit is a duchess rather than a chief. The Panthers have lots of clans answering to them. The Vipers do, too. But a duke at sixteen? That’s something I’ve never heard of.” 
 
      
 
    “Sweet mother, the water really is poisoned!” the café owner exclaimed as he picked up the glass. My totem’s gift was working perfectly. “Doctor, I need your help!” 
 
      
 
    “The totem said you’ll help deal with the rest of the animals,” Fara said with a glance at my leg. “I’ll be back in three hours to take you to our ancestral city. That’s where the main attacks are.” 
 
      
 
    When everyone headed out on their respective errands, I had the chance to take a look at my injuries. I threw back the covering and took a deep breath — my right leg was a mess. It was heavily scarred, the muscles were twisted, and some of the muscles were missing altogether. While the local doctor had been able to regenerate the bones and cover everything up with skin, he really hadn’t been able to do anything else. I wiggled my toes. They worked, though just barely. Slipping on some simple hunting clothes I’d been given to replace my armor, I spent half the time I’d been given to rest relearning how to walk. Liara brought me a pike, and I was able to lean on it and move around to some degree. But just the knowledge of my powerlessness was difficult to cope with. Anatomy was a subject Mirax students covered every year, though the book in my backpack didn’t help. There were no detailed descriptions of the muscles, not to mention anything about healing them. 
 
      
 
    “Your mithril.” Suddenly, Fara appeared, though she wasn’t alone. A boy was with her. Judging by the remarkable similarity between them, the latter was her son. He was clearly too young to have gone through initiation. But despite his age, he was confidently carrying a heavy chest that he dropped onto the ground, after which he pulled open the lid to reveal blue metal. “We were able to collect sixty kilograms from the twelve dogs. They really were infernos.” 
 
      
 
    Sixty kilograms was impressive, and I glanced over at Fara’s son with respect — not many adults could have carried that weight. And he was just twelve or thirteen years old. But the most staggering part of the exchange was the realization that I had what amounted to an inferno at my feet. If anyone living absorbed all the metal in the chest, they would have turned into a monster the equal of ten trained fighters. 
 
      
 
    “We’re heading out in an hour. Hurry up.” Fara turned an odd look on me, after which she dragged her son out and left me alone with the sky-blue metal. I checked to see where Liara was and found that she was off with the doctor attempting to purify the water. Nobody was going to be bothering me. 
 
      
 
    My father had never told me what mithril was. He’d always done his best to avoid questions on the topic, assuring me that wizards had no business with the metal. After all, that had been the totem’s instructions. The shaman had seconded him, even giving me a cuff when I asked too many questions. I’d been on my back for half the day after that — the old knight boasted formidable strength. But there I was with that very same mithril. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did was send a few force lines into the mithril to see how the metal responded to magic and why the dogs had immunity to my named weapon. But that plan didn’t work. The metal lines refused to link to the metal. In fact, it was like there was some kind of resistance, and I had to add magic force. The lines moved a couple centimeters closer and froze. As that seemed strange, I stopped holding back, taking nearly all the strength from one of my force stones and creating a small magic sun right next to the mithril. Nothing. The lines paused, incapable of reaching their target. 
 
      
 
    That did it. I threw everything I had at the metal, emptying the entirety of my diamond as well as my two remaining sapphires. Again and again, I absorbed the energy from my stones and poured it into the point I’d chosen on the surface of the mithril. The fifth time told me I was on the right track. The point began edging downward, with each new wave of mana buying me an entire centimeter until, by the time the two sapphires were nearly gone, and the diamond was half-empty, the metal gave in. I knew I was playing with fire, of course. If I lost control, all the energy would rush outward, turning the café into a smoldering heap. But a wild excitement spurred me on, and I continued my experiment. Finally, it was successful. 
 
      
 
    The huge, vivid sun lowered into the mithril and dissipated as if into a bottomless abyss. But even though I was ready to grab the force lines and direct them back into my stones, I found I didn’t need to. The energy had all gone into the metal. Still, nothing was happening with the metal itself. It wasn’t gurgling, steaming, glowing, or anything else that might have shown it contained more than a thousand standard units of mana. Recharging myself and putting away my force stones, I thought to myself. I’d had a guess about what would happen. My assumption was that there would be some kind of field I could break through and study to understand why it was able to resist me, only the experiment had gone in a completely different direction. Looking down once more at the metal in the trunk, however, I frowned. It looked like something was happening, after all. The odd part was that I hadn’t noticed it the first time. First, the metal was becoming smooth and uniform, almost like water in a receptacle. Second, it had changed color from sky-blue to dark green. Grabbing a spoon from the table, I touched the material with it and found that it slipped right in. It was like it had turned into mercury. Suddenly, I pulled my hand away — I didn’t want it touching the liquid metal. But if it was a liquid, how had they gotten it out of the bodies? How was it mined? And carried? I had to call Fara. 
 
      
 
    “Is mithril always liquid? How did you get it out?” 
 
      
 
    The woman frowned, unsure how to reply, though a demonstration of how easily the spoon dipped into the material was enough for her eyes to widen. 
 
      
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Do what?” 
 
      
 
    “You changed the color and turned it into a liquid! Mithril is a hard blue material. And we just scraped everything out from inside the animals, melting it into one piece. That was easy enough — its melting point is low, something like tin. But it wasn’t that liquid even when we heated it up, and it certainly wasn’t green! What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m trying to understand.” I reluctantly pulled out one of my three waystones. Lando Slick was the only person I could get hold of quickly who could explain how mithril worked. After sending Fara out of the room, I squeezed the stone, a dark shadow appearing next to me a few moments later. The sixth heir was armed to the teeth and ready to do battle with anyone standing in the way of his nephew. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nobody here,” I said. “I have a question.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause as Lando turned back into a human and eyed me as if deciding to kill me right away or wait a bit. Finally, he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, surprise me. But I swear, if this isn’t important, I’m going to ignore the next one. I might even take back all the stones. Do you have any idea what you pulled me away from?!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on with the mithril?” I gestured toward the box and grinned. It wasn’t every day I got to see shock cross the face of one of the most fearsome people in the world. 
 
      
 
    “Great totem!” Lando whispered. “That’s not mithril… Cub, I don’t know where you got that, but you’re up to your neck in it yet again. Very soon, goblin battle squads are going to be showing up here, and they won’t be the wimps you have in your forest. These will be fighting machines capable of standing up to the Western Empire. Next to them, most infernos are untrained cadets. What you have in that box is called Blood of the Beast, part of a creature who lived many millennia ago. And the goblins would tear this place to the ground for just a drop of it.” 
 
      
 
    “If they find out,” I replied, taken aback by the news. 
 
      
 
    “They already have. That’s something about this material — as soon as it touches the air, it lets the goblins know where it is. I’ve only seen a few grams in my lifetime, back about forty years ago. A week after it was delivered to the emperor’s country residence, an army of the brown beasts came crashing down on us. That was the end of country residences and the beginning of my father’s reign. Even though he was at the top of the angel hierarchy, my grandfather died in the battle. A whole crate of Blood of the Beast… We aren’t in the Western Empire capital, are we? Because it’s going to get hot here in four days at the most. Wait… You called it mithril?! What did you do this time?!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SIXTY KILOGRAMS OF MITHRIL wasted… Cub, do you even realize that the laws of both the Northern and Western empires say you should be summarily executed right now?” Lando paced the room as he thought about how best to proceed. “Okay, that doesn’t matter. We’ll have to leave the café — staying here would be suicide. Your ancestral home isn’t to the north of here, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “To the south,” Fara forced out. The poor woman had nearly keeled over when she showed up and saw the sixth heir to the throne in the flesh. Although, he was no longer sixth. After Aner had been removed from the line of succession, Lando had jumped up to the fifth spot. Fara had been in charge of her people for a mere two weeks, and she wasn’t prepared for all the changes washing over her clan. Attacks, deaths, totems, a new duke, and even the heirs. It was just too much for a provincial woman with no mana. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send you a squad of guards who will help find the missing people. Expect them in about six hours. Cub, you’re taking the modified animals — I don’t need any more bodies. Okay, get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t go yet. Had is getting here this evening, and someone has to wait for him.” 
 
      
 
    “What does he need here?” Lando asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to be in charge,” I replied, sighing as I did. However much I didn’t want to, I was forced to tell the fifth heir not just about the inferno dog attack, but also about the decision the spirit protectors had come to. 
 
      
 
    “And a novice duke to boot. Whyever not? Ingar, I imagine, has no idea what you’re getting into here? You know, Cub, not many people have been able to use me as an errand boy. They usually don’t live long enough.” 
 
      
 
    I decided to take his closing sentiment as more rhetorical than question in search of an answer, and I was right. Lando Slick turned into a gray cloud and dissipated as he left for the castle. I was down to two waystones. 
 
      
 
    Getting ready didn’t take long — the café owner had packed everything up two weeks before. The trunk with the Blood of the Beast was left behind, as we couldn’t bring a horde of goblins down on the already-exhausted people. Happily, Fara showed up with two cars, so we were all able to pile in. The Boar city was impressive compared to my town. But while it had a high stone wall around the perimeter, plenty of tall buildings, and broad streets, it also had the stench that came with any big city. 
 
      
 
    “Leg?” Liara grimaced and looked over at me. 
 
      
 
    “On it! Fara, I need about ten empty force stones, preferably rubies or sapphires. A diamond, I assume, is out of the question. I want to charge them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure our spirit protector has that kind of strength left,” the woman replied anxiously. “I’ll ask the shaman if — ” 
 
      
 
    “No need. I have my own way of charging them, so I’ll give them back topped up. Although, I wouldn’t mind a sapphire or two for myself.” 
 
      
 
    The search didn’t take long. Just as had been the case in the capital, the source of the unpleasant aroma was under the leader’s home. There in the province, there was no metro or catacombs to speak of, and that meant the device had been buried just a half-meter away from the sewage system. It looked exactly like the ones we’d found in the capital: a black stone lying on some kind of device. Looking around furtively as if worried someone might catch me, I grabbed the source and lost myself in my memories... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Now that you can see the force lines, it’s time to learn how to work with them.” Our tutor ambled imperiously between us students. Knowing full well that we were devouring his every word, he only rarely had to slap a distracted student with his tail. 
 
      
 
    “Tutor, I can already use the lines,” one of the top students said. I scowled in annoyance — the aristocratic upstart was once again announcing his superiority to the rest of us regular valgs. He’d been the first to see the lines. The first to pass all the tests. The first to learn how to use magic. Without a doubt, his future was bright. 
 
      
 
    “Knowing how to use the lines and being able to build the correct constructions are two very different things. Let’s take a simple fireball. At its core, it’s a clump of concentrated fire locked in a cage made of force lines. Sacrifice the integrity of the cage, and the whole thing will explode. Let's see what you can do.” 
 
      
 
    A small sun appeared in the young valg’s hands. The tutor waved a hand, and the fireball flew higher, expanding quickly as it ascended. As blood trickled from the student’s nose, however, he crashed to the ground in a fit of convulsions. But the tutor wasn’t done there. He continued to expand the fireball until it was terrifyingly large. 
 
      
 
    “The core of magic is finding the optimum consumption of your power,” the tutor continued, paying the student wheezing at his feet no mind. “See these chaotic lines? Class, snap out of it! Everyone, look at the lines!” 
 
      
 
    I concentrated and peered deeper into the creation the best of us had come up with through the prism of magic. Nothing much changed — the fireball was still formidable. But suddenly, I realized how the upstart had pulled it off. He’d concentrated his energy and locked it into a cage of force lines. 
 
      
 
    “The fireball is one of the simplest creations to make. But if we’re going to keep it from burning energy, we need to be very careful about how we make it. Who can tell me which of these lines is superfluous?” 
 
      
 
    “On the right!” the class shouted in chorus, my own voice included. It was hard not to see the duplicate lines. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent.” The tutor concentrated, and the line we’d pointed out disappeared. The fireball remained unchanged. “Next?” 
 
      
 
    Removing lines one by one, we finally got down to such a minimalist structure that I found myself shifting nervously in my chair. The powerful source of fire was being held in place by only four slender rings. But just as it seemed like nothing was keeping the energy from ripping out of its cage, our tutor finally stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Notice the flows of power. Despite how fragile this might look, the construction is every bit as robust and, in some ways, even better than what we started with. And it doesn’t cost anything to maintain. Open up your notebooks and draw the structure. By the next lesson, I expect you to be able to correctly make a fireball of your own…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The new set of memories was so vivid that I nearly forgot to recharge the force stones. Happily, Liara was there to shout worriedly, otherwise I would have gone on standing there statue-like even though the polluting device had been destroyed. After recharging all the stones, the ones Fara had given me included, I held a palm out in front of myself and closed my eyes. The drawing from my notebook appeared in front of me. Made of four rings oriented in different orbits, it was the perfect force cage for a fireball. The rings didn’t touch each other, though they still compensated perfectly for the force the fire exerted as it tried to break free. I reached out to the source and released the lines even if I did have to open my eyes — my consciousness wanted to keep feeding the fireball energy the way I always did. The way the top student had done, having figured he’d learned how to manage the lines. I was forced to suppress the urges and force myself once more to work with delicate particles of energy rather than the entire mass, and it turned out to be so difficult I broke a sweat. It felt more like I’d just finished a workout on the training grounds and less like I’d been working with weightless particles of magic. 
 
      
 
    For a long time, it didn’t work. I even had to pull myself away and ask Liara to go meet Had, as a few of Fara’s people had remained behind at the café and were supposed to deliver the duke to the city. For my part, I stayed right there in the middle of the stink with an outstretched hand, time and again trying to force my source to release a slender core of lines rather than an entire bundle. People called over, looking to talk, though I ignored them all. If something serious had happened, I knew, they would have been much more insistent. And while it was hard to say how long I stood there, it was at least more than a few hours. But the time I spent was worth every minute — I was finally able to release a thin line and coil it into a ring in front of me. After that, the going was easier, and the four rings slid into place. The consolidated energy heated to a plasma state was the finishing touch. 
 
      
 
    A small sun flashed above my palm. It was a simple fireball, though it immediately began devouring the poison in the air. That gave me an interesting idea: could I follow the same principle to clean the water using ice? But that experiment was going to have to wait — I had a source of mana in my hands. 
 
      
 
    Magic, again, wasn’t generated anywhere in that world. It had to come from a source, be that a totem, a force stone, another person, or even a corpse. The dead could be used so long as there was something left in their source. But what was happening in front of me threw a wrench into the logic I’d come to know. Over the time I’d spent attempting to create a cage made of four magic rings, I’d spent about half the mana available to me. When I learned how to do that, however, I found that it didn’t take mana to make the cage. The expenditure was apparently so minimal as to not even register, with just one unit of magic required to make the burning core. Back when I’d made fireballs before, sustaining them had taken rivers of internal energy as I’d kept the construction fed to hold it in check. But that was no longer necessary. The fireball stayed in place even when I disconnected it entirely from my source, the lines held there by the energy that compensated for the force. And that was when something happened that completely destroyed the logic I thought I understood. The fireball began sucking up the particles of poison sprayed into the air. Or created there — I wasn’t sure how the device I’d destroyed worked. The perfect structure didn’t let the fireball grow, holding in place both the energy and the size. And because of that, the excess energy began pouring toward the only objective it could find: my source. A few minutes later, my mana was completely restored. That was what ran counter to the way magic worked, as it was supposed to be impossible to gain mana by casting a spell. At least, Barx had assured me that, and I was inclined to believe him. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, I don’t really want to come down there. Could you maybe come up?” Had’s voice pulled me away from my thoughts. I looked around and saw plenty of new sources — the main Boar city had seen a significant influx of people. Killing off the fireball and nearly howling from the pain in my leg, I pulled myself out of the sewers. But that was when I frowned as I saw that the sun had already dipped behind the horizon. It was well into the evening. 
 
      
 
    “How long was I down there?” I asked in surprise. The time had flown by. 
 
      
 
    “All day,” Liara said. “But we didn’t really need you, so I gave orders for you not to be disturbed. Fara even stationed some guards when some particularly curious onlookers tried to get too close. Everyone’s heard about you.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked Had. 
 
      
 
    “I was kicked out of Mirax,” he replied evenly. “The totem showed up today and demanded that I forget everything I was doing and head here. The dean gave me a choice: stand up to the will of the Brown Bear and stay at the academy or gather my things and forfeit my tuition money.” 
 
      
 
    “And here you are,” I said. “Do you know why?” 
 
      
 
    “Liara already explained it. Apparently, the spirit protector decided I don’t need more than a few days of study.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, we’ll figure something out later. Hey, are Lando’s people here?” I looked around for the dark armor worn by the fifth heir’s guards. But they were nowhere to be found, either visually or in the world of magic lines. 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore. Ten of them showed up, though they headed right out, said they’ll have information by morning about where the prisoners are being held. They had something to go on — I didn’t ask what.” 
 
      
 
    “And why are there so many people here? When we showed up, there were way fewer.” 
 
      
 
    “This is all that’s left of four big clans,” Fara said as she came over. The woman was accompanied by three old men with different clan symbols on their chest. But they weren’t coming to see me. Unfazed by the smell wafting off my clothing, the woman bent the knee to Had. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Fara Nass, Duke, the leader of the Boar clan. I have two thousand, three hundred people left, with another five hundred twenty candidates not in the clan.” 
 
      
 
    The old men followed her example much more creakily. 
 
      
 
    “Gart Duvir. Leader of the Pig clan. Fifteen hundred in the clan, two hundred outside it.” 
 
      
 
    “Zarlan Zhelmor. Leader of the Weasel clan. A hundred and ninety in the clan, no free people.” 
 
      
 
    “Barlos Tumir. Leader of the Swallow clan. Three hundred five; twenty-two.” 
 
      
 
    Three old men barely on our side of the grave and a woman bereft of mana. The dogs jacked up on mithril had achieved the impossible, nearly annihilating four clans. 
 
      
 
    “The totems ordered us to gather the remainder of our clans and bring them here to Fasorg. We complied.” Fara looked at me. “And now, everything depends on the faith of our spirit protectors in this boy. I have no doubt the monsters will be back tonight. With this many people in one place, they won’t miss it.” 
 
      
 
    “My spirit protector told me quite a bit about Leg, too,” Had said, also looking in my direction, before continuing. “Has the water been purified?” 
 
      
 
    “I have people working on that, only we don’t have many resources. The wells and rivers were poisoned, and we can’t find where it’s coming from. Our old supplies are being used but just aren’t enough. From what the healer said, it takes five or six liters of clean water per person to flush the toxins out, and we don’t have that much.” 
 
      
 
    Something clicked for me as I listened to Fara, and a fireball appeared above my palm. If they couldn’t find the source, it was most likely magical in nature. Something like the devices causing the smell. And I had a way to test that theory. 
 
      
 
    “Stand still,” I said to the leaders, who had gotten to their feet. Doing my best not to make any sudden movements, I brought the fireball over to Fara, stopping centimeters from her body. I had to hand it to her — she broke out in a sweat but followed my instructions. Only the wide, terrified eyes told me what was really going through her head. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, what are you doing?” As the duke, Had was standing up for his people, though Liara stepped in to place a hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Trust him. Just trust him. And stay out of it.” 
 
      
 
    Her last comment came at the right time — I was afraid of losing my concentration and hurting the chief. But even with the fireball too close to Fara, I didn’t have any other choice. I didn’t have time to try the same thing with ice. That would have presumably been safer, though I couldn't have said for sure. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?!” the old men exclaimed when a bundle of sparks flew out of Fara’s body and joined my fireball. I was hit with a wave of free energy as the abomination that had been in the women was burned away. It was true. The poison was made of a strange kind of magic rather than local technology, meaning the water would have been powerless to wash it out of the woman’s system. Remembering how many people there were in the city, I swallowed hard. There was a lot of work to do. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, I need someone I can transfer energy to. Had, how’s your mana?” 
 
      
 
    “Half-empty,” he replied, sharing what should have been strictly confidential even though he had no idea why I was asking. Knowing his attributes, I didn’t hesitate to dump the force lines wandering around me into the duke. He yelped in surprise — the weariness he’d been feeling disappeared as his mana recharged. While I was no healer, I did know how to do some things. That anatomy textbook needed to be read. It was turning out to be a critically important subject. 
 
      
 
    The fireball flew over to Gart. Repeating the same procedure, I dumped part of the mana into the old man and the rest into Liara. The remaining two leaders were going to have to wait until I had a container to store the energy. Otherwise, I would have lost control and detonated, taking with me a few dozen people. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Had asked when the fireball died away. 
 
      
 
    “Gart and Fara are now free of the poison. It’s magic, so the water would have been useless. That’s why people were waking up with wounds or even dead, actually. It was the magic, not the poison. I’m not really sure what it is, though I’m at least able to destroy it.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you do the same thing with everyone else?” the woman asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, though I need force stones. Empty ones, and lots of them. The stronger they are, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “Would a diamond work?” Had held out the stone he’d earned for successfully completing the prep course. I grabbed the crystal and grinned when I saw it was empty. That was perfect. 
 
      
 
    “Stand still. For starters, I’m going to have to take more time, but it should go faster when I get the hang of it.” 
 
      
 
    I spent less than a minute on the remaining two leaders, recharging two percent of the diamond. And that was excellent, meaning I had room to purify a hundred people. Fara didn’t need to be told twice, so the weakest had been brought to me just a few minutes later. They were barely standing upright. As soon as I told them they were clear, they dropped to the ground where they were and fell fast asleep. None had the strength to make it back to their beds. 
 
      
 
    “The dogs attacked closer to midnight last time,” Liara said as she helped Had carry people away. The leaders were busy, too — they brought all the stones they could get their hands on, quite a few empty crystals and even a large diamond among them. Apparently, the latter had been reworked, as it had almost ten times the capacity of other, similarly sized diamonds. Fifteen hundred people later, it was fully charged, and I shuddered to think how much it was worth. Its strength was on par with a Bogush crystal, which meant we had to stick it in a negator. There were too many people in the city without mana who felt sick when they got too close. 
 
      
 
    Slowly but surely, the entire city went to sleep. By the time the clock showed midnight, I’d managed to purify about ninety percent of its inhabitants. I was ashamed of the thought, but at some point, I realized I was glad so many of them had been killed. It was hard to imagine repeating the procedure for ten thousand people. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s take a break,” I said as I handed over yet another charged stone. “If we don’t, I’ll be the next one to collapse. Could I have some water?” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go.” An exhausted Had handed me a bottle and sat down next to me. Despite his newfound status, he’d been carrying off sleeping people right along with everyone else. Although, it was only Had, Liara, and Farg doing the carrying. The rest of the city was already asleep, the two weeks spent awake having taken their toll. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time,” Liara said as she collapsed on the ground not far away. “The animals will be here soon, and there are fifty people lying here. Another two hundred need to be purified. But I can’t move — I can’t feel my arms or my legs.” 
 
      
 
    The city had long since descended into darkness, though there were lights burning in the central square where we’d been working. For the first time, I’d been told, in two weeks. It was as though we were throwing down the gauntlet in front of our foes. There we were. They could come if they wanted. For their part, the remaining people had formed a long line and were staring hopefully at me and enviously at the people already asleep. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, we need to push through. Here, take your stick.” Had pulled himself to his feet with a groan and held out a hand to help me up. “These people need to sleep. Curses! Liara, Farg, another five of them just dropped!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming!” Despite what she’d said, Liara found the strength to force herself up and head off after the fallen people. It wasn’t the first time that had happened over the previous few hours, the people waiting in line occasionally cracking and falling asleep with eyes wide open. They got a quick ticket to the front of the line. The last thing we needed was for the fearsome magic to play its part and hurt the poor people. With that in mind, I grabbed one more empty force stone and growled at how slow everything was going. But there was nothing I could do. The ability to create multiple fireballs had eluded me, though I hoped I would one day figure out the trick behind it. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” I said as I held a fireball up to the next person in line. While I was waiting for them to bring over the ones who had fallen asleep, there was no reason not to use my time wisely… 
 
      
 
    The long, blood-curdling howl rang out half an hour later. Starting alone, it was soon joined by another, and then a third, until it felt like the whole area around the city had turned into a howling circus. The sound told us we were up against far more of them. I’d already gotten through another fifty people, though I could tell right then that I wasn’t going to be able to finish. We didn’t have the fifteen minutes it would have taken me. 
 
      
 
    “Gather around me!” I yelled to the remaining line. There was no need to ask twice. Suddenly forgetting how tired they were, all they could think about was how terrified they were of the creatures surrounding us. They helped each other and their sleeping friends as they made their way over and pressed into a tight group. I looked around and breathed a sigh of relief. The square was clear. Everyone we hadn’t been able to hide in the buildings was right next to us. On the one side, we were protected by the wall of a large building, and I wasn’t afraid of an attacking coming from the roof. The dogs couldn’t fly. Pushing my way out of the crowd and leaning on the pike that served as a makeshift crutch, I stepped out to make myself the main target. The lamps around the edge of the square burned brightly. A few minutes later, the modified animals began to appear. One, two, five, ten, twenty… I could sense the fear emanating from the people behind me. While they’d never seen such fearsome creatures, what they knew for sure was what had happened to those who had stood up to them. The two thousand bodies were testament to that. 
 
      
 
    The animals were in no hurry to attack. It was like they were waiting for something, in fact. A few moments later, I realized what: human figures were flitting around behind them. It didn’t seem like there were that many of them — about a dozen at the most. But it was hard to say, both the modified dogs and the humans right at the edge of my scanning radius. 
 
      
 
    I felt my friends come stand next to me. Had gripped his rapier as it burned with a blue flame; Liara had her impotent-looking dagger with its red blade. Neither was prepared to give up without a fight. 
 
      
 
    “Try to keep them away from me.” Trading my pike in for my launcher, I took aim, unwilling to let the enemy make the first move. They needed to play by our rules. 
 
      
 
    Finally, my named weapon showed why Lando Slick disliked it so much. While the clumps of energy it discharged did nothing to the dogs, they worked perfectly on the humans. The one I was aiming at dropped. The shot had burrowed clean through his head, not even giving him enough time to cry out. Some of the dogs howled in distress, almost as though they’d lost someone important to them, before dashing toward us in a blind, vengeful rage. 
 
      
 
    “I sure hope they didn’t change anything about those things,” I muttered as I squeezed one of my two remaining waystones. The battle for Fasorg had begun. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I DIDN’T WAIT for Lando Slick. The fifth heir to the throne knew exactly what was going on that night, and the fact that I summoned him then meant it wasn’t just to ask another question. Throwing back my negator lid, I pulled out the diamond and absorbed some of the energy. Not all of it, otherwise I would have detonated on the spot, but enough for twelve hefty explosions. As soon as the inferno animals came within range, I attacked. Playing the hero wasn’t in my plans. As practice had shown, letting them get up close even in good armor just meant watching helplessly as the armor was torn to shreds. 
 
      
 
    The ensuing explosions were so powerful that we were just about thrown backwards. Pieces of flesh mixed with mithril sprayed the area. After brushing a few chunks off my shoulder, I pulled out my launcher and aimed at the next target only to be stopped by the fifth heir’s calm voice. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do it, Cub. Handlers are too valuable to sacrifice — we need to take them alive if at all possible.” 
 
      
 
    Liara gasped when the misty figure appeared next to us. She’d never seen her uncle in battle gear. 
 
      
 
    “Handlers?” I asked, taken aback. But I did what Lando said, unwilling to turn him against me. No matter how much his intonation made it sound like a question, I knew I would have paid if I hadn’t listened. There was a pause. The explosion clearly hadn’t been anticipated by our attackers, and they pulled their packs back outside the light in expectation of new instructions. Hitting them with magic wasn’t an option. I could have pulled it off with the launcher, but it wasn’t the time for that. Victory no longer seemed out of the question with Lando on our side. 
 
      
 
    “I had to do a lot of running around today, Cub. I can’t say it’s all your fault, but you’re not in the clear, either. One way or another, if you two had just headed on about your business, none of this would have happened. The people here would have been killed quietly, and that would have been the end of it. Mithril doesn’t work on all animals. Actually, the only animals it works on is dogs, just killing all the rest. There were some experiments done trying to figure out how to make infernos like that about fifty years ago in our empire, though they were wrapped up for some reason. Not promising enough, apparently… I’d sure like to get a look at whoever made that call, maybe drop them right here and see what they say. Not promising enough? Anyway, the handlers work with the dogs and make them follow the right orders. Really valuable people. Having packs like that in your service is incredibly expensive but absolutely worth it.” 
 
      
 
    There was no point arguing the obvious. The packs of modified dogs really were a fearsome weapon, especially considering that it would have been hard to buy them off. My father had a dog. It didn’t even take food from anyone else. 
 
      
 
    “But what are we going to do? Just wait for them to figure out how to kill us all?” Had asked nervously. “I have defenseless people here. Leg hasn’t even finished purifying them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, just wait,” Lando replied. Despite his might, the angel was in no hurry to throw himself into battle, waiting to see what his options were first. Three or four dogs, even a whole pack, wouldn’t have been a problem, but taking on the entirety of the forces we were up against was out of the question. 
 
      
 
    Had’s question struck me as perfectly timed. Indeed, why was I wasting valuable time? Space in the diamond had opened up, though there were other empty stones, too. And our poor townspeople needed to be put to bed. 
 
      
 
    With that thought on my mind, I turned to the crowd, though it was in that moment that I suddenly found myself doubting my good sense. The modified dogs had taken to the air. Five of them had taken off and were hurtling toward us with a long howl. I was so surprised I couldn’t move — flying dogs were the last thing I was expecting to see. But even though Lando Slick flashed by me, he was too late. The dogs had landed right in the middle of the crowd of people to begin sowing chaos. Lando was lightning-fast, though he still wasn’t in time to prevent the slaughter. A hundred people had been sent to their fathers a moment later, the ones the dogs spared finished off by a particularly slow-witted wizard. I acted on instinct without thinking of the consequences. As a wave of energy hit the animals’ sources, there was an explosion so powerful that I was sent flying back a dozen meters. Saved by my oaken skin, I was left without a scratch, though the same wasn’t the case for everyone else… 
 
      
 
    I leaped to my feet and realized I was alone. Had and Liara were lying awkwardly near the middle of the square, alive but unconscious. Nothing but a memory remained of the crowd that had been standing behind me a moment before. A hole had been blown in a building, those inside it also caught by the blast. The enemy gathered for another attack at the very edge of the square. But the worst part, at least for me, was that the fifth heir was lying on the ground a few meters away. There was no more dark mist — Lando had turned back into a regular person. Part of his armor was missing, his metal-covered body revealed to the world. Both arms were twisted unnaturally. One leg was torn off. And with his helmet gone, I finally saw the real Lando Slick. The handsome face I’d marveled at during our first encounter turned out to be a mask hiding nothing but metal. While the Shadow had absorbed enough mithril to cover twenty percent of her face at most, Lando had reached the whole hundred percent. He had himself become mithril. Of course, it was possible it wasn’t a mask, and that the skin had just been ripped off to reveal what was underneath, but I didn’t want to think about that. It would have been too painful. And I wouldn’t even have wished that on Lando Slick. 
 
      
 
    “You’re on your own now,” the angel croaked, completely human eyes fixed on me. They weren’t like the Shadow’s. “You have one more summons left — I don’t have any more waystones. Use it wisely. And don't let them kill Liara. If you have a choice, leave the handlers alive — they’re important. I’m going to be unavailable for a week.” 
 
      
 
    And with that, the fifth heir evaporated as he returned to the capital. 
 
      
 
    Shoving my guilt over killing the townspeople somewhere deep inside me, I held up my launcher and looked around for the enemy. The dogs were at the edge of the light but in no hurry to come at me. Apparently, they’d realized we had a weapon against them. With my pike gone, I limped forward. Stopping to check on Had and Liara didn’t make sense — I couldn’t have helped them, anyway. My skills were much better served getting closer to the dogs or looking for at least one more trainer. 
 
      
 
    But it was not to be. The unseen enemy commander decided they’d done enough for one night, and a horn sounded to mark the end of the battle. And while I hopped as fast as I could, it was no use. None of the creatures ventured inside my scanning radius. The handlers, for their part, were not even within sight. 
 
      
 
    All I could do was collapse onto the ground and batter it with my fists. The enemy had taken that round. Seventeen dogs and one handler were too high a price to pay for the loss of a hundred people. As the sound of the horn faded away, a fateful silence settled over the good city of Fasorg. All that could be heard was my fists hitting the pavement. Suddenly, however, a voice called out. 
 
      
 
    “Help!” 
 
      
 
    It was soon followed by a second, and then a third. People began calling for help, and I rushed over to shove my way through the bodies in search of the survivors. Surprisingly, there were quite a few of them. The modified dogs had landed right in the middle of the crowd where the sleeping people were and started slashing away, meaning the explosion had just thrown back the people at the edges. And they were calling for help. Farg was among them, the old man startlingly hardy for someone with no magic abilities. While he was shaken up, blooded, and heavily wounded, he was alive. He was, in fact, the first one to call for help, having been buried under several bodies he couldn’t free himself from. 
 
      
 
    Other people began stepping out of their homes. Looking around nervously, they also ran over to help. The injured had their wounds wrapped in rags, they were loaded onto jerry-rigged stretchers, and even the sleepy doctor appeared to work his magic. I handed him a few full sapphires — he was going to need an ocean of mana for everyone there. For my part, I got to work cleansing the survivors. There were twenty injured people still affected by the magic poison. 
 
      
 
    Liara and Had weren’t in such bad shape as I’d thought. A few broken bones, lots of scrapes, and a sense of helplessness in the face of the powerful explosion was the size of it. After they were delivered to the doctor, in fact, he didn’t even bother spending time on them. A quick murmur was all he spared before moving on to those on the edge of life and death. 
 
      
 
    By the next morning, the picture was much clearer. 
 
      
 
    “Seventy-three killed in the square, thirty-two in the building. The body of the trainer you mentioned was nowhere to be found — they took it with them. All that was left was a pool of blood,” Fara said as she came over. A few of her fighters were carrying a heavy crate, and I didn’t even have to ask what was inside. Eighty-five kilograms of mithril. Five kilograms stripped from every dead dog. But was the loot worth seventy-three lives? An inferno or angel would have said it was without hesitating, the lives of simple villagers vegetating off in a distant province meaning nothing to them. I’d begun to consider them my own, however. Perhaps, that was the old Leg talking, the one whose memory I’d been forced to reconcile myself to, though I had to agree with him in that moment. 
 
      
 
    “Too many deaths… Although, I have to admit there would have been more,” Fara said begrudgingly, “if it hadn’t been for Lando Slick.” 
 
      
 
    “What does he have to do with it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “All the survivors say the same thing: right before the explosion, he pulled three dogs under himself to take the force on behalf of our people. He sacrificed himself for them. I… I don’t even know what to think. He’s a Viper, after all. And to make that kind of sacrifice?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my clan, too,” Liara said. She wasn’t far away. “The fact that the emperor handed the province over to the Western Empire for some reason doesn’t make our whole clan bad. People are individuals. Lando knew it would have been hard to kill him, so he took the hit. Although, if what Leg said is true, he didn’t exactly escape unscathed. But even if… Leg, look!” 
 
      
 
    I followed the girl’s finger and saw ten figures dressed in black. Lando’s guardsmen were back. Ten minutes later, we were in Fara’s office, where the scouts rolled out a detailed map of the area. It was my first time seeing the scale of the tragedy — red crosses marked almost all the villages in the province. If the information was right, the central city and a few other large towns were all that remained. Everyone else had already left or been killed. 
 
      
 
    But I was more interested in the outskirts right then. The scouts were pointing at a spot next to a river. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a temporary camp set up here,” the commander said. I stared at him in surprise. Despite the fact that he hadn’t taken his helmet off, I had no doubt it was Geodar, the same guard who’d escorted me to the capital my first time there. He nodded, showing me I was right, though he still didn’t remove his visor. 
 
      
 
    “There are lots of cages, and lots of people in each cage, too. We counted a few hundred, though there are definitely more. They’re all lined up. But the prisoners are cared for, fed, and even given blankets at night, which wouldn’t be a concern if they were just there to feed the dogs. Something else is going on. Unfortunately, we weren’t able to find out what. There are lots of guards — we counted about a hundred, all well-armed and trained. Judging by how they moved, I’d say a few were infernos.” 
 
      
 
    A simple piece of paper the scouts had used to draw up the camp diagram was lying on the table. The cages holding the prisoners has been placed around the edge of the circle to create some protection for the tents inside it. On the central tent, however, there was a question mark — nobody knew what was inside. And nobody had left throughout the course of the night. They hadn’t gone in, either, with guards at the front flap keeping everyone out. The corral full of dogs was by the river, outside the tent city as well as the circle of prisoners. Considering how free the dogs were to move around the area, however, getting close was going to be an issue. The scouts had gotten lucky by showing up the night of the attack. The dogs had all been gone. 
 
      
 
    “After the losses they sustained here, we can say they’re down to four and a half packs,” Geodar said in closing. “Fifty-five animals.” 
 
      
 
    “You could make five angels,” Liara said, converting the amount of mithril spent on the dogs into a unit of measurement more familiar to us. “Why torment those poor animals?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you can come to an agreement with an angel. Poach them. Buy them over. That doesn’t work with dogs. Also, the master asked us to tell you that the Panther train that was supposed to deliver the Shadow and the two dummy kids to the Western Empire went missing without a trace. But two days later, the Shadow showed up in a Darlug temple, where she’s been living openly ever since. Ulma sent her a letter, though she ignored it. All communication has been severed.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you hinting at?” I didn’t like what Geodar was getting at. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not hinting, kid; I’m telling you. Whoever attacked the train got the Shadow to switch sides, handing her a pretty obvious assignment. She’s there to kill you. There’s no other explanation for her behavior. I was supposed to tell you that yesterday, though His Highness told me not to bother you.” 
 
      
 
    “Forget the angels. Can we try a frontal attack on the camp with the prisoners?” Fara asked. Unconcerned by the problems of two children and an angel, she had just been shown where her clan’s children were and was prepared to do everything she could to get them back. 
 
      
 
    “If we had a small army of five hundred, I’d risk it. The problem is that there’s a strange device next to every cage. While we weren’t able to figure out what they are, it’s clear they’re not just decorations. They might kill the prisoners if there’s an attack. Until we figure out what they are, I’d recommend against trying it, especially since we weren’t able to get our hands on any of the invaders. They didn’t venture outside the camp. No, we need to wait.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over the maps and realized we were losing on all fronts. We couldn’t fight off the attackers — the next strike was probably going to be our last. The water was poisoned, though we could at least do something about that. The people were scared. Lando Slick was out of commission for an entire week. And I was facing up to the fact that it was my fault — why had I asked him to come? So he could protect the people with his body? All he’d actually done was tell us about the handlers. It was just another consultation. 
 
      
 
    “We need a good healer,” Had said before turning to Fara. “When can we order one?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no bringing one from the provincial center — the Tigers took them all. We’ll have to head to the capital, so that’s six hours there and six hours back,” Fara replied with a sigh. “But that isn’t the biggest problem. We don’t have the money to pay since the clan’s coffers are practically empty. And our healer… You’ve seen yourselves — just a regular graduate from military school who was pressed into service as a healer. Our old doctor died in the battle two weeks ago.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have that long,” Had said, frowning as he did. “Half the wounded will die. Liara?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” The girl sighed. “I haven’t gotten to anatomy, and working on bodies is dangerous unless you know how.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do something,” Geodar said, piping up and glancing down at my leg. “But really just close up wounds. Muscles are beyond me, oh, and I’ll need stones.” 
 
      
 
    “Stones aren’t a problem — we have lots of them now. Fara, get the car ready. We need a good doctor. In the meantime, we’ll come up with the money and work with the guard.” Had turned to me. “Leg, you get to work on the water. We need to find the source of the problem, and the faster you can do that, the better it will be for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    Had was a new person. Having taken his removal from the academy in stride, he looked as though he’d never actually planned on studying there, and he’d taken charge to begin giving excellent orders. That was what a good education and upbringing had gotten him — sitting around feeling sorry for himself was out of the question when there were lives depending on him. 
 
      
 
    “The crosses are empty villages, yes?” Had asked as he leaned over the map. Geodar nodded. “Fara, what will it take for the totem to recognize those lands as his own?” 
 
      
 
    “What does that matter?” the woman asked. To be fair, I didn’t understand, either. We had enough problems as it was, and Had was trying to grab new territory. 
 
      
 
    “When this nightmare ends, we’ll be either alive or dead. That’s it. But if we survive and end up part of the Western Empire, I want to be ruler of half the province. Just let them try to pry it back legally. Or by force? Western lawyers are known for how by-the-book they are, and the empire is built on laws and their adherence. And they can just try to banish us — we’re already out here on the periphery. With the clans gone and their lands empty, all we need to do is somehow officially announce our claim. Please ask your totem what he needs for that to happen. How long did Lando assign you to us for?” 
 
      
 
    The last phrase was directed at Geodar. But before the guardsman could respond, Had turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, why are you still here? I wasn’t kidding about the water — it’s a serious issue. We only have enough for maybe two days, so you need to clean up at least one well. That will help with the problem. If you can clean them all, you’ll be worth your weight in gold. By the way, check the animals. Does the magic just work on people, or is them, too? Fara, do you have anyone left who knows how the water supply system works?” 
 
      
 
    The woman could only sigh. All information they might have had about the system had been lost. 
 
      
 
    “Got it, we need people. Okay, we’ll figure it out. Leg, get on that — we can’t pull this off without you.” 
 
      
 
    I reluctantly left. Had was right about there being no time to lose. While we were walking around in a daze, trying to deal with the aftermath of the attack the night before, our adversaries were resting and gathering themselves for another round. Their plan for wearing us down and demoralizing us was a good one. Soon enough, we were going to be sitting ducks. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, can I come with you?” Farg was waiting for me by the door, leaning on a stick. 
 
      
 
    “With me?” I asked, eyes narrowing. How did the old man know about my assignment? 
 
      
 
    “You’re headed to Darlug now, right? The attack was fought off, and the people are alive and well. We can get back to our lives. Honestly, I’d rather not stay here after that explosion… If it weren’t for Lando, I wouldn’t be here.” 
 
      
 
    “The gate is that way,” I said with a finger pointed in its direction. “Nobody’s keeping you here, so you’re welcome to head off on your travels. With the stories you’ve picked up here, I'm sure you'll net some spare change even beyond earning your keep. Just don’t make anything up.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do without you? Those animals are still out there!” the old man said nervously. “No, my friend, I’ll stick around here for a while longer then. You brought me here, so you need to get me far away from creatures that like to show up at night and wreak havoc.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the old man alone, I limped over to the nearest water tower. A river ran through the city, and water for animals was taken from it. For the people in the city, on the other hand, water was drawn from three deep wells dug in time immemorial. They were in different parts of the city, which meant they could fill in for each other if anything happened. And that was one such case — if I could clear one well, the water would be directed into the city supply. At least, that was the plan. We still needed to figure out how the system worked. 
 
      
 
    I arrived at the well and peered down into the dark hole. It was an elongated pit lined with a short wall, the hole itself a meter and half long and three meters wide. As far as the depth went, there was no saying — the light didn’t reach that far. The river turned an interesting lift mechanism that pulled water up from the depths of the earth and into the water tower looming high above me, and it was from there that the life-giving liquid was piped to all the houses in the city. I didn’t even have to taste it to know it was poisoned. And the poison was the same as the one causing the night terrors. A fireball appeared above my palm, only no surges of alien energy appeared, the technology there apparently something different. Alternatively, the source could have been too far away. The buckets hauling water up did, on the other hand, release sparks that burned up to fill me with energy. Sighing, I realized I was facing what wasn’t going to be the most pleasant journey of my life. 
 
      
 
    I returned to find myself some helpers. Geodar assigned two guardsmen, with no other men hefty enough in the city, and Fara found a device to lower me into the well. We pilfered it from somebody’s workshop. It took quite a while to set the device up over the hole, though it was worth it — I was sure the guardsmen would be able to quickly pull me up if something went wrong. After agreeing on our signals, I swallowed my fear and took a step forward to hang over the hole held by nothing but the guards’ strong hands. The device kicked in to begin my slow descent into the darkness. But there was no need to activate a light stone, as there was plenty of light coming from the fireball on my palm. Sparks still popped out of the buckets heading past me, with more of them coming as I got lower. It was like the poison wore off as it was hauled out of the abyss. 
 
      
 
    The depth of the well was impressive — at least a hundred meters. As the hole above me receded, it eventually got so far away that I could only make out the light coming from it if I doused my fireball. Finally, I saw the water below me and jerked twice on the rope. That was our signal to stop. But I didn’t stop. Instead, I picked up the pace, slowly at first but picking up speed until I splashed down hard in the underground river. My fireball disappeared, and I was forced to quickly activate a light stone. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I yelled up when I surfaced, though that was when the unexpected occurred. First, the rope splashed into the water right next to me. Next, the mechanism lifting water up out of the well stopped. I swam over and grabbed hold of the chain to keep myself from sinking, only the surprises were just beginning. Two shadows flashed by, and I was hit with a spray of water. After I cleared my eyes, I saw the bodies of the two guardsmen sinking slowly beneath the surface. The bloody trail following the headless corpses told me they hadn’t jumped in of their own accord. 
 
      
 
    The chain I was holding onto suddenly went slack before dropping precipitously. Yet again, my oaken skin saved me as I just had time to activate it reflexively before I was hit in the head. It was a sturdy blow though not enough to knock me out. I swam over to the wall and clutched the rock as I was battered by the falling chain. Really, I was lucky — when the last piece of the machine hit the water, I was alive and mostly well, however temporary that might prove to be. The water temperature made it very clear that I had only three or four minutes before my adventures came to an untimely end. 
 
      
 
    The light stone dropped into the depths of the water and went out, leaving me in darkness. I stayed silent. Whoever had taken out the guards was expecting to hear something from me. Instead, I looked up in time to see the opening close above me. A moment later, I was dropped into complete darkness. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I HAD TO ADMIT, the first few seconds after I found myself immured deep below the surface were spent in blind panic. The cold water, the pitch darkness, the wet clothing dragging me down into the depths, all of it was doing anything but let me get a grip on what was happening. And it was only after a fireball appeared in my palm to begin catching sparks from the water that a sense of calm settled over me. 
 
      
 
    What was I so worried about? I was a wizard, whatever that meant. 
 
      
 
    The fireball gave way to a ball of ice that began to expand at an alarming rate. But I’d been counting on that. Releasing it into the water, I stopped it a meter and a half below me. The poor construction required plenty of energy to maintain, though that was perfect — the purified water was generating waves of mana that I was able to redirect into the ice. The longer the ice worked, the stronger it got. And the more energy came to me, which completed the cycle. A hard surface appeared below me and grew larger, pushing me out of my liquid prison. Just in case, I corrected the direction, and a few seconds later my only concern was finding a way to stay warm. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t even occur to me that one problem could be replaced by one much worse. But right then, as I jumped around on the ice in my wet clothing, it occurred to me that freezing the water might not have been the brightest idea. Fara hadn’t had armor, a wetsuit, or even a simple gas mask. Instead, I’d been forced to jump into the water wearing a basic hunter’s outfit that in that moment was trying to turn into a block of stone in obedience to all the laws of physics. Unable to think of anything better, I gave up on the ice and summoned a fireball above my palm. I skipped the clean structure, however. With an ocean of mana pouring into it, the chaos was reminiscent of my former creations. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I stopped shivering. The fireball was the size of a horse’s head, and I sighed in relief as the excess liquid evaporated from my clothing. It even got hard to breathe. The ice beneath me started to melt, giving ground to fire, its most hated enemy. And that gave me an idea. After waiting a few seconds, I suddenly removed the fireball only to create another ball of ice a few meters below me. It was already frozen down there, which meant the water under me crystalized instantly. Once again, the air got colder, just not to the bone-chilling degree it had gotten the first time. Drying off had helped — my clothing was doing its job. Switching back to fire, I began holding it next to the remaining wet spots. The steam got so thick I couldn’t see anything beyond an arm’s length, though that wasn’t a problem. I wasn’t there to look around. My primary objective was to survive long enough for the group above me to remember I was down there. When the water in the city stayed poisoned, Had was going to start worrying, and that was when it was going to occur to them that I was missing. 
 
      
 
    A few more of those cycles had me completely dry with the exception of my legs, which were in the water itself. After pouring all my energy yet again into the ice, I paused. It had just occurred to me that I was far below the top of the well. Constantly freezing and melting the water had dropped me well below surface level, where the city’s system gathered water. And while the thick chunks of ice around my pit were keeping me safe for the moment, I knew they weren’t going to hold out forever if I kept going. The water was going to come crashing in. 
 
      
 
    But did that stop me? Not in the least. 
 
      
 
    I had a job to do. The water towers by the river were set a kilometer from each other. Unfortunately enough, I’d managed to find the one farthest downstream. In order to pollute all the water, the device doing the dirty work had to be higher upstream. And I had no doubt there was a device. With each passing second, the amount of energy I was taking in only rose, which meant the sensors were trying to compensate for the dropping poison levels. 
 
      
 
    But I was quickly met with a problem when the steam didn’t go anywhere. While it had previously escaped up the shaft, the moment I started up the riverbed in my cave of ice, that route was cut off. The steam was everywhere. Breathing got harder with each step, and strengthening the ice just turned everything, me included, into a giant icicle. My clothing was wet once more. But I had no desire to spend time drying it again, so I had to head up to the surface, reinforcing the walls as I went, and think. 
 
      
 
    One option was to climb up the walls, only I didn’t know what was happening above me. Whoever had organized the attack could have been waiting to send me the way of the guardsmen. I’d seen how easily their heads had come off, and the thought made my knees go weak. No, that was not an opponent I wanted to face. 
 
      
 
    The next option was to teleport back to my hometown, figuring things out with my father and returning within a day. At least, having that plan in my back pocket kept me calm in what seemed like an impossible situation. Even if the water buried me alive, I could just activate my ability. 
 
      
 
    But if I did that, I wouldn’t complete my mission. The people would go right on suffering, the device would go right on working, and I would have to go without my next dose of memories. I’d already figured out that life was going to be rough without them. Just what I’d learned about fireballs had been the least of what the mages in my world could do. Even in my previous reincarnation, I’d been able to do much that I couldn’t even imagine right then. I had no idea how I’d been able to fly, for example. It had seemed so natural that I pulled it off with just a thought, though I’d actually been activating structures, lines, and forms. And I didn’t remember any of them. 
 
      
 
    Just wanting to keep going wasn’t enough, however. I needed a steady supply of air for at least ten or fifteen minutes, which was how long I assumed it would take me to get to the second water-lifting mechanism. And that was including the fact that I had no idea where to go. It was…somewhere ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    Another fireball appeared in my hand — I was cold. Really, the fact that I could only use ice or fire was starting to get to me. Why was that? Was it the different elemental structures? They were actually similar. Was it that I didn’t have enough energy? No, there was more than I knew what to do with. Because it was possible? Nobody had said that. And suddenly, I paused again, realizing I’d never tried summoning ice alongside active fire. When I’d been purifying the people in the square, of course, I’d tried to summon two fireballs, and that hadn’t worked. But I hadn’t thought to try different elements. What if the problem was all in my head? It was possible I’d made up the limitation. 
 
      
 
    Pulling myself together, I pictured the energy I was getting from the river redirecting itself. Some went to containing the fire; the rest went off to my other side, where it turned into a completely different structure. While the going was rough at the beginning, the longer I concentrated, the easier it got, and I felt at some point like a world of chaos had broken out around me. I opened my eyes and froze. The fire above my right palm was trying to destroy the ice above my left palm. But the latter wasn’t giving in, fighting in turn to absorb the flames. The water around me had lost its mind, freezing and melting simultaneously as it took on an unusual spongy texture. Even the steam was gone — it was freezing, melting, and again freezing just to melt once more. In between the two elements, sparks, lightning bolts, and something else I didn’t recognize darted back and forth, though what surprised me most was that my head was beginning to spin from the overwhelming amount of oxygen in the air. I sank deeper and deeper into the water until I reached the bottom. The underground river was a few dozen meters deep and lined with stones. As the hole above my head collapsed, threatening to bury me alive, I stood tall with my gaze fixed on the two spheres. It was a miracle. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to say how long I spent standing there. At some point, something clicked, and I felt the urge to simply walk forward. It didn’t take forming an icy corridor — the icy shell made of the spongy material was enough. I’d always thought water came in three forms: liquid, gas, and solid. But as it turned out, the spongy state needed to be added to the list. If I’d been asked to describe it, I would have declined. It wasn’t solid. It wasn’t liquid or gas, either. Really, it felt like it didn’t exist, though it definitely kept me safe. 
 
      
 
    The kilometer separating me from the second shaft took half an hour to cover, most of that time spent learning to walk not just on the riverbed, but on any surface I wanted. The underground river became so simple for me to traverse that I was able to make my way up to the ceiling before dropping down to the bottom just as easily. Even the current ignored me completely. After I got to the uppermost section of the river, I stepped quickly forward and soon found the working mechanism. Buckets attached to the thick chain scooped up water and lifted it high into the water tower. 
 
      
 
    I knew for sure that if I grabbed one of the links, I’d be pulled right up to the surface. The machinery wouldn’t have had the slightest problem with my weight. Meanwhile, there was so much energy around me that I had to expand both spheres and hold my arms out to either side to keep them from touching accidentally. And when I got to the third shaft, I finally saw what was behind all our problems: a strange device twenty meters upstream was pumping filth out into the water I was purifying. I knew what I was doing that time, however, unlike back in the Mirax sewers. And I had fire in addition to ice. That let me purify the water much faster than it could be polluted. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I was standing next to the device. It was very different from the one creating the stench. There, the machinery was bigger, there were wires leading off somewhere, and the stone in the middle was twice as large as the others. Whoever had set it up hadn’t given much thought to concealment — nobody was going to come looking for it that deep underwater. There was a simple box attached to the riverbed, and it held the device itself. The perfect spot to pollute the city and all the other towns and villages who got their water from the underground river. I was sure that when the Westerners showed up, they were going to both dismantle the device and purify the water. And what did that tell me? That nothing made sense about the magic in that world. 
 
      
 
    Putting troubling thoughts out of my head, I reached out to the device only to stop when I saw what was happening. My two elemental spheres had been joined by a third. Black and repellent, it had lightning flashing across the entirety of its surface. It grew out of the crystal as if the latter had taken life and decided to come meet its adversary in person, and it all happened so quickly I had no time to react. The sphere appeared, the sparks and lightning disappeared, and they were replaced by a thick line of pure energy streaming between the three spheres. I was nearly blown to bits by the overwhelming flow of energy, though I was able to redirect it to the spheres. Keeping the ice separate from the fire and the unfamiliar darkness was the last thing on my mind — I was focused entirely on keeping the elements from vaporizing me. And half the underground world with me. 
 
      
 
    Interestingly enough, what felt like an eternity lasted just a few dozen seconds. Whatever the all-devouring darkness was, it couldn’t match up to the two elements feeding on it, and it quickly began to shrink. That let me reduce my own spheres, eventually separating them. The darkness flickered one last time and disappeared to let me finally suck the energy out of the surrounding space. A few minutes later, I extinguished my own spheres, pausing in the underground bubble I’d made out of the spongy material. The water was clean. 
 
      
 
    I was plunged into darkness, but that was short-lived as I made a correctly structured fireball. It didn’t heat up, expend resources, or interact with the environment. In fact, it didn’t do anything but cast light to let me enjoy my crushing defeat. And it was a defeat. Despite the fact that I’d completed my mission, the high hopes I’d had for the block of new memories I wanted to collect from the black stone were dashed by the battle I’d had to wage against it. The divide was no longer poisoning the water, though it had also been replaced by a large, beautiful diamond. It was clear, exquisitely shaped, and lacking so much as a shred of alien magic. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to describe the state I found myself in. Disappointment was the first thing that came to mind. I was frustrated with myself for failing to get rid of my elements in time, giving the darkness the chance to escape its stone. Frustrated that it had almost vaporized me. Frustrated that I’d relied so heavily on luck, failing to calculate each move I made. Frustrated that, in the end, I was proving to myself the superiority of education over running recklessly through life. Grabbing the energy-depleted crystal, I squeezed hard, taking my worries and broken hopes out on it. Suddenly, it shattered like a piece of glass, burying a hundred shards into my palm. Colored lights flashed in front of my vision, and I was lost to the world for a time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to start today’s studies with something mages cannot survive without. Protection. Before even thinking about eliminating your opponent, you need to consider your own safety. And forget about flowery phrases like ‘the best defense is a good offense’ or ‘dead enemies don’t fight back.’ Nonsense! Anyone can attack even if they’ve already been turned to dust. The death spells top mages wield are nothing to laugh at. And if you don’t take care of your protection in advance, you’re just punching your ticket to your next rebirth and losing your strategic advantage. Everybody, open your notebooks and draw the lines. This is the foundation we’re going to build everything else on.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the mess of lines and swallowed — I had no idea where to begin. The structure the teacher had drawn was complex, an order of magnitude more so than the fireball we’d recently mastered. Looking around made me feel better, however. Most of the class had been stunned into silence, few of us trained in stereometry, or the ability to draw three-dimensional objects. And while our teachers were doing their best to close that gap, we’d had to learn two-dimensional figures first. What we were learning helped, though it wasn’t enough to up and copy down the protection structure the teacher had modeled for us. 
 
      
 
    It took me a few days just to transcribe the structure into my notebook. Memorizing it took another week. Using it… There were some challenges there. They happened the day after our general quiz, those who didn’t pass it simply disappearing. 
 
      
 
    “As you can see, basic protection is built using two planes,” our teacher said, once more activating the projection. “The inner one handles thermal and magic defense; the outer one handles physical defense. Who can tell me why we can’t get by with just one circuit?” 
 
      
 
    “Inertia!” shouted the class know-it-all. “If there’s only one circuit, the impact from an arrow would carry right through to destroy the body.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” the teacher said with a happy flick of his tail. “As you can see, the outer circuit isn’t as highly charged. It doesn’t need to deflect all dangers — just the ones that cause an impact. The helical lines holding the two circuits together ensure the construction can withstand practically any hit, and fitting more lines in tighter will make it even less painful for you to take a direct strike from a crossbow bolt. But remember, that kind of structure is highly unstable and can be easily dismantled. You always need a balance between reliability and security. Yeah… Judging by the look on your faces, most of you have no idea what I’m talking about. Ishar-Mor, step into the circle!” 
 
      
 
    Barely containing my nerves, I walked over to the arena, which was where we tested all our abilities. The three months we’d spent learning to be mages had seen two of us die there. Their fireballs had exploded, turning them into charred valg remnants. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to survive, you need to be able to drop protection on yourself in a matter of moments. Start with your head, and then learn to protect the rest of your body. Ishar-Mor, you have ten seconds to create the correct structure around your head, fill it with energy, and withstand my attack. Your time starts now!” 
 
      
 
    I was at a loss. Thinking you were a great mage was one thing; being able to create a complex structure in seconds three short months into your training was quite another. For most of the time my teacher gave me, I simply stood there with my tail whisking back and forth nervously. I couldn’t believe he was going to attack me. That was impossible. We were —  
 
      
 
    The arrow flashed through the air, and a burning pain seared its way through me. The teacher hadn’t hesitated a moment. If a student was incapable of controlling their emotions to the point that they couldn’t obey a direct order the first time, he didn’t need them. Thirty-two days later, a new valg hatched from an egg in one of the villages, taking a risk at eleven and going through initiation. But he was unlucky. An instant after the world ether deemed him unworthy, I appeared in his body, still screaming from the pain in my head. That was the end of my first reincarnation. I’d studied as a mage for just ninety-five days. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I didn’t need a notebook to jot down what I’d learned. The protection structure had fused itself so tightly in my head that it would have been hard to forget it. In a way, it was reminiscent of oaken skin, the ability our totem gave us. Doing heavy damage to me with the level of magic strength I had was nearly impossible. And “the level of magic strength I had,” not “the maximum level of magic strength,” was right. There was a surprise waiting for me when I found myself back in the world. 
 
      
 
    The diamond I’d shattered hadn’t disappeared without a trace. Instead of disintegrating, it somehow transformed itself and absorbed itself into my body. I had two sources. The first was the regular one near my solar plexus; the second was lower, around my stomach. And while it was empty, my magic vision showed me that it had, indeed, entered my torso. There was free energy rushing all around me, too, which made it easy enough to grab a few lines and redirect them to my new source. As soon as the magic began to fill me, distributing itself between my old and new storages, I had a realization: the crystal I’d absorbed increased my mana supply rather than my magic strength. By an order of magnitude. Suddenly, I had five hundred fifty standard units of mana. The new source was multiuse and refillable, and I didn’t have to do anything special to use it — magic saw it as an integral part of me. 
 
      
 
    I had questions. Barx had told me several times that the 50/50 mark I’d been given by the totem was the highest possible value. Unable to help myself, I pulled off my clothing and took a look at my shoulder. The tattoo hadn’t changed. Still, I knew all too well that something outside the normal bounds of the world had happened, and I was able to calculate it. Measure it. Use it for myself. I needed to talk to the shaman. But only after I dealt with the spy. 
 
      
 
    Making a sphere of ice and a fireball wasn’t difficult. That time, I went easy, the lack of poison in the water meaning that I had to spend my own reserves. Half of my new source was spent taking me the twenty meters up to the surface. I just floated the last few to make sure I didn’t damage the lift mechanism. Grabbing hold of the chain, I felt myself hauled steadily upward. I was sure I was safe — while there was the possibility that the spy was waiting for me at the top, they were more likely to be at the first or third water tower if they were going to be anywhere. Who would have thought I could swim two kilometers without a wetsuit? 
 
      
 
    Just in case, I kept a close eye on the magic sources, though I knew I could be up against an inferno or even angel without mana. But everything went off without a hitch. Nobody was waiting for me, and I felt a wave of relief wash over me when I leaped off the chain and landed on firm ground. The job was done, I had my memories, and I was alive to tell the tale. On the downside, there was still a spy in the city. I had to warn the others. 
 
      
 
    “There you are! What took so long? And soaking wet…” Had met me in the main square. There was chaos all around, people running to and fro. “Forget it — you can tell me later. Leg, we have a problem: Liara was kidnapped.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Student, I want to talk with you. You have one minute to be in the circle. 
 
      
 
    Yes, Teacher. 
 
      
 
    The man frowned in annoyance, the old mage’s constant summons getting on his nerves. Still, he made sure nobody was around, traced the area, and stepped into the circle to await his master. 
 
      
 
    “Two goblin attack squads just entered the Western Empire. Judging by their direction, they’re on their way to Lestar. There’s no stopping them — Western forces are standing down. What do you know about this?” 
 
      
 
    The first student’s heart beat faster, though he maintained the carefree expression that so angered the others. Given that the teacher wouldn’t have summoned him over a few goblins, he concluded that the other students had already reported back. Also, they weren’t there. The teacher clearly didn’t want them to hear what the first student was about to say. 
 
      
 
    “My guess is the goblins are hunting the sixty kilograms of Blood of the Beast that were discovered there.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did it come from?” the teacher asked, his eyes narrowing. That material was practically the only thing that could draw his unfeigned interest. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not aware.” The first student was proud of his ability to conceal the truth. Knowing very well that his teacher was going to pull all the levers at his disposal to see if he was lying, he still wasn’t worried. He’d learned quite a bit over the hundred years he’d spent as an integral member of the secret organization. And how to lie was at the top of the list. 
 
      
 
    “Get me the blood. You have three days!” 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, I suspect there’s more than sixty kilograms. I need time to find out, and it’ll be much harder to move around when the Western forces arrive. The goblins will also send squad after squad until their whole army is there instead of defending the gate.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” the old mage said after a long pause. “Keep up the search and take good care of your find. You can handle the first squad of goblins yourself, but stay low. It’s not time yet. I’ll expect you back here in two weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Teacher.” The first student bowed his head, though he cackled evilly the moment the world returned its usual colors. “You old fool. You’ll be dead in two weeks!” 
 
      
 
    The first student had said nothing about successfully nabbing an uninitiated wizard. He’d also said nothing about how Zul’var’s altar wasn’t completely destroyed — the main core that carried out the initiation was in a secure place only he knew about. And since the teacher assumed he was the only one who could use Blood of the Beast, he didn’t know the blood’s true strength or how to use it. He was a fool. Who but his first student would know what had happened back when the teacher first began his journey? The teacher hadn’t been so secretive a century before, back when he’d found more time for drink and women. During one of their parties, the teacher had let slip that he’d gotten his power by absorbing his own teacher. The last full-fledged wizard that world had seen. To become just as powerful, the first student only needed to initiate the girl and absorb her power. In the few moments she would spend as a true wizard, Liara wasn’t going to be able to summon the Beast or receive its strength. The first student would get to her first. He had to. After that, he would head to the alien lair, exchange the Blood of the Beast for the dark power, and knock the old dolt off his throne. His time had come to rule the world. And as far as disciples went, he already knew what to do — there was an excellent candidate waiting in the wings. He just needed to see how tenacious she was… Nobody was looking to take a weakling on. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “LEG ONDO?” I barely had time to process what Had had told me before an unfamiliar voice hit me. Although, I had heard it somewhere. Turning around, I instinctively bowed the knee the same as everyone else who happened to be in the central square. 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness,” I said to Aner Slick, Liara’s father. 
 
      
 
    “Skip the formalities — now’s not the time. Leg, Liara needs your help.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness, she was kidnapped. We’re sending — ” Had started, though Aner interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s almost impossible to kidnap a real Slick. She was pumped full of a sedative, only whoever we’re up against didn’t account for our spirit protector’s abilities. Liara was teleported to the palace and grabbed by the emperor’s servants there. And now, my little girl is awaiting the shameful test and, from what Lando says, her death. Because there’s something out there trying to eliminate the wizard. If you can’t help her get away, she’ll be dead in twenty-four hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Why me? What can I do that the third angel in the empire can’t? And you have literally unlimited resources.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Aner replied frankly as he eyed me from head to toe. Fresh off my underground adventure, I was a fine picture. “But for whatever reason, my little brother believes in you. He says that if anyone can pull this off, it’s you. I’m aware of the relationship you and Liara had during the prep course. I don’t approve of it, of course, but I don’t have any other choice. The emperor was clear: if I or any of my people come anywhere near the palace, Liara will be eliminated. Whoever comes to get her will be, too. But I’m not about to give in. I’d do anything I can, only my powers are clearly not enough. Even Lando’s people were driven out of the palace. Obviously, you can’t get in — security won’t let you, and you don’t have an invitation… I really have no idea why my brother recommended that I contact you, but I’m here and asking for your assistance. Help Liara, and I… I’ll be in your debt, Leg Ondo.” 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward pause. While things were straightforward there on the edge of the empire, I had no idea what I was supposed to do in the capital. 
 
      
 
    “Even if we get Liara out, they’ll hunt her.” Aner decided to make a bad situation even worse. “Whoever the Crimson Ribbon is, they won’t rest until they kill the wizard.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless we offer them something in exchange,” I said, a good idea suddenly striking me. “Did you try ransoming Liara?” 
 
      
 
    Aner looked at me like I’d lost my mind. 
 
      
 
    “The emperor has everything. What could you offer that might interest him?” 
 
      
 
    “Who said I wanted to offer something to the emperor? He wasn’t the one who kidnapped Liara; it was someone from the Crimson Ribbon. And if you want to help your daughter, you need to talk with them, and not your father. You know very well what they need, too.” 
 
      
 
    “A Bogush crystal.” Aner’s eyes glowed when he caught a glimpse of even that faint hope of rescuing his daughter. 
 
      
 
    “And I just happen to know who hid one,” I said and immediately felt the ground disappear from under me. Aner had grabbed me by the shirt and was holding me in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Who?!” 
 
      
 
    “I need a meeting with Lando. Can you arrange that?” I wheezed. If it hadn’t been for his behavior, I might have given him the name. Eiro had never been a favorite of mine. But something told me emotions would get the better of Aner to the point that he would try something crazy to free his daughter. And I still had plans to study at the academy… No, if anyone in the Slick family had a good head on their shoulders, it was Lando. He was the only one I could talk to about the crystal and what might happen if we turned it over to the enemy. 
 
      
 
    “When?” Aner regained control and lowered me to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow morning. I’ll arrive in the capital on a train from Nargon — meet me there. Will Liara live to see tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “The equipment will get there tomorrow at around lunchtime. Liara has to be free by then.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, I also have a request: we need your help. Just as much as you need ours. Had, tell him what’s going on around here and who we need to secure the city. Oh, yes — there’s a spy lurking around somewhere. Two of Lando’s guardsmen were killed and dropped into the well. Wait, you don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    Telling my story didn’t take long. Without going into the details of how I destroyed the device, I announced that the underground water was clean, though the first lift machine needed repairs. Aner, meanwhile, was demonstrating superhuman restraint. Despite the urge to throw himself into the thick of things and wrest Liara from the hands of the emperor, he grimly heard me out before doing Had the same honor. The city needed security. 
 
      
 
    “It’s strange, of course, that there aren’t any good fighters left in the city,” Had said. “The local leader joined forces with the three neighboring clans, and they only had two thousand untrained warriors between them.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing strange about that,” Aner said. “This city isn’t far from the border with the Western Empire. What’s the point of stationing troops here when they’re needed on the border itself? This was only ever a send-off point and recreation facility. Who in their right mind would attack a city packed with off-duty soldiers? When the emperor decided to hand it over, they were pulled back, and the entire area was left with no organized defenses. So, you and Liara decided to do something about that?” 
 
      
 
    “We had to stop on our way to where we’re going,” I replied. “We’re not the type to just leave people in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “And you, I take it, are the local duke?” Aner ignored my barb and directed his next question at Had. “Not a bad move by the Brown Bear. If you survive, you’ll pick up a big advantage over the other clans once these lands join the Western Empire. Have you started grabbing the rest of the province?” 
 
      
 
    “The totems promised us an answer tomorrow,” Had said. 
 
      
 
    “Got it — they’re scared. The spirit protectors know exactly what they need to expand their territory, only they don’t want to admit it. Even if the land is empty, it takes an enormous amount of force stones. I’m well aware of the size of the province, so I can tell you that you’d need a minimum of twenty tons of force granite or the equivalent in other stones. Do you have that?” 
 
      
 
    Had sighed heavily, and that told me what the state of the city’s storehouses was. Not only that, but I’d been given everything the clans had to charge. I knew they didn’t have the equivalent of twenty tons of granite. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send you ten guardsmen today. Not scouts, like the ones Lando gave you — real combat infernos. That should be enough to hold the city even if there’s a goblin attack. As far as the stone goes, that’s not a problem, either. If Leg really does pull off a miracle to free Liara, you’ll get what you need, Duke. All the lands sitting empty will be yours, though that will come with a price. Fifty percent of the profit from the new lands as well as the technology you get from the Westerners will be sent to the Vipers. While I’m no longer in line for the throne, I still need to look out for my family. And I’ll tell you right now, I’m not going to haggle. Either you agree to my terms, or you take whatever lands you have the resources for. I’m not about to just help other clans. Though, you will get the reinforcements. That’s an advance for your help saving Liara. I’ll be waiting for you tomorrow, Leg.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Aner swirled away, leaving us staring gloomily at each other. We stayed quiet for a while. Neither I nor Had wanted to start the conversation first. With time running short, however, I began. 
 
      
 
    “Has anyone besides Liara gone missing?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way to tell. It’s so chaotic around here that even the totems don’t know how many people they have left. With people still recovering from the explosion, we have a spy dumped on top of us. And you don’t know what they look like, right?” 
 
      
 
    I could only shake my head. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll warn the guards to keep an eye out. For now, everyone’s housed closer to the center of the city, and we’re busy reinforcing the walls. If the enemy is serious about wiping us out, the next attack will be tonight. And they probably will wipe us out. When are you jumping home?” 
 
      
 
    “The last train to the capital leaves at midnight. It takes two hours to get from Turo to Nargon. With another two hours to talk with father and the shaman, that leaves three hours at the most.” 
 
      
 
    “That should be enough. I mean, this is a risky idea, but…” 
 
      
 
    “Out with it. Right now, nothing’s too crazy to consider.” 
 
      
 
    “Remember the map? The prisoners are being held just fifteen kilometers from here. It’ll take you two hours to get there, so grab two guardsmen — they’ll carry you. While they have other weapons, the enemy’s main force is the dogs, so I want you to show them we can punch back before you head to Turo. That will help us survive until Aner’s guardsmen get here.” 
 
      
 
    “You want me to blow up a couple packs?” I asked with a bitter laugh. The idea did sound like suicide. If I made the slightest mistake, I was going to be slaughtered, and I’d never tried to take on fifty sources at once. 
 
      
 
    “Preferably, all of them, but a couple would be great, too. They don’t have many left. I can’t imagine the dogs are easy to come up with, so they’ll hold the rest back. Here, take this. It should help with your mana.” 
 
      
 
    Had handed me a half-full diamond. It was the same one I’d already had the chance to work with, the clans’ most prized possession in my opinion. And I wasn’t about to turn him down — throwing away gifts wasn’t something I was known for. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do what I can. But you get things under control here in the meantime. Make a list, see who’s missing, and have everyone look around to figure out who doesn’t belong.” 
 
      
 
    “You think the spy might be one of us?” 
 
      
 
    “There wasn’t enough time from when we decided to purify the water to when the guardsmen were killed. Nobody could have come from outside the city. But what if there are multiple spies? They’re for you and your troops to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle it. You keep the dogs off us for at least a day. And Leg… I’m not planning on giving the Vipers half the province. If you ask me, I’d rather the Westerners get it than any of ours.” 
 
      
 
    “I completely agree. But the totems need some pushing. I’m sure Aner wasn’t telling us the whole truth about force stones being the only way to pick up new lands. But still, I’ll ask father about that. Maybe, he’ll come up with something. The Brown Bears have a nose for force stones, after all, though twenty tons of granite… I’m not sure the clan has that much.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Leg, you need to get out of here — every second counts. They know the way.” 
 
      
 
    Two fighters dressed in black armor were already awaiting Had’s signal. While I’d been purifying the water, my friend had clearly been busy thinking up my next job. I was placed on a solid stretcher, after which the guards carried me quickly out of the city. Of course, I needed to have a doctor regenerate my muscles at some point, though I’d already been told that was going to take two days. And I was going to be tied to my bed for half the time. Sadly, there was no break to be had for me, which meant I had to entrust myself to the guardsmen. 
 
      
 
    I had to admit that my stretcher-borne trip across the broken landscape was anything but comfortable. Despite how careful the guards were about trying not to shake me, even stopping to let me climb down a couple steep dips, I still fell off a few times. But nobody laughed or mocked me. Both the guardsmen knew the scale of my injuries, and they knew where we were going, too. In fact, it got so bad that we ditched the stretcher in some bushes. I clambered onto one back, switching every five hundred meters thereafter. And while that was much slower, it was at least less painful. We even crawled the last three hundred meters. The area patrolled by the modified beasts was clearly marked by uprooted trees. 
 
      
 
    I crawled over to the edge of the clearing — our trio had gotten lucky by arriving on higher ground. We looked out over the camp. Even after everything the guardsmen had told us about the enemy base, they hadn’t done it justice. The cages were stacked six or seven rows high, forming a formidable ring around the city. And they were constantly being filled. As we watched, a few people stopped in front of yet another cage to stuff a new group of prisoners inside. 
 
      
 
    The dogs, as we’d been told, were relaxing outside the main perimeter. Their camp wasn’t far from the river, and that made it perfect for me. After my adventure in the wells, traveling through water wasn’t a problem. Every other approach I could see was impossible. Getting to the cages would have meant running through half a kilometer of open space patrolled by inferno animals. 
 
      
 
    “You can head back — I’ll take it from here,” I said, turning to my escorts. 
 
      
 
    “The duke gave orders for us to cover you and report back on what happened.” The voice told me it was Geodar. The scout leader had personally come with me on our reckless mission. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, wait here and stay hidden. I’m going to follow the river in.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll help you over there. The terrain isn’t easy here.” 
 
      
 
    He made a good point, and we were sweating by the time we got to the river. The banks were lined with thick bushes. Of course, we could have made a beeline for it, only then we would have given away our position. We had to find a better spot instead. I was carried on their backs as we crawled, made our way through flexible branches, and finally arrived at the water. 
 
      
 
    “The camp is a kilometer and a half away. Are you sure you’ll be okay?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I replied frankly. “But I don’t have a choice, do I? It’s the same as the train — either we pull this off, or we're all dead. I say we go for the first option.” 
 
      
 
    “They weren’t hunting us that time,” Geodar said. “The attackers weren’t expecting a Brown Bear and a Viper in the train, and that did them in. Here, the enemy is ready. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and slipped into the river. Once again without a wetsuit or oxygen, I at least had a boosted supply of mana and an enormous if only half-full diamond. That was presumably enough to get me to my destination unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    I was able to simply float most of the distance. The steep banks and thick undergrowth meant I was relatively safe, so I only ducked under the water when the top of the cage ring appeared. After two spheres appeared in my hands, the space around me began to quickly change. There was no sense getting close to the bank. Fifty meters was more than enough to reach the dog camp from the middle of the river. 
 
      
 
    Stopping across from the camp, I poured more energy into my elemental spheres, making the spongy wall protecting me firmer, and then turned off the energy to leave myself alone with my light sphere. There were twenty dogs within range, though I waited to start throwing energy in their direction. I needed all of them. But how was I going to pull them into one spot? 
 
      
 
    My gaze fell on the sphere hovering in front of me. I was accustomed to creating it above my palm or a short distance away, but what if I could create it right next to the creatures without the lines that would give away my location? That was presumably going to be enough to get everyone running over. Generally speaking, mages could be found ten to fifteen meters away from their creations, which was lucky for me. 
 
      
 
    The first try was a flop. The tenth was, as well. The sphere insisted on appearing next to me, and I was about to give up on my idea when I remembered the first lesson from my former life. It was the moment when our teacher took the sphere away from my fellow student, leaving the latter convulsing as he continued releasing his strength. The wise valg had confiscated part of the neglectful student’s energy to work with. Was it possible for me to do the same? I reached out to the nearest dog’s source. Just as had always been the case with other sources, it refused to give me access, though I did notice that it was generating a constant stream of mana that was immediately absorbed by the creature’s body. And I could interact with that stream. After stabilizing the lines, I began taking everything coming out of the source and concentrating it where I needed it. 
 
      
 
    The dog went on the alert, beginning to run back and forth along the bank and nearly even leaving my range a couple times. Luckily for me, however, it stayed close to its bed. I was in no hurry, keeping a close eye on the other infernos until I confirmed what had jumped out at me from the beginning. There was a reason the mana was being generated: it was supporting the creature’s body. After I cut the support loop, the animal began experiencing discomfort. It was a good thing I hadn’t immediately cast a sphere — the dog’s nervous behavior elicited the same in the other animals. Nearly the entire group began running along the river. Even through my thick protective layer of water, I could hear their long howls. The dog I was working on was apparently having a rough go of it. 
 
      
 
    New sources appeared, and my heartbeat quickened. There were four people in with the animals. Apparently, the handlers had shown up to check on their charges, and each of them carried several force stones with them. While they weren’t accessible to me, either, I didn’t need them. I counted the number of points gathering around the dog howling in pain, the total reaching fifty-two including the handlers. Seven more dogs, apparently, were guarding the area, and they weren’t a match for Aner’s ten infernos on their own. But while I’d assumed there wasn’t a limit to the number of targets I could go after simultaneously, I’d been wrong. The limit was fifty. The same as my magic strength. Just when I was about to start pouring energy into the sources to turn the bank of the river into a giant crater, however, I stopped. The dog I was working on was behaving strangely. No longer running around, it had stopped still. Other dogs as well as the handlers surrounded it, making that the perfect moment for the explosion, though I still held back. The flow of magic strength was increasing with each passing moment. In fact, it was almost as if the dog’s source was fighting to saturate its body. That seemed odd to me, so I waited and began redirecting the energy into my diamond rather than going the other direction. A minute passed. Finally, there was a deluge of energy that lasted just a moment, though it was so powerful it practically knocked me out of my cozy underwater spot. The inferno dog’s source died away, having given up all its strength, and just fifty-one targets were left on the bank. 
 
      
 
    I desperately wanted to surface and see for myself what was going on, though I swallowed the urge. There were just two options: the dog was dead or freed of its bonds. Although, the sources of the other dogs stayed right where they were. None of them showed any interest in fighting. And that intrigued me. 
 
      
 
    Avoiding the handlers, I went after all forty-seven dogs I could reach. While I wouldn’t have had enough mana to detonate them even with my increased reserve and the diamond backing me up, I was certainly able to cut them off from their internal strength. And that was exactly what I did, gathering all their energy into the diamond. That time, however, I made sure I had backup by activating both elemental spheres. If I was going to be hit by a stream of energy that was too much for the diamond, I needed somewhere to put the excess. 
 
      
 
    I had to see what was going on. Finally losing my resolve, I pulled myself up on the bank, the chaos meaning nobody paid me any notice. The animals were howling like piglets under the butcher’s knife. They were running around, slamming into each other so often that none could get out of the danger zone. Even the handlers getting trampled to their deaths wasn’t enough to distract the dogs. They were being torn apart from the inside. At some point, I even began feeling sorry for the poor animals, as they’d been pressed into service through no fault of their own. They couldn’t have been standing in line begging for the opportunity. Still, there was nothing I could do. Detonating them that close to the cages wasn’t an option. 
 
      
 
    A few agonizing minutes later, the pack finally froze. The modified creatures collapsed onto the ground before making their last effort to save themselves — their sources gave up all the strength they had left in an effort to fill the bodies with mana. It was a good thing I was ready. After the diamond filled completely, the two elemental spheres expanded an entire meter. I had enough energy to saturate fifty rubies dumped into me at once, and I could easily have been the one to explode. Still, the stream disappeared a moment later. The misadventures of the dogs littering the ground did not end there, however. Their bodies began to decompose so quickly that it looked like someone had accelerated time itself. Taking a closer look, I realized my mistake. Time was ticking along at its usual pace. Instead, metal was creeping out of the dogs. Even in death, their bodies were rejecting the foreign implants, and it was only after the mithril had all been expelled that they found peace. 
 
      
 
    The dogs were never going to attack the city again. 
 
      
 
    Crawling out onto the bank took just a few moments, the water quickly becoming a familiar and comfortable environment I was able to move around easily in. Limping and glancing anxiously over at the cages packed with prisoners, I began gathering the mithril and empty rubies into a pile. Each animal had had a large stone in them, it turned out, and I realized it was to stabilize the mithril and force it to stay inside the body without negative consequences. I’d gotten lucky — the dogs had died close enough to each other that collecting the remains didn’t take long. But I’d been spotted. Cries for help filtered down from the cages, and enemy fighters weren’t far behind. A small group emerged from the nearest entrance. Moving fast enough to show they were infernos if not angels, they were more than a match for me. I had no armor or experience fighting their kind. They were going to tear me to pieces with their bare hands. 
 
      
 
    And with that in mind, I did the only thing I could. I grabbed the coat I’d dropped all the mithril and force stones onto, after which I activated my ability. It sent me home along with everything I had in my hands exactly the way I’d been hoping it would. By the time the ten infernos reached the bank, there were only bodies there. Neither me nor my loot were anywhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few hours before, the first student had been standing next to an empty cage, his hands clenching a ritual blade. The execution that was supposed to turn a simple mage into a veritable monster had to be postponed indefinitely — Liara was gone. She’d managed to evade all the protective mechanisms he’d set up around her. As his magic vision showed that none of the seals had been broken, what he knew for sure was that he was a conceited fool. How could he have forgotten the ability pureblooded Slicks had? The totem gave them ability to return to their ancestral home, and he, while considering himself the greatest mage in that world, had missed that detail? What had kept him from keeping the girl filled with sedatives for a few hours? His opinion of himself had been taken down a notch. 
 
      
 
    The first student forced himself to calm down and think through what to do next. One thing was clear: he needed to get Liara out of the palace. Without a wizard, he had no path to greatness. Happily, he still had time, as Rikon was going to try to scan the girl as soon as he found out she was back. The leader of the Crimson Ribbon only ever trusted what he could see with his own eyes. But finding a device was going to take a day, maybe even two, and that was enough to set up a diversion. The connections were in place. But who was he going to send? Going himself wasn’t an option — Rikon wouldn’t have tolerated having a rival on his turf. He needed to send someone who knew the area, who looked the part, and could go off the deep end if needed. And he was lucky enough to have someone who fit the bill… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The angel who called herself the Shadow glanced down with interest at the envelope that had been handed to her. After reading the contents, she began gathering her belongings without the slightest display of emotion. She had long since gotten used to the quirks of her masters. Kill, protect; train, ignore; deliver, eliminate. Most of the missions she was assigned contradicted earlier ones, so she’d had plenty of time to accustom herself to human absurdity. Tossing the force stone that had come with the envelope into her mouth, she headed off in the direction of the train station. She was scheduled to show up in Alrus, the capital of the Northern Empire. It was time for her next mission. 
 
      
 
    She’d been tasked with saving Liara Slick, and that was that. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NO! AND THAT’S FINAL!” Ingar was so enraged that the top of the hill where we were sitting got noticeably colder. My father’s named weapon was sucking in warmth, preparing to unleash it on the nearest enemy. And right then, that was me. 
 
      
 
    “Sooner or later, everyone’s going to realize we have the crystal.” Despite the threat of violence, I maintained my calm. That was the only way to deal with the wild Brown Bears — as soon as they sensed violence, they tore you to shreds even if you were related. All I permitted myself was a slight wiggle to get more comfortable on the cold stone. As per our tradition, the clan meeting was being held in the totem’s territory to ensure nobody could listen in. 
 
      
 
    “No, I said! We’re not giving up the crystal! Nobody knows who Eiro is working for,” Ingar said before looking around to see if anyone could hear. One ability knights had was that they could see if anyone was within a kilometer. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no other way to get the wizard out.” I was holding my ground, knowing full well that demanding the crystal from the head of Mirax security was even more pointless than coming to my father and great-grandfather. At least, the latter two weren’t going to kill me on the spot. 
 
      
 
    “Not the wizard; Liara,” Barx said. “The girl the totems said you’re not even supposed to look at.” 
 
      
 
    “If she were just Liara, she wouldn’t be in any danger,” I replied, prepared for that turn of events. “The fact that someone is so insistent on eliminating wizards tells us how important they are to the world. Just look at the lengths the Crimson Ribbon went to in order to even find Liara — they pretty much pitted everyone against the imperial family! If the Spiders or Panthers had had initiated kids this year, there would have been war. So no, forget about me just trying to save a girl I like. I’m trying to save one of this world’s potential wizards. The more of us there are, the better it is for the world.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not giving up the crystal.” Ingar had managed to get his emotions under control, though the bullish look on his face told me he’d made up his mind. For our clan leader, the life of a wizard wasn’t nearly as valuable as the advantage he held with the figurine in his possession. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, how were you planning on making the trade happen? Who are you going to negotiate with?” Barx asked in an attempt to appeal to my reason, though I had an answer for that, too. 
 
      
 
    “The third heir, the one who organized the global verification of all initiated kids this year. From what Lando Slick says, his older brother is in deep with the Crimson Ribbon, even situated up near the top. And given the organization exerts influence on all the empires, there has to be some kind of coordinator in ours. I’d bet anything the top guy is over with the Westerners. And because of that, we can include the usual human factor.” 
 
      
 
    “If there’s someone, you can talk to them,” Barx said in confirmation. “Yes, that could work. People like Liara are only born once a century. But the Bogush set has been the only one of its kind for three thousand years now… Okay, since you see lines, how can you tell you’re looking at a Bogush crystal?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not!” Ingar said, though his eyes suddenly glassed over. While it was only for a moment, that was enough to take the wind out of his sails. He glowered quietly. The totem had given orders for him to be quiet and listen to the shaman. 
 
      
 
    “The amount of energy coming from it, the color, the shape,” I said as I thought back. “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Is that all?” Barx clearly had something up his sleeve, though I had no idea what it could be. “No extra lines, characteristic symbols only mages can see, none of that? It doesn’t pressure your consciousness?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” I recalled the two figures in my head. As I’d gotten a look at them before my initiation, remembering even the tiniest of details wasn’t a problem. But there were no defining characteristics besides the ones I’d mentioned. 
 
      
 
    “Barx, they’ll know,” Ingar said in a final attempt to bring his grandfather to his senses. 
 
      
 
    “We’re about to find that out. Leg, hobble on over this way. The totem will let you come into his den.” 
 
      
 
    One thing was for sure: Barx knew how to intrigue. A few minutes later, we were standing outside the cave where I’d had my new birth into the world. There wasn’t the terrifying film, however, that killed anyone the spirit protector deemed unworthy. Barx summarily kicked out two kids — it was a favorite spot for children when it wasn’t being used for initiations. Back when I had been younger, both as pre-valg Leg and afterwards with Elrin and Had, I’d also frequented it. Nothing scary or unusual had ever happened, so I wasn’t sure what we were doing there. 
 
      
 
    The answer was concealed in the enormous stone the old knight had a hard time moving to the side. He even had to call Ingar over for help. It was an impressive stone. Not only was it simply large, however; the far side was also covered in some kind of symbols. I didn’t see anything familiar, though I had no doubt it meant something. Presumably, some kind of protective magic. 
 
      
 
    Barx pulled out a shining force stone and gestured for me to follow him. The narrow spiral staircase led us a few meters underground into another cave, and everything inside me began dancing and singing the moment I stepped foot inside. There was a sea of force stones. As the magic space turned into a big, bright blob that hit my eyes harder than the noonday sun, I gazed with interest at the metal screen that kept the stones away from the world and, in particular, me. Actually, the magic stones themselves weren’t releasing energy. Each of them had their own protective field, almost as if the academy dean had put some work in there to conserve magic. 
 
      
 
    But what surprised me most about the cave wasn’t the force stones; it was the small sarcophagus. As I had already been made aware, instead of being burned, outstanding people in that world utilized the services of the Vulture clan, the Vulture totem letting them preserve their body for centuries. The deceased were laid to rest surrounded by magic stones and hermetically sealed in stone basins. Once every five or ten years, the tombs were opened to pay respects to the memory of the great people of the past, while the deceased also had their face etched into the top of the sarcophagus for anyone wishing to pay their respects in the meantime. And while that struck me as an odd urge to have, who was I to interfere with local customs? It was a fact to be accepted as such. On the other hand, I didn’t know why they hid the sarcophaguses in hidden spaces rather than leaving them in a main square so anyone could visit them. But the moment I saw the chiseled image in the cave… I swallowed hard when I realized where I’d seen that bearded face. I’d even spoken with him once. It was —  
 
      
 
    Before I could finish that thought, a projection of the totem appeared next to the sarcophagus. The powerful bear was smaller than usual in order to fit into the small cave. Growling noiselessly, he held a paw up to his mouth in a human-like gesture. There was no mistaking what that meant. The spirit protector was motioning for me to say nothing about the encounter we’d had when he was in his human form. Nobody was supposed to know who the bearded man really was. 
 
      
 
    “Our clan’s founder,” Ingar said. The totem disappeared, his mission complete. “Our ancestor. The first person marked by the paw of the Brown Bear. More than two thousand years ago, he became one of the first people the spirit protectors turned their gaze on.” 
 
      
 
    I bit my tongue and looked around the tomb with new eyes. It was an intriguing world. Two and a half thousand years before, humans had shown up from another, more technologically advanced one. But they’d encountered a problem almost immediately: the unusual physics of their new home were unlike anything they’d ever seen. Electricity was an excellent example. As soon as it appeared, the world’s magic did its best to squeeze it right back out of existence. And that was despite the fact that the human brain operates using electrical impulses. It turned out that people had picked up some abilities a few hundred years after showing up that turned some of them into totems. As for the rest, they became regular people, gifted people, knights, and wizards. But that brought up a question: where had our spirit protector gotten his power? Thinking back to the conversation, I remembered him mentioning an oath he’d given to become a totem, something about swearing to never give humans a choice or appear to them in his natural form. Who dictated the words of the oath and ensured that he followed it? Was there an additional power in the world that nobody knew about? I was intrigued. And I was sure the answer to that question was going to explain quite a bit. 
 
      
 
    “My grandfather forgot to tell me what his name was,” Barx said with a bitter laugh, breaking into my train of thought. “And so we just call the first Ondo the Bear. But we’re not here to boast. Look, can you tell which stone is the real one?” 
 
      
 
    Barx pulled two identical red stars out of somewhere. They were blinding on both the physical and magical spectrums, and I instinctively took a step back in anticipation of the same reaction I’d suffered the previous time I found myself next to a Bogush crystal. However, both stones the shaman handed me were enshrouded in a protective field that kept them from flooding me with their energy. I overcame my fear, reached out, and took them. Looking down, I found myself holding identical figurines of the Beast’s tail — the dragon wasn’t called anything but the Beast in that world for whatever reason. My eyes watered as I stared hard at the crystals in search of a difference. But there was none to be found. The copy, and logic told me one of them was a copy, was identical to the original. Realizing it wasn’t going to work visually, I closed my eyes and even turned away from the crystals to make sure they couldn’t interfere with my work. 
 
      
 
    At first glance, they seemed to be the same, though that was only at first glance. The longer I stared at the lines, the more clearly I understood that one of the figurines was made of lines that were more…slender. Unnatural. That thought grabbed my interest, so I reached out to the strange stone to shove my consciousness inside it. Working carefully, I pushed aside the threads of energy and violated the harmony formed by the construction. Each thread quivered as if about to break just before I released it and went on to the next. With no defects to be found among the lines, I finally passed the last one, my consciousness finding itself in a small hollow containing three diamonds. There was no sense even attempting to understand the chaotic flows of magic ducking and weaving back and forth, the pictures far beyond the knowledge I commanded in that moment. Still, what I could say for sure was that I was holding an interesting copy made of three diamonds somehow synchronizing with each other. I returned to the real world and handed the fake to the shaman. 
 
      
 
    “This is the copy.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as I saw the crestfallen look cross Barx’s face, I realized he hadn’t thought I would pass the test. But I wasn’t done there. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone who can work with magic lines will see the difference. If you dig just a little deeper, you get to the source: the three diamonds.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I noticed Barx droop. My brain refused to recognize it for a moment, but then it hit me that the shaman couldn’t tell the difference between the two stones. He’s been following my hands to see which was the original and which was the copy. For him, they were identical. 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding! Who made the stones then?” I asked in shock. 
 
      
 
    “My grandfather. He was very gifted,” Barx muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Is he the one who made the barrier in the goblin cave? Where was he taught?” I asked. One more oddity our family had to its name was our unusual ancestor, someone reminiscent of a high mage or even archmage from my world. 
 
      
 
    “Who knows? Give me the stones and forget what you saw here. Forget the way here, too. Until you’re chief or shaman, the totem won’t let you back in, and if you keep getting distracted instead of doing your job, not to mention getting people kicked out of the academy, you’ll lose your spot in the clan!” 
 
      
 
    Barx was clearly upset. Apparently, the idea of offering the enemy a dummy had tickled his fancy. Sighing, I was about to hand him the original stone when I decided to try the same trick on it that I’d pulled with the copy. The copy was built using the same structure as the original, after all. 
 
      
 
    It was easier said than done. Unlike the fake, the lines in the real crystal were strung so tightly that it took an effort to squeeze between them. I even just battered away, very much unlike the care I’d taken with the copy. A trickle of sweat dripped down my face, my body shook, and every micron was a battle as I pushed relentlessly forward, consequences be damned. Barx and Ingar yelled somewhere in the background. Ignoring them completely, I kept going through the thicket of fat, supple lines. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t go on for too long — a minute at the most. But what I knew for sure was that I put everything I had into it. When the last line slipped past my consciousness, all I wanted was to rest in the dark nothingness of the afterlife. It felt like every cell in my body was quivering from the exertion. Still, the moment I saw the source, I forgot all about the afterlife, the pain I was in, and that I still needed to breathe. 
 
      
 
    There was a tiny dragon at the heart of the Bogush crystal. It was sleeping, its legs crossed under its chin, and it didn’t move a muscle when I appeared. Taking a closer look, I realized it wasn’t real. Most of it was translucent, only the tail, which was the part of the figurine I was holding in my hand, colored in. They weren’t the simplest of colors, either — I’d only ever seen a green that deep a few days before after dumping an unheard-of amount of energy into mithril. A particle of Blood of the Beast was inside the Bogush crystal. 
 
      
 
    FORBIDDEN! boomed the space around me, and I was unceremoniously tossed out of the stone. Waking up on the ground, I found myself watching blankly as Ingar slapped me awake. 
 
      
 
    “Enough — you’re going to kill him!” Barx said. “And we still need him alive.” 
 
      
 
    I was yanked to my feet and shaken. 
 
      
 
    “What did you do this time?” Ingar asked menacingly. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, the look on my face was unfeigned enough for the chief to do the unthinkable. He explained himself. 
 
      
 
    “The totem ordered us to support you and give you a few of the strongest stones we have so you can work on the fake figurine. From what he said, you now know how to fix it so nobody can guess it’s a fake.” 
 
      
 
    “And a couple kilograms of mithril on top,” Barx added. “Your experiments are starting to really cost us, Leg.” 
 
      
 
    “Could it just be the totem hinting that you need to send Had stones instead of leaving him to the tender mercies of the Westerners?” I couldn’t help a quick jab. As it turned out, Ando Slick hadn’t been lying when he’d said that the only way to pick up new territory was using force stones. Both Ingar and Barx had confirmed his story. The spirit protector needed a surge of energy. But as soon as I mentioned the twenty tons, their excitement died away in an instant. The clan didn’t have reserves like that. All Had could count on was the equivalent of one ton of granite, though there were questions even then. How were the force stones going to be delivered to what was closed territory? Who could we trust with a shipment that valuable? People killed for far less. And while nobody knew the answer to those questions, both Ondos agreed that it wasn’t worth accepting help from the Vipers. 
 
      
 
    “Here.” Ingar pulled two diamonds out of a beautiful jewelry box and held them out to me, the look on his face making it clear how unwilling he was. The gems were connected by a tough chain made to wrap around the wearer’s waist. And I did just that — there was no sense dropping them in my pocket. Of course, I was stunned once again to see that the chain had the same kind of protection I had on my negator. 
 
      
 
    “That’s so they don’t get stolen,” Ingar said. “If anyone tries to take them, the charge they’ll get will be enough for them to keep their hands to themselves for a very long time. If it doesn’t kill them. Even angels have nothing on it — they were who it was made to counter.” 
 
      
 
    Barx was clearly looking to get back at me for my barbs. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll need to deactivate the protection if you want to use the stones. Can you handle that, or do you need my help?” 
 
      
 
    “Your help?” I thought to myself for a moment before deciding. “Yes, I need it. Remove the protection from one crystal, please — I want to see how you work with lines without seeing them.” 
 
      
 
    “Who even needs the damn lines?” the shaman grumbled before reaching toward the crystals hanging on my belt. No matter how closely I looked, I missed the moment he removed the protection, and then I was too busy redirecting the surge of energy I got and locking it back into the crystal. The last thing I needed was to explode. Still, I’d drawn my conclusion: Barx really was working with the lines even if he didn’t know it. He was like a blind man who’d been taught a few motions and repeated them to make sure he didn’t trip and fall outside. And that meant someone had taught him what he knew. Someone who knew what they were doing. I had a guess who that was. 
 
      
 
    “Did your grandfather teach you everything?” I asked, and Barx chuckled bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “Teach me… If you can call it teaching. I was sixteen by the time he turned up at home after his travels, and he had the kindness to spend an entire year explaining the basics of working with magic. Makes sense — the first knight the clan had seen in a hundred years. And then, he was gone. I had to figure out the rest on my own through trial and error. Lots of errors.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, and now about mithril.” I adjusted the stones as I circled back to the start of our conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Forget about it!” Ingar barked. “The totem told us to give you two kilograms, and that’s that. Everything else, we’re hiding. The less of it there is in the world, the better. I mean, just think — they’re sticking rubies in dogs just so they can pack the poor things full of mithril. If it were up to me, I’d lop off the head of whoever came up with that idea. I only wish I knew how to destroy mithril so we could get rid of everything we have. I’m not planning on breeding any infernos or angels.” 
 
      
 
    “Destroying it isn’t that hard,” I said thoughtfully. That was a mistake, I quickly realized, as the old shaman latched onto me tighter than a tick. 
 
      
 
    “What haven’t you told us?” 
 
      
 
    I had no choice but to fill them in on my experiment and watch as my father’s glowering face got darker and darker. The air in the cave even got colder when Ingar balled his hands into fists, his favorite axe the only thing missing. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the last thing we need,” Barx said with a heavy sigh. “Next time, Leg, start with the most important bits, and not all the stories about the girls in your life and how you need force stones. Blood of the Beast is forbidden. We don’t know what it’s used for, but my grandfather told me many times that he went on his trips to destroy it. He didn’t say how. What he did say, however, was that you should never touch it with your bare hands. You didn’t do that, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a bit of blood inside the fake, right?” Ingar asked suddenly. Surprised by my father’s insight, I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The train leaves in two hours. We still don’t have any cars, so you need to head out right now. Forget about sleeping — by the time you get to the capital, the figurine needs to be ready. Get Liara out of there and go see the goblins. For whatever reason, something’s telling me you’re running out of time. And don’t worry about Had. If he can’t make it on his own, that just means he’s too young to be a duke.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not all. Aner and his guardsmen think the Shadow joined the Crimson Ribbon. She’s in the Western Empire right now.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a surprise. She’ll go wherever they pay her the most,” Barx said after hearing the full version of the story. “Be careful with her. Without a clan, her word means nothing. She can swear eternal allegiance, though she’ll betray you the moment it suits her, and she can’t be controlled.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m more worried that she knows I’m a wizard. And joined the enemy.” 
 
      
 
    The silence that fell in the cave scared me. 
 
      
 
    “She won’t,” Barx said finally after looking at Ingar, almost in search of support. “She even agreed to take him on as a student.” 
 
      
 
    “Either that, or our clan is about to be annihilated,” father replied darkly. “One way or another, she's the only one who can get you ready to pass your exams at the end of the first year. There’s nowhere else to look for teachers. Okay, let’s see how things wrap up with Liara, and then we’ll think about what to do next. Time to go!” 
 
      
 
    There was a lot I wanted to ask our clan leaders, only time really was growing short. A wagon hitched up to four horses was waiting for me by the palace, and I settled in between the cushions, laid my new valuables out on my lap, and closed my eyes. Even though the jostling began immediately, it wasn’t that bad — the roads in our area had been civilized. Most holes had been filled in, new pavement had been laid, and the way to the provincial center was soon going to be as smooth as a calm lake. That let me get right to work. 
 
      
 
    But instead of starting in on the figurine, I couldn’t get the picture of the magic protection from previous life out of my head. Logic told me the Bogush crystal my grandfather had made was good enough for the initial stage of the negotiations, meaning I needed to take care of my own security. The encounters with the dogs had shown me how fragile the human body was. One stray arrow, bite, blade, or anything else, and the great mage I considered myself to be would come to an ignominious end. My teachers had been right. Before moving on to the big things, I needed to start with the basics. And that meant protecting my body. 
 
      
 
    Everything else could wait. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Who are you to summon us? How do you know about the summons? Nobody is supposed to know we exist! 
 
      
 
    The first student collapsed to his knees, only it wasn’t a sign of respect. It was agonizing pain. As the voices in his head sapped his strength and lashed his frame, everything else around him began to flicker. His nose bled, the world lost form, and his consciousness receded, though he latched hold of the latter’s last vestiges to wheeze back at his unknown executioners. 
 
      
 
    “I have Blood of the Beast! Sixty kilograms!” 
 
      
 
    The heavy feeling lifted instantly. All that remained behind was the large pool of blood he was lying in. 
 
      
 
    Bring it to us, and you will be rewarded! 
 
      
 
    “My teacher ordered me to bring the blood to him. You know him as Dorad. He was the one who told me about you, and he also said you give power in exchange for blood.” 
 
      
 
    Bring us blood, and you will get your power. For sixty kilograms, we’ll boost your magic strength by six points. You’ll also be able to see magic and work with it directly. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t bring it to you with my teacher tracking my every step. As soon as I make a move in your direction, he’ll find out and intercept me.” 
 
      
 
    Dorad has grown arrogant… It’s been too long since he brought us blood. Okay, we will send you a small piece of ourselves. In two days, it will show up where you currently are, so meet it and give it the blood. You’ll get your power then.” 
 
      
 
    The heaviness disappeared entirely as the aliens left the man’s mind. The first student collapsed on the ground, though he found the strength to smile. In just two days, he was going to be able to see magic. The same way his teacher could. And once he absorbed the wizard, he could take on the old mage and announce himself to the world. The games of hide-and-seek had come to an end. He wanted recognition, even the kind born of fear. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Geodar, the scout commander, peered into the room where the first student was lying. 
 
      
 
    “Farg, totem damn it, what happened? Where did all that blood come from?” 
 
      
 
    “I slipped and hit my nose.” The mask of the old traveler was already back in place. “Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “The duke gave orders to make inquiries of everyone in the city. Have you seen anyone strange?” 
 
      
 
    “How should I have? I was given an apartment, so I’m just sitting here waiting for the students to leave. I barely go out.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anyone in the other rooms?” Geodar glanced over at the closed door. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the only one here,” Farg replied as he stepped back to let the guardsman in while using one of his favorite abilities. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.” Geodar suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to leave. “If you see anyone suspicious, let us know. We’ll deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the first student replied. He closed the door and looked back at the second room, which held an empty cage, the remains of Zul’var’s altar, and a crate with sixty kilograms of Blood of the Beast. “Yes, deal with it we will.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LANDO SLICK, temporarily banished from the palace, was living in a fairly spacious mansion on the outskirts of the capital. Not far from Mirax. Happily breathing in, I found that the air in that part of the city smelled like anything but the magic stench. Just a few minutes at the train station was enough for me to tell for sure that while there were still black stones left in the capital, the air was relatively clean farther out from the center. 
 
      
 
    The pleased look on my face didn’t go unnoticed by Aner Slick, however, the latter having personally brought me from the station to see his younger brother. And while the erstwhile heir to the throne said nothing, his expression told me just what he thought of me enjoying myself while his daughter was liable to lose her life at any moment. He hadn’t been able to hold up the delivery of the verification device, and he was beside himself. Unwilling to earn the rage of a powerful angel, I explained. 
 
      
 
    “The air is clean here. Liara and I figured out why it was so unpleasant. Near Mirax and by the Panther residence, we were able to destroy the devices generating the smell. There are plenty more of them around the city, though it’s much better here, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m forever grateful to you for that,” said a familiar voice. We had just arrived at a small garden where Lando Slick was lying on a mountain of pillows situated in a gazebo. Aner even frowned when he saw his brother. Angels weren’t accustomed to such niceties. 
 
      
 
    “I just have one request for you, Cub: don’t give other people credit where it isn’t deserved,” the fifth heir continued without even bothering to stand. As we got closer, I realized why he remained lying down — he could barely move. His spot was more akin to a hospital bed than a rich area for relaxing. The pillows were propping him up, also hiding medical equipment, tubes, and force stones. The wounded angel was on the mend. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the prognosis?” Aner asked, more to be polite from the sound of it. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be able to walk again, just not soon. There isn’t enough mithril for my spine to heal faster. A stupid injury.” 
 
      
 
    “You saved so many people, at least,” I couldn’t help but say. 
 
      
 
    “I saved them?” Lando even pulled his head off its pillow. “Cub, who do you think I am? When I realized you were going to detonate the dogs right in the middle of that crowd of people, I tried to beat it as fast as I could! What you did could be viewed as an attempt on the life of an imperial. If it hadn’t been for my additional protection, I would have been blown to smithereens.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you say something, Brother?” Aner suddenly appeared right behind me. As everything inside me went cold, I sensed that I was seconds away from death. The protection I’d spent the whole trip practicing covered, at best, thirty percent of my body, insufficient to keep me safe from an enraged angel. 
 
      
 
    “Because there are too many things that don’t fit. The dogs jumped into the crowd, I leaped forward, and then I saw the cub retreat inside himself. He was getting ready to strike. And that was enough to make me decide to turn tail, only some type of force pushed me forward. There was no resisting it. It was the same force I felt back in the train, too, during the fight with the last Lion. Except, there it blocked me, and here it dragged me forward. But that’s not all — the dogs in the crowd were blocked, too. It was like they’d been given an area they weren’t allowed to step foot outside of, and I was tossed into it only after the dogs were all there. I mean, I get why it looked like I was trying to save people from the explosion, but the truth is that I was attacked. And whoever did it had to be close. The movements were all too precise for anything else. If it hadn't been for my armor... Really, I got off easy. The explosion should have torn me to pieces. The cub didn’t try to kill me; he just didn’t think about the consequences of his actions, and they led to heavy injuries sustained by an heir to the throne. And from there, it’s an easy shot at an attempt on my life. You owe me, Cub, and I’m planning on using my right to compensation to the full. But we’ll come back to that later. Aner said you wanted to talk to me. Let’s hear it.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to exchange the Bogush crystals for Liara.” 
 
      
 
    “Out of the question. Even if we knew where the last two stones were, I would never give my life for my niece. Aner, I’m sorry, but the story about the collection is too bad to risk it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to be a slave, either, but Liara…” Aner fell silent, knowing full well what bringing all the figurines together would lead to. Suddenly, Lando continued. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be honest — my injuries aren’t making for a clear head. Did you say ‘crystals’? Not ‘crystal’?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, plural.” I placed the negator on the pillows and activated the lock. With a click, the lid flew open to reveal two glowing red stones. The tail and the last part of the back. It was amazing how much was possible once I’d figured out how force crystals worked and gotten my hands on enough of them. Of course, I’d had to completely empty two of the three diamonds, though the result had been worth it. I hadn’t just reinforced the lines in the figurine my ancestor had made; I’d completed my own copy of the figurine Eiro had taken from me. 
 
      
 
    For the second time in my life, I was treated to a gaping look on Lando Slick’s face. It took him a while to pull his gaze away from the crystals, though that was followed by him looking over at Ando and pointing at me. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t let them put the figure together. I’m not going to be a puppet even if we have to sacrifice two wizards…” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Brother,” Ando said with a nod. I was suddenly thrown forward a good twenty meters. The strike that had landed at the base of my neck should have cut through all possible protection to separate my head from my body, only the thirty percent of my body the protective field covered were the most critical areas. And my head was at the top of that list. Killing me with just one strike was no longer possible, especially when my mana level was at the maximum value. Out of the corner of my consciousness, I noticed the change in the amount of energy I had available — ten units had been burned blocking Aner’s attack. But I only noticed that in midair, the blow having sent my flying. The cub was light if strong and tough… 
 
      
 
    “They’re copies to exchange!” I yelled, having managed to flip myself over in flight and land on my stomach rather than my back. I even threw my arms out to cushion the impact. Still, I didn’t get much use out of that — Aner reacted instantly. While it was still sinking in that I was alive and well, his body took charge. A deadly blue sword flashed in his hand, and it came crashing down on me almost the moment I hit the ground. Once again, my protection came through to keep me safe from the slice to my neck. Twenty more points of mana were knocked off. My head rang after banging against the ground, and stars danced in my vision. When the world stopped spinning and buzzing, I realized I’d escaped without a third attack. Although, Ando’s boots were right next to my head — they were the first thing I saw when my vision cleared. And they didn’t make for a warming sight. 
 
      
 
    “Say that again,” I heard Lando call over. 
 
      
 
    “They’re copies,” I replied, surprised by how hard it was to talk. An unpleasant salty taste filled my mouth, the blow having apparently found a chink in my new armor. I needed to put some more work in on it. 
 
      
 
    Aner yanked me up off the ground with one hand and turned me around to check my neck. From what I could tell, there was nothing there except a big bruise. And there was definitely a bruise. The whole area hurt, and I found myself looking around for a doctor. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Cub, I have some questions for you,” Aner said as he dropped me to the ground, “but they can wait. Talk.” 
 
      
 
    Just in case, I checked the area to find that the only people with mana were twenty meters away from us on the other side of a wall. That was it. There was no inferno armor, either. Of course, it was possible Lando worked with angels who had no mana or force armor, but they most likely wouldn’t have been getting in the way of two of the world’s most powerful people. I’d just found out how strong Aner was. Still, I was careful to make sure there was nothing unwanted eavesdroppers could pass on. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea where the originals are, though that doesn’t mean I couldn’t make copies. I mean, one copy: the back. The tail was made a long time ago, and I followed that model for mine. Basically, they're regular force stoned locked inside magic lines, and the only thing they have in common with Bogush crystals is how they look.” 
 
      
 
    There was no need to mention how I’d stuck a particle of Blood of the Beast in my invention. Of the two kilograms my father had given me, only a quarter of that had gone to creating the figurine. I hadn’t even had to copy the dragon — sticking the green substance inside the force lines had been enough. The rest of the mithril was in my backpack, and I was surprised the angels hadn’t yet sensed it. I did, however, make it clear that I’d dumped an entire large diamond into each of the figurines. 
 
      
 
    “I get the figurines. How did you fend off my attack?” Aner clearly didn’t like that I had survived. 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t have anything to do with saving Liara,” I replied defiantly. “Are we going to set up the exchange?” 
 
      
 
    “With whom?” Aner had enough restraint to keep from coming at me again. At least, I could tell me how tightly his fists were clenched that he was thinking about it. Instead of replying, I looked over at Lando. He stared back for a while before eventually chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s have a talk with Oswald. Cub, close that negator. We don’t need to show your toys off, yet.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they weren’t just rumors,” Aner said darkly as I followed instructions. “He betrayed the family?” 
 
      
 
    “The totem hasn’t banished him, so he must be in line with the totem’s will. Father, too,” Lando replied. “There has to be a reason they gave that province to the Westerners. And the fact that you and I never see him lends credence to that idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you aware that your ward here is planning on grabbing the province for himself?” Aner glanced in my direction, though I maintained a stony expression. I wasn’t about to make excuses. 
 
      
 
    “How many stones?” Lando asked. “You know more about that than I do.” 
 
      
 
    “At least twenty tons of granite. I offered our help for half the proceeds, though something tells me the young duke isn’t going to take me up on that.” 
 
      
 
    “Who would? But anyway, we’ll take care of that later. I figured I knew why the cub asked for a meeting with me, so I made sure I was ready. It’s ten now — we need to wait a bit. He’s usually not late… Cub, sit down over here. Let’s get that neck taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, a barely audible ring let us know another guest had joined us. 
 
      
 
    “Brother, I was surprised to get your invitation. Oh, and such an interesting group. Aner, my respects. It’s been a while.” 
 
      
 
    One more Viper strolled majestically into the garden. Not looking to stir up any extra trouble, I bent the knee to greet the new third heir to the throne. That let me take a good look at Oswald from the perspective of magic lines, learning quite a bit in the process. Most importantly, he had mana, only his source was in his stomach rather than in his chest like everyone else. It was in the same spot as my second source. He was covered in force stones, some of which were intriguing. A few diamonds, rubies, sapphires — all of them were closed off and linked to their owner. There was also a cluster of force stones making up a few protection circuits. And that was something I’d come across previously, back in the train when we’d been attacked by the member of the Crimson Ribbon. The structure had just been more graceful then. Oswald’s threads were chaotic, almost as though he didn’t completely understand how to build them. In other words, even if he was a mage, he couldn’t see the lines. 
 
      
 
    “We need Liara,” Lando announced, skipping the back-and-forth. The fifth heir was in no condition to fawn over his older brother. 
 
      
 
    “You and I already discussed that, and my answer hasn’t changed. She’ll go through the test as per the emperor’s orders.” Oswald was clearly enjoying his dominance. Aware of his power, he knew his brothers were no match for him, and he didn’t pay me a second thought. What was a first-year student with my odd numbers going to do to him? 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, older brother, what would your master say if you handed him the two Bogush crystals he’s missing?” Lando asked. I looked up in time to see the reaction. Oswald looked much like Lando, just taller and plumper. His gaze, on the other hand… I’d never seen eyes so colorless either in that life or any preceding it. From the looks of it, he was both blind and all-seeing, though the terrifying eyes suddenly flashed red. I noticed something strange going on with the force lines inside him, though it happened too quickly for me to follow. The same went for Oswald. Suddenly, he was next to Lando and clenching his fist. A few magic threads looped around Lando’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “Where are they? Where are the crystals? Out with it!” 
 
      
 
    Aner was about to jump in break up his two brothers, only Oswald held out his second arm, and Aner, incapable of fighting back against the magic, froze. I could see exactly how Oswald was working. More importantly, I knew what to do about it. But I wasn’t about to get involved — I didn’t want the Crimson Ribbon to know what I could do just yet. It wasn’t time. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t get them without us,” Lando wheezed. “Give us Liara, and you’ll get both of them.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, Lando, I’ve always liked you, unlike the rest of the Slicks. You’re smart and quick, and you have a nice little guard. I might even think about naming you my right hand when I take the throne. The master could use a servant like you. Despite how powerful he is, he doesn’t care about ruling, so nothing’s keeping you and me from building a mighty empire.” 
 
      
 
    “What about everyone else?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to die! Father is a short-sighted fool. The older brothers are too fixated on mithril, though that will at least make them excellent marionettes for our master. Lando, I need the crystals. Don’t make me regret my weakness.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get them in exchange for Liara.” Lando was turning red from the lack of oxygen, but he continued to hold the line. Oswald sighed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a shame… I gave you a chance, kid, but you wasted it. Here’s what your stubbornness gets you.” 
 
      
 
    One nasty crunch later, Ando Slick crumpled to the ground in a heap. His head lolled back at an unnatural angle, and I didn’t have to be a doctor to know it wasn’t the kind of injury someone could come back from. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill everyone this building, after which I’ll drag you off to my master. He’ll beat the truth out of you.” Oswald was reveling in his power. Waving his free hand, he slaughtered several servants running over to help Lando. “You shouldn’t have told me about the crystals, Brother. You really shouldn't have.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, Oswald noticed me. I’d frozen and held my breath to avoid attracting attention. 
 
      
 
    “Unless I’m mistaken, you’re that Leg Ondo. The kid with the strange numbers. A few times now, you’ve caught my master’s eye with your antics, so you’re coming with me. But for now, wait there.” 
 
      
 
    Magic rods locked my arms and legs into place. For just a second, I felt a wave of panic as I looked for the force point in control of my bonds. And I was about to cut myself loose when I heard Lando’s croak. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s your master, Oswald? Who’s the one you so faithfully serve? And why?” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Don’t you get it? Because he gave me my strength! He let me work with magic despite the totem deciding I wasn’t worthy of the honor. My master is great! He’s powerful! And even from the shadows, he’s our empire’s true ruler. It’s an honor to serve a mage like him!” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t say who he is. Does the guy have a name, or do you talk to a ghost?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough, brother,” Oswald replied with a laugh. “The truth is going to amaze you. Here, just outside the city, is where he lives — he doesn’t like the hustle and bustle, not to mention the stink, though he stops by the palace often enough to think of it as his second home.” 
 
      
 
    “Rikon?!” From what I could tell, the surprise in Lando’s voice was unfeigned. Even the magic bonds couldn’t muffle him. “That’s impossible. He was like a father to us!” 
 
      
 
    Oswald laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You know what the irony is? Our wise teacher, with complete access to wherever he wants to go and thirty years into his well-deserved retirement, is actually the head of a secret organization that has brought the entire empire under its sway. Lucky for you, the master is in the city waiting for the device to be delivered, so he’ll be able to meet with you right away. As soon as Liara is checked, that rotten branch of the Slicks will be cut off forever. Oh, and you’ll get to see Liara soon, too. She's at the master's residence.” 
 
      
 
    “That was what I was looking to hear,” Lando said before shouting over at me. “Cub, he’s all yours. Do it!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Oswald frowned and looked over at me. But while his hand began a practiced motion designed to squash me like a bug, he was too slow. He’d apparently decided he really was a powerful mage. 
 
      
 
    It took just a moment for me to free myself. One more, and I’d pulled out my launcher while also driving a wedge made of magic lines into the mix of magic threads that surrounded Oswald. I had no idea what it was for, so I decided to knock it out of commission. Just in case. 
 
      
 
    A charge of energy leaped out of my launcher only to explode helplessly into a million colorful sparks that lit up the garden. The mage’s protection was impressive. 
 
      
 
    “You little bastard!” Oswald exclaimed furiously as he held out a hand. Thick magic threads hurtled toward my neck to wrap around it and sever my stupid head from my young body. But it didn’t work. The perfectly built mage armor from my old world worked flawlessly, and while my mana level dropped precipitously, I didn’t feel a thing. To the contrary, the realization that we were fighting magically rather than physically pushed me to act on my own. 
 
      
 
    With no reason to get fancy, I pulled out the only spell I had in my arsenal. The simple fireball took just one unit of energy, though I jumped right in with ten. Mana wasn’t a problem. Suddenly, Oswald’s tentacle was gone — concentrating was hard for him when an enormous sun burst out in front of him. I had to admit, however, that his next move took me by surprise. Despite the huge investment in magic strength and energy, Oswald went untouched by the fireball. All it did was leave a smoldering mark on his clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?!” he yelled as he counterattacked. As a dozen icicles flew in my direction, I found that the year I’d spent at Mirax had been time well-spent. I rolled out of their flight path and raised my launcher, knowing I couldn’t win the battle solely on defense. But that was a ruse — I knew very well that his protection would hold up. Tossing the reloading weapon to the side, I reached out mentally to the diamond on the chain and threw both hands out in Oswald’s direction. The trick had worked underwater, so I didn’t see any reason why it wouldn’t there. 
 
      
 
    The surge of energy exploded forward to turn into two elemental balls. Ice and fire appeared to do battle with each other, only they were as close to Oswald as his protection would permit. As my mana began rapidly disappearing, I couldn’t help but appreciate the result. My opponent turned red and lost all will to attack. The only thing he could do was defend himself, though even that wasn’t going well — the block I’d thrown at him at the onset of the exchange had handicapped him, keeping him from hermetically sealing himself off. Half his body was covered in frost; the other half began to smolder. My mana was running out. After using the diamond to maintain the deadly elemental dance, I saw Oswald’s eyes suddenly widen. The garden filled with a cry of pain. And while it only lasted a moment, it was enough for the charred and frozen body to topple to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Lando Slick had been promoted to fourth heir to the throne. 
 
      
 
    I turned off the energy and collapsed to my knees. There was no strength left. But I didn’t have long to enjoy my victory — Oswald Slick’s body suddenly twitched and rolled over onto its side. Leaping to my feet, I prepared to fight on only to find that there was no need. The dead mage was going through the same process I’d seen with the modified dogs. First, the force stone that had been embedded in him emerged. Dark as the night, it found its way immediately into my palm. I didn’t have the strength to destroy the darkness in it, though I did have the chance to recharge most of my resources. The world faded, and I abandoned myself to my memories. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Finally!” my teacher exclaimed as he saw the protection enshrouding me. The charge he'd sent flying at my head had glanced off to the side. “It looks like your reincarnation served you well, Ishar-Mor. Take your place — you passed the test. Class, listen up! Enough meditation.” 
 
      
 
    I barely had time to return to my spot and open my notebook before the teacher went on. 
 
      
 
    “Continual protection is what keeps a mage alive. Practice, develop your skills, and you’ll eventually be able to cover thirty, seventy, and, in some cases, a hundred percent of your body. Your initial data has been recorded. In six months, we’ll repeat the test, and anyone who hasn’t increased their shield by that point will be send back to rebirth to think about their future. And now, open your notebooks. Today’s lesson is on working with two objects from the same element. I want to see a minimum-strength fireball from everyone!” 
 
      
 
    A miniature sun appeared over the palm of each student. The teacher looked the class over and twitched his tail nervously. 
 
      
 
    “Minimum-strength, I said, you oaf! One more time, and you’re getting reborn.” 
 
      
 
    The class giggled as our aristocrat was yelled at. Just as in my first class, there was one in the second, as there were always valgs who thought themselves far above the riffraff around them. Once he slumped down in embarrassment and reduced his fireball, the teacher continued. 
 
      
 
    “It’s impossible to make two identical fireballs due to the nature of elemental magic and how it’s maintained. But what does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    “The changes need to be made to the original lines,” I said, holding out a second hand to even my own surprise. As fireballs were made up of a source and four rings spinning around in orbit, it struck me that I could change the order of the orbits by redistributing the energy. A second sun appeared over my hands, and it made no effort to expand. The new orbits were still more than enough to keep the source in place. And that told me I didn’t need to change the rings. All I had to do was turn the existing ones in different directions. That meant new orbits, new fireballs, and new magic. 
 
      
 
    Both spheres disappeared only for a cluster of four suns to appear between my outstretched hands. That was the most I could do. Even with that number, however, my vision darkened, and there was a ringing in my ears. I removed one of the spheres and sighed in relief as the heaviness disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations on your admission into the Imperial Academy, Student,” the teacher said before turning to the rest of the class. “If anyone can repeat that trick, they’ll join Ishar-Mor. Get to work!” 
 
      
 
    Five hours later, a teleport to the capital opened, and I stepped through it into our world’s best educational institution alone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The two diamonds and both my sources were all full. Returning to my body and giving myself over to my emotions, I flashed two fireballs. There was no sense of heaviness. I tried it again with three and then four, and it was on the next one that I found my limit: five at a time. But even that was more than enough to turn regular fire into a powerful weapon. 
 
      
 
    “You know, my friend, I feel like I need to stop calling you Cub after that show,” Lando Slick said. Deactivating my magic, I ran over to the fourth heir to find that he was already being helped. Two healers were emptying force stones into singed areas on the angel’s body. Apparently, my fireballs had hit him. 
 
      
 
    “He’s no Cub; he’s a Brown Terror,” came Aner’s voice, and I jumped. Whirling around, I saw more healers working on him. His head was in a more comfortable position, and the enormous bruise was all that remained of the noose that had been around his neck. 
 
      
 
    “You were… But you were dead!” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think it’s that easy to suffocate an angel or break their neck?” Aner replied with a laugh only to wince in pain. “Although, I have to admit it almost worked. I’m going to be out of commission for a couple days at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Brown Terror… I like it. A Brown Bear, and a terror at that… Yes, that works,” Lando said, chuckling as he did. “Anyway, Brown Terror, it’s all up to you. If Rikon is in on this, we can’t trust anyone. Aner is going to announce that he found two figurines from the Bogush collection, but he’s going to refuse to turn them over to the emperor. Since he’s already out of the line of succession, nothing too bad can happen to him. Meanwhile, two figurines are enough to get the leader of the Crimson Ribbon to go find him. He’s always wanted to collect the set… As that’s happening, you need to break into Rikon’s residence, free Liara, and get as far away from the city as you can with her. Ideally, you’ll be so far that nobody will be able to find you. Just remember, you only have a few hours until you’re being hunted by anyone and everyone. What are you standing there for? Have a seat — time for some gifts. You’re not going to look for Liara looking like that, are you? She’ll need a change of clothing, too. Enough looking like poor relatives. Doctor, see what’s going on with his leg — I don’t like that limp. He looks defective with it, nothing like a Brown Terror.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I RUBBED MY LEG. The accelerated healing process had turned out to be effective if excruciating. While a good healer might have had me up and walking in a day, Lando Slick’s wonder-workers took just a couple hours. Of course, there was a moment when I cursed all the healers of the world, in particular the ones treating my poor body so cruelly. I even thought about hitting them all with fireballs to get some satisfaction for what I was going through. But no, they weren’t sadists. They’d told me at the get-to that they would be rebuilding my muscles as fast as they could, and that that would mean retearing them — they’d all grown together wrong. The worst part was that they couldn’t use painkillers for that kind of procedure. Naively assuming I could take the pain, I’d given them the green light. Oh, how I regretted that… 
 
      
 
    But nothing lasts forever. Once the pain receded, I was left with a completely healthy if atrophied leg. The limp was gone, though I still favored the leg instinctively, afraid to put my full weight on it. There was an important conclusion I drew, too. I memorized everything the doctors did to me. For whatever reason, the operation imprinted itself in my memory, to the point that I could have been woken up in the middle of the night, and I would have remembered each step. The healers worked with force lines, successfully directing them where they needed them to go in order to wrap around a particular muscle Basically, the magical healing completely duplicated every particle making up my leg, allowing the energy threads to rebuild the tissue. That made me think. What if it was possible to reinforce muscles and tendons using energy? In that case, it was theoretically possible to withstand all forms of damage as the tissue would instantly rebuild itself so long as it had access to organic material and mana. Needless to say, the fact that healers hadn’t come up with that themselves nonplussed me. Either it was impossible, or it took such an outflow of energy that it wasn’t worth it. I needed to test out the idea, though I needed to learn about all the muscles that made up the human body first. Poking around inside a body without the right training wasn’t an option. And I didn’t want to think about how my memory retention had been heightened when I’d been subjected to pain. That just sounded like masochism. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Master, we have urgent news.” A servant stepped into the Crimson Ribbon leader’s office. The master scowled — his assistant had once more left him with a replacement while he was out. And with four replacements already dead, Rikon got the feeling he was looking at the fifth casualty. Looking the master in the eye was considered the pinnacle of insubordination. Although, the gaze lasted just a moment. The servant’s back rounded, and he stood waiting for permission to speak. Rikon decided to give his slave one more chance. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hear it.” 
 
      
 
    “News from the palace: Aner Slick found two Bogush crystals.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are they? Has the emperor grabbed them yet?” Rikon threw the papers he’d been working on to the side, suddenly all ears. His previous urge to punish the servant was gone. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a problem. Aner is prepared to exchange the crystals for his daughter. After he turned down his father, he announced that he’ll fight his way out of the palace if his father tries to force his hand. If he doesn’t get his daughter, he’ll make sure nobody sees the crystals ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “Could he be bluffing?” 
 
      
 
    “We confirmed that there are two energy figurines,” the servant replied. “Red crystals of incredible power, one the tail and the other the back. As far as that last threat, Aner’s in a portal room. He could jump anywhere in the empire, including somewhere not far from the sea. Hiring a ship, sailing into open water, and tossing the figurines overboard would be… No, he’s not going to bluff with his daughter’s life on the line.” 
 
      
 
    Rikon glanced over in annoyance at the shelf that held the other five figurines. The last two were all he needed to complete the Beast. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the useless dolt when I need him?” the Crimson Ribbon leader boomed. “Where’s Oswald?” 
 
      
 
    “He left for a personal meeting, Master.” The servant earned himself some points. As Rikon couldn’t help but note, he’d had an answer to every question, and he’d voiced his answers with appropriate respect. Apparently, it was time for a new assistant. Working with Oswald, who was constantly off taking care of one thing or another, was starting to grow old. Life had been much easier with the last Lion. 
 
      
 
    “Get the cars ready — we’re heading out,” Rikon said, putting everything else aside. “I have to get there before Liara's father does something stupid.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The residence belonging to the leader of the Crimson Ribbon didn’t have an imposing wall. Instead, low shrubbery any six-year-old kid could have jumped lined the perimeter. The entire space spread out in front of me, giving me and anyone else walking by an unobstructed view of the beautiful garden — sculptures, trees, ponds, paths, and not a single guard. It looked so undefended that anyone could have reached out and taken what they wanted. But I wasn’t fooled. From my spot next to the shrubbery, I thought hard about beating a retreat. If I hadn’t watched an entire cavalcade driving away with my own two eyes, I wouldn’t have dreamed of trying the suicidal mission I was contemplating. The nightmarish place was at least without its master… 
 
      
 
    And the force lines really were a nightmare. Right on the other side of the bushes, thick magic flows shot high into the air, their thickness and power telling me that a random passerby touching them accidentally would have been ended on the spot. But while the dome-like figure covered the entire mansion, that was just the first line of defense. Each tree, bush, and path had its own force stones generating a local protective field. And on and on it went up until the house itself. It was hard to imagine what was on the other side of the walls. My internal scanner didn’t reach that far, and I also didn’t want to lose my last few remnants of resolve. 
 
      
 
    That was a real mage concerned with the safety of his property. I felt a sudden surge of respect for the enemy, and one small detail was the only reason I didn’t take off running: I knew how to get to the house. 
 
      
 
    Being able to see magic threads made life much easier. For example, I could tell the magic lines had enough space between them for me to squeeze through sideways. The beautiful garden spread out behind them, and there were safe areas there, too. While it was a masterpiece, there were chinks in the armor. And I knew exactly how to use them. 
 
      
 
    A picture of Liara popped up in my head, and my heartbeat quickened. What if it was too late? What if Rikon had killed her before heading off to find Aner and grab the Bogush crystals? Was that possible? More than possible. The fact that the tutor for all the Slicks had kept secret the very existence of the organization for so many years spoke volumes about his intellectual prowess. He was entirely capable of guessing that we might try to kidnap his prisoner, preparing a nasty surprise for us. 
 
      
 
    Growling, I turned my frustration on myself. What was I doing? Looking for a reason not to step forward? Never. Liara was alive, and I had to help her. We were going to make it all the way to the goblins, be initiated, become wizards, and no longer need to fear Rikon. There had to be a reason he was afraid of us. And with that, I resolved to stop thinking so negatively. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and leaped across the bushes. My body passed within centimeters of the magic flows, though I pulled it off without being noticed. Just in case, I paused to see if there was any movement coming from the direction of the manor. What if it was guarded by well-trained fighters in addition to magic? A minute later, nobody had come rushing toward me to find out why someone was trespassing. I hugged the trees as I headed toward the main building, staying well away from the paths. The chaotic force lines around them were beyond me. 
 
      
 
    It took ten minutes for me to get to the manor, most of that time spent keeping a close eye on the windows. My magic vision told me there were at least two people in the building. Of course, there could have been more without a source. The house was a mess of force lines and powerful force stones, to the point that it just looked like one bright blotch to me. Only movement showed me where there were definitely people with mana. If there were more of them sitting motionless, I had no idea, and I was just as clueless as to whether there were regular servants, infernos, or angels without sources. Rikon was maniacal in the attention he paid to security. With every stone infused with magic, trying to get in was practically suicide. 
 
      
 
    Except in my case. 
 
      
 
    Getting into the building on the first floor wasn’t an option given how prevalent the magic threads were. And that just left the second floor — I’d noticed an open window as I was approaching. It was right above me, and all I had to do was climb up the wall to get inside. 
 
      
 
    “You’re too slow. The owner will be back soon, and I don’t think he’ll take kindly to unexpected guests,” a familiar voice suddenly said from behind me. I jumped. Whirling around, I came face to face with the Shadow, who was standing a few strides away. A shiver ran down my spine — I hadn’t noticed her. 
 
      
 
    “You…” I said as I pulled out my launcher. Missing at that range wasn’t possible. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t make me regret sparing your life, Leg Ondo. I’m here to get Liara out, not hash things out with you. Want to help? Go for it. But if you try to pull something, I’ll just finish you off and get back to my mission. Are you sure your charge will punch through my armor? Can you even hit me? If not, take it easy. We have the same objective right now, so let’s join forces. You deal with the magic; I deal with the people. This is too much for you — I can sense two infernos. And just that pair is enough to shred you.” 
 
      
 
    The Shadow’s line of reasoning was strong enough for me to put away my launcher if not throw aside a healthy dose of paranoia. 
 
      
 
    “How did you get here?” 
 
      
 
    “I followed you. Yes, you definitely need training — a blind person could have followed you. Honestly, it’s scary how careless you are. How are you still alive? Or did Barx not teach you how to keep an eye out for living creatures?” 
 
      
 
    While I was able to maintain an even expression, I had to admit that the Shadow’s barb had landed. I really was unprepared for the world I was in. 
 
      
 
    “Think, Leg Ondo, but think faster. We don’t have much time.” 
 
      
 
    “Until I know what you get out of all this, nobody’s going anywhere,” I said. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here because my patron gave me orders to free Liara,” the Shadow said after a pause. “Nobody told me you would be here, though that does make the job easier.” 
 
      
 
    “This building belongs to the head of the Crimson Ribbon,” I said just in case. 
 
      
 
    “And? Should I be falling on my face and begging for mercy? You’re taking too long. I’m giving you two seconds — are we working together, or am I continuing alone?” 
 
      
 
    The Shadow had me taken aback. I’d been assuming the name of the organization would be enough for her to retreat, though it was like she didn’t even know what the Crimson Ribbon was. And she was there to steal Liara away from its leader. But while I had no idea what was going on, I did know that the Shadow could help me. Getting into the manor was going to be much easier with an angel on my side. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s break Liara out, and then we’ll talk,” I said. “The way in is up there. Can you help me?” 
 
      
 
    The Shadow took a few steps back before leaping higher than any human had a right to. A moment later, a rope was dangling in front of me. 
 
      
 
    “Grab it!” came the hushed order. “I’ll pull you up.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t about to wait for a second invitation. The earth dropped away, and I was soon being held right outside the window by the strong arms of a mithril-filled monster. The Shadow was no longer a girl. 
 
      
 
    “What do you need that sack for?” she asked with an eye on the oversized backpack I was toting around with me. “It’s just going to get in the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Clothing and armor for Liara. Whoever has her probably took out her protection.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart,” the angel said, praising me for the first time. “I didn’t think about that.” 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, I hadn’t either. It had been Aner’s idea. According to him, there was nothing in the world the girl’s dagger wasn’t capable of cutting through, the toughest cage included. She was also capable of teleporting back to the palace at any time, trying an escape from there. Given that that hadn’t happened, she was being held unconscious, and the heightened resistance to poisons all true Vipers were endowed with meant she was getting a constant dose of tranquilizers. The best option was an IV. And that meant Liara had been stripped of her armor. 
 
      
 
    “Where now?” the Shadow asked as she opened the window wider. “Can we head in?” 
 
      
 
    I motioned for her to wait as I looked around at the lines. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see more than three meters — everything was mixed together. But even that was enough for me to catch a few force traps, and all the way through the window would have been impossible for anyone who wasn’t able to work with the lines. 
 
      
 
    It was easy enough to make a small wedge and stick it into the source generating the traps. A bit stronger than granite, the force stone was as simple as it got and didn’t take much energy from me. The traps disappeared in a shower of sparks. 
 
      
 
    “Now we can,” I said as I leaped through first. The décor was stunning. As I looked around, I could see how dearly the owner adored luxury in all its forms. Statues, marble, wood — all of it looked expensive and fit the overall theme. And that was despite the fact that the room wasn’t used. With a case full of cleaning supplies next to us, we were in a maintenance closet. 
 
      
 
    “Two in the hallway,” the Shadow whispered with a finger pointing at the door. I could only sigh — it was like my magic vision had turned off. They were too far away for me to see. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any orders to leave people alive,” the Shadow said. “If I decide they’re dangerous, I'm going to take them out. There’s no trying to tie them up.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you telling me that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just in case. Your father always tried to avoid killing.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not my father,” I replied firmly, in so doing signing a death warrant for the servants and guards in the house. But I wasn’t about to go soft with Liara’s life on the line. I was sure there weren’t any innocents there. 
 
      
 
    “You take the far one,” the Shadow said with a nod before throwing the door open. As it turned out, there were indeed no innocents — there were two heavily armored fighters in the hallway. We were lucky enough to catch them from the back, their gaze fixed on the stairway. It was surprising devotion to their duty. Even with the master gone, security was still making no attempt to ease their heavy burden. They were on duty. They were dead. Of course, I helped with the last part, knocking out my target as soon as I got a look at him. Whipping out my launcher, pulling the trigger, and watching a neat hole appear in the guard’s head left me plenty of time to watch a real monster in action. The Shadow was so fast I couldn’t even track her. It felt like she must have picked up another hundred kilograms of mithril, jumping up a few places on the ranking. But even with her thirst for blood, she also showed impressive control. After disarming her prisoner and ripping off his helmet, she ducked back into the maintenance closet, grabbing the guard I’d killed in the process. The operation had gone off noiselessly, and if it hadn’t been for the streak of blood leading to the door, nobody would have thought anything had happened. The Shadow sat the shocked guard down on the floor and held a dagger to his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the prisoner?” 
 
      
 
    He sang like a canary. And that sealed his fate — if he’d held his tongue, I would have suggested tying him up and leaving him there. Liara was being held on the first floor, in the manor owner’s office. As it was lunchtime, the staff was all in the cafeteria. The master’s assistants made sure the servants maintained a strict schedule. Meanwhile, two infernos, the assistants’ bodyguards, were keeping an eye on the office itself, the master in no need of outside help. Our prisoner even drew the layout of the house. While it wasn’t perfect, it was good enough for us to see where we were and where we needed to go. The guard’s cooperation was admirable, to the point that he was earning my sympathy, only the Shadow quickly put an end to that idea. As soon as she knew she’d gotten everything she could out of him, she carried out her promise. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for us to get to the other side of the mansion. There were no traps inside the building, the pair standing at the stairway guarding the way to the master’s quarters. And we weren’t going that way — the security was better than anything I’d ever seen. There were too many lines, and they were too chaotically dispersed. Of course, I stepped over to the door and gave the space a once-over, though there was nothing interesting to see. The three meters I could scan were bereft of anything useful. Just security, security, and more security. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” the Shadow asked when we got to our destination. The master’s office was on the other end of a ten-meter hallway. Holding a small mirror up to the corner, I did my best to avoid sudden movements. It was a trick the Shadow had taught me to avoid sticking my head out and taking a crossbow bolt. Both infernos were standing guard and, from what I could tell, taking their job just as seriously as the pair we’d killed. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see any traps at first glance,” I said. “But I can’t see the whole hallway, and… Where are you going?!” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t worried that our targets would hear me yell — the Shadow was already sprinting in their direction. A moment later, she’d crossed the ten meters separating her from the infernos. Admittedly, they did their best to put up a fight, one of them even swinging their sword upward. But that was all. The bodies dropped to the ground, and that was the signal to begin something I never wanted to see. The Shadow got to work stripping the mithril out of their bodies. With an unpleasant grind, she absorbed it even with the blood dripping from it. That meant taking her helmet off, and I wasn't sure if it was the mithril cannibalism or the completely unhuman face that horrified me the most. It was all metal with two red pupils. She’d changed markedly since our last encounter. 
 
      
 
    “Not the most pleasant of spectacles,” I said when the Shadow finished her gruesome snack. Tearing herself away from the shredded bodies and wiping the blood off her face, the angel slipped her helmet back on and nodded at the door. It was my turn. We said nothing to each other. While the expression on her face didn’t give anything away, the slight stagger in her stride told me she was over the moon. How addicted to mithril did she have to be to eat it like that? I had to wonder if all angels were like that or if it was just the ones who weren’t on a set diet. 
 
      
 
    I had to burn nearly an entire diamond to figure out how the force lines around the door worked. Rikon protected his office with even more care than he did his bedroom, and while I wasn’t able to completely knock out the force stones, I was able to make a wide enough hole to get through to the door. After that, it was a matter of pointing my temporary companion in that direction and watching as she knocked it open with one powerful blow and ducked away with superhuman speed. Sparks flew as metal slammed into the wall behind me. If the Shadow hadn’t dodged the crossbow bolt, it would have taken off her head. 
 
      
 
    “Stay where you are, or she dies!” someone yelled. I was in no hurry to peek around the doorjamb I was hiding behind. Instead, I pulled my mirror out once more to see a shaggy man holding a knife up to Liara’s throat. The crossbow was lying on the ground at his feet, and that let me look through the door without worrying for my safety. The Shadow did nothing. Since she couldn’t get through the hole I’d made, it was my move. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the rest of the mansion, the office was simple and austere. There was nothing there besides the furniture, although it did look expensive — a massive desk, a chair, a map of the world on the wall, and cabinets. Liara was lying unconscious on a gurney by the desk. A few dozen tubes, several IVs, and some other devices surrounded her, though the important thing was that she was breathing. It may have been labored and assisted, but it counted. 
 
      
 
    “If she dies, you die,” I replied calmly, mentally berating Rikon for having so many force stones in the room that my magic vision was useless. Draining the rest of the diamond, I got to work breaking through the doorway with no thought for the consequences. I had to get through. Just one look at Liara was enough to make me want to scream, though I forced myself to set aside my emotions. 
 
      
 
    “I may die, but the master’s orders will be carried out. The girl’s not leaving this mansion alive!” The man’s eyes sparkled fanatically, and I could see that we weren’t going to have a particularly fruitful conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Can you get there in time?” I whispered to the Shadow. “It’s about five meters.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” she replied. “Just make sure I have an opening and get out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you hissing about? Get out of this house right now, and you might buy yourselves a few more days. You have no idea what the master’s going to do to you when you’re caught! And he will catch you — you can be sure of that. Your faces have already been registered in the house’s memory. The master knows who you are!” 
 
      
 
    “You talk too much.” I finished work on the lines and stepped away from the door. The opening wasn’t large, though it was enough for the nimble angel to do her job. One streak of black lightning later, the man’s headless body slammed into the opposite wall. He had no mana, protection, or mithril. I had to wonder why Rikon kept him so close. He couldn’t have been a regular servant, after all, otherwise he wouldn’t have been in the office. 
 
      
 
    Stepping inside, I froze, my gaze arrested by the previously obstructed view of the wall. There were five figurines on a beautiful shelf filling the space around them with a red light. And while they weren’t emitting energy, I didn’t need to climb inside the force lines to know for sure that they were originals. The head of a secret organization wouldn’t have had fakes in his office. 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking the girl,” the Shadow said as soon as she unhooked Liara from all the tubes. The girl twitched, though she didn’t wake up, the sedative apparently needing time to clear out of her system. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not taking her anywhere,” I replied with a frown, tearing myself away from the Bogush crystals. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, don’t get in my way.” The Shadow was growing impatient. “I have orders to bring Liara back, and I’m going to do that even if it’s over your dead body. The office is yours — there are plenty of valuables, important documents, maps. I’m sure you can make yourself rich. But you’re not getting Liara. You have ten seconds to get out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” I replied, making my final decision. I was tired of running and hiding. Nobody was going to take my Liara from me. Cousin? No. I was a valg; she was human. That was enough for us to forget that we were related, so everyone else could go screw themselves. I wanted to be with Liara. And if she said yes, we were going to be together even if all the totems in the world stood in our path. 
 
      
 
    “That’s your choice.” The Shadow placed Liara back on the gurney before streaking toward me. She was going to finish her mission. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HOW?!” THE SHADOW WHEEZED, frozen in place a few steps away from me. The magic lines had turned the powerful angel into a beautiful if deadly statue. 
 
      
 
    I said nothing, afraid to lose my concentration. For the first time in my life, I had managed to block someone else, and I suddenly knew why Oswald and the mage in the train carried so many force stones around with them. It took an enormous amount of mana — three units a second. If it hadn’t been for my new source buying me an additional fifty seconds, my headless body would have joined Rikon’s assistant’s ten seconds later. But that gave me time to figure out what to do with the Shadow. And what? First of all, I had to avoid breaking my concentration and, in the meantime, make my way over to the Bogush crystals. They contained all the energy I could ever want… 
 
      
 
    Really, I was lucky. Not then; back at Lando Slick’s house. About a year before, I’d learned for the first time that people could be blocked when Rikon’s assistant had attacked us in the train. And since that had been before my initiation, I’d memorized every line in his defenses. They were an absurd and thoughtless waste of magic strength, as I later found out, though I’d also memorized the probe that had frozen Lando Slick. For a long time, I’d simply held that information filed away, not sure how to even begin building the field. But everything had fallen into place in Lando’s garden. I’d both seen and memorized every line Oswald had used to block his brothers. As it turned out, there was nothing complicated about it. He just locked in a dozen lines, tied a knot, spread the lines out in different directions, and looped them back around the target. It was a kind of prison built on the first knot — its strength determined whether the prisoner would be able to break free. The threads could be squeezed together to crush the target or loosened to give them additional freedom. In a word, it was an interesting if clearly suboptimal way for fighting one on one. And though I had several ideas for how to improve the construction and cut down on the mana expenditure, I wasn’t about to experiment right then. Not with the Shadow in my cage. 
 
      
 
    The relentless concentration gave me an unusual perception of reality, splitting it into episodes. Step to the side. Another step. Expand the lines slightly to fill the knot. One more step. Reach toward the shelf with my free hand, grab the snarling head of the Beast that I’d found under the academy. Add mana to hold the Shadow. Check the crystal’s protection. Find to my excitement that Rikon hadn’t replaced the field the Mirax dean had made to close the Bogush crystal off from the outside world. Remove the protection and stagger backward from the energy pouring into my body. Redirect it into the empty diamonds. Loop the energy to get the figurine ready to move. Check my prisoner. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t let you take Liara,” I said as my normal time perception returned. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be able to hold me here forever. Either the owner of the house will come home, or you’ll run out of mana. And then, you’re going to die,” the Shadow replied, her attempts to break free of the magic cage unceasing. I was able to stay calm, though I had to add more energy to the knot with each passing second to keep her at bay. It was already up to five units of mana a second. And I didn’t want to think about what would have happened if I hadn’t had access to the Bogush crystal. 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather avoid that,” I said. “But you’re not leaving me with any other option, Shadow. It looks like I'm going to have to find a different teacher.” 
 
      
 
    I placed the Bogush crystal back on the shelf and raised my launcher to take aim at the angel. While I didn’t want to kill her in the least, she really had left me with no other option. What had made her so fanatically true to her oath? She was totemless — nothing could threaten her... Or could it? That thought struck me as intriguing, and the investigator in me woke up. Pulling my finger away from the trigger button, I asked her a question. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you loyal to your new master? You were kicked out of the clan! There’s no totem making you fulfill your oath, so you can just forget about it and work with me. I could still use a teacher.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible,” the Shadow said after a short pause. “You really don’t have a choice, Leg Ondo. Either you kill me right now, or I kill you later. There’s no bargaining.” 
 
      
 
    “Impossible? There’s always another way. Just swear that you’re going to serve me. One oath will replace another, and you’ll be free.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t get it, Leg Ondo. The being I serve is higher than the totems. If I betray my new master, I’ll be eliminated instantly.” The Shadow stopped trying to break free and instead froze. “Defecting to that side was a mistake, but there’s no point crying about it now. I have to move on. My oath prohibits me from going over to any creature, living or dead, in this world. If I try to do that, my master will be well within his rights to kill me. And I know he’ll be only too happy to.” 
 
      
 
    That intrigued me. Was the Shadow serving the same creature who recruited the totems? But that was impossible — the totems wanted to give life to wizards, while the being controlling the Shadow wanted to eliminate them. Presumably, it was the monster who had brought alien magic to the planet, the dark crystals smacking of something otherworldly and improper. But if the creature was higher than the totems but still hadn’t conquered the entire world, someone was standing up to it. So, who? The answer was obvious: the being ruling the world. My gaze returned to the shelf with the figurines, and I realized I had a guess. There it was, the planet’s true ruler. Right in front of me, if disassembled. What had really happened two and a half thousand years ago on that planet? 
 
      
 
    Glancing at Liara, who was still unconscious, I replied. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Shadow, things aren’t nearly as bad as they might seem. If you can’t join forces with someone born in this world, that’s fine. Don’t. Nobody’s trying to make you. But there is one little detail you don’t know: I’m not from this planet. My real name is Ishar-Mor! I'm a high mage from the valg world, and I was banished only for the Brown Bear totem to grab my spirit out of the ether and embed it in Leg’s stricken body. It’s still my soul, however. Even initiation couldn’t destroy it, which means I actually can help you. I can free you of your oath. In this world, there’s a creature people know as the Beast. It’s higher and more powerful than your master, and if you work for me, calling on the Beast as a witness to your words, it will be able to protect you. Your current master will lose all claim on you.” 
 
      
 
    The pause was much longer that time. 
 
      
 
    “What’s in that for me, Leg Ondo? Trade one master in for another? The ones I’m currently serving promised growth for me, and they’ve kept their word — I’ve already gotten twenty kilograms of mithril. Every day, they give me force rubies. I’m getting stronger, more dangerous, fuller. What will I get as your slave? My family’s blessing? Don’t need it. No, all I’ll get is the hunger I used to feel. Do you even know what that word means? When your whole being starts digesting itself, and you want so badly to find another force stone that you’ll agree to anything just to get it? Leg, I’ve been around too long to trade in what I have now for a return to those days. Either kill me or die. There’s no other way.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re just as stubborn as your father… How do you know what valgs are capable of? I’m offering you exactly what you’re getting from your current master. Twenty kilograms of mithril a month, one ruby a day. You’ll forget the hunger, grow strong, and work for me. Protect me, train me, teach me. Kill for me. You enjoy that, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Kill for you?” A shade of surprise flitted through the Shadow’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “Kill for me,” I replied. “I’m not planning on being a downtrodden peasant looking to make friends with scum and spare the lives of my enemies. If they deserve it, they need to be eliminated.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need an angel for? You seem to be doing well enough on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I can only fight one on one. You were right — those two infernos would have decimated me. You need me; I need you.” 
 
      
 
    “Your totem won’t be happy. He doesn’t like me. You know the story.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to work for me, not my totem. I’ll deal with the bear.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but where are you going to get the mithril? I need to understand that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my problem. Let’s add a condition: if you don’t get your metal for two months in a row, your oath will be void, and you’ll be free.” 
 
      
 
    “You know I’ll come for you if that happens, right? I’m not letting anyone live after they pulled one over on me.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why I won’t let that happen. You’ll get your mithril and stones. It has been spoken!” 
 
      
 
    A weak glow appeared around me as the totem showed he was keeping an eye on his children but didn’t particularly approve of what they were up to. Still, he recognized our value and accepted the oath. 
 
      
 
    “I agree, valg Ishar-Mor!” the Shadow said. “Release me — I swear I won’t attack you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Shadow, that’s not going to fly. First, let’s hear the oath, and then I’ll release you,” I replied as I added more energy to the knot just in case. There was no telling if the Shadow was trying to pull one over on me or not. 
 
      
 
    “You’re careful. That’s good. You know, you very well might survive. Being named the Beast, I, an angel bereft of my name and called the Shadow, call on you and ask you to bear witness to my words…” 
 
      
 
    The Shadow spoke confidently, clearly not taking an oath for the first time. The only thing she added was the clause about the mithril. If she didn’t get it for two months, the oath would be null and void. 
 
      
 
    “Well, did it work?” I asked and looked around. No signs or secret symbols had appeared on us, almost as if the Beast didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    “Release the block, and let’s see,” the Shadow said. “If I kill you, you missed something.” 
 
      
 
    “Good try,” I said with an angry laugh. Still, I eventually had to agree — something had to be done. Regretting that I hadn’t learned to protect my entire body, I threw up shields in front of my vital organs and removed the knot holding the Shadow in place. She leaped toward me, a blur in space. One second later, she was next to me with a hand ready to strike. There was no weapon. She was the weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Master. You pulled it off,” mocked my new protector. “My old master no longer has any power over me, and I belong entirely to you. I just about died when I tried to kill you — the oath works.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have checked a different way,” I said as I caught my breathe. Having very nearly lost my head, I realized how idiotically I’d played the final exchange. 
 
      
 
    “How?” 
 
      
 
    “You could have just said your old master’s name. That would have been enough.” 
 
      
 
    The Shadow froze for a moment, after which she looked around. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Leg, if I die right now, I’ll kill you. I don’t know how, but I will. My old master’s name is Bashorg.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You shall not have this world! Begone!” Archmage Ranut-Vys concentrated the energy brought by hundreds of other archmages and directed it at the enormous red cloud. As the cloud dissipated, several dozen of the valgs gathered to do battle collapsed lifelessly to the ground. Their heart couldn’t take the horror spread out in front of them in the person of the true demon Bashorg, a creature born of chaos itself. His sole aim in the world of the valgs was to absorb and annihilate all things living. Return the planet to the primordial chaos from which he himself had emerged. 
 
      
 
    The planet’s combined forces stood shoulder to shoulder. Among them was me, a regular student just one of thousands of such untrained mages. Our job wasn’t to do battle with Bashorg — that was what the senior mages were for. Instead, I was supposed to concentrate threads of power and pass them up along the chain. After first going to my teacher, they went from the dean to a high mage to an archmage and then to Ranut-Vys, the wisest and most powerful valg of all. 
 
      
 
    The enormous stream of energy rushed at Bashorg, and the world shook as the demon roared. Even as I barely maintained my footing and continued passing energy up the chain, several hundred of my classmates were sent off to rebirth. 
 
      
 
    “We need energy!” Ranut-Vys croaked suddenly. “Students — blood!” 
 
      
 
    I was taken aback for a moment, though I quickly gathered myself and stopped releasing energy. What the archmage was demanding fell beyond the bounds of good and evil. Still, it was what we needed to protect our home. Ranut-Vys wanted the students of all the magic academies to sacrifice themselves willingly and make no attempt to heal the wound. Even after just a week at the academy, I knew what to do — it was the first thing we’d been taught. A sharp knife appeared in my hand, and I quickly plunged it into my heart. Given that it was impossible to eliminate a mage, I wasn’t worried about final death. But if there no world to return to, that life wasn’t going to be worth living. And that meant I had to do everything I could to save the world from the true demon. The last thing I remembered was the stream of blood leaving my body on its way to my teacher. It was time for blood magic. 
 
      
 
    That was the end of my second life in the valg world. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Leg, are you okay?” the Shadow asked worriedly. “You’re pale.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’s Bashorg?” I asked, still shaken by the unexpected memories. 
 
      
 
    “Completely. The being, it’s… It’s not physically in our world. More an echo of a being. A soul. It’s hard to explain, I guess. Do you know him?” 
 
      
 
    “A little.” I decided not to go into the fact that we wouldn’t have been talking if a true demon had appeared in the world. From what I knew, the totems wouldn’t have been able to stand up to that kind of power. I didn’t know much about demons, though one thing was for sure: they had to appear in a world themselves before they could leave so much as a hint of their presence there. That was a given. Understanding that she wasn’t going to get anything else out of me, the Shadow quickly changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s talk about Bashorg once we get out of here. The last thing I want right now is for the owner of this place to come back.” 
 
      
 
    She made a good point — I definitely wasn’t ready to take on Rikon. I needed black stones as soon as possible to start remembering my third life as a valg, a time I assumed would tell me how the battle had ended given I couldn’t remember anything about it during my seventh and last reincarnation. Nodding to the Shadow, I went over to Liara. She was still unconscious. The good news was that her breathing had evened, and I got the feeling she was just asleep. That was perfect. She needed to rest. 
 
      
 
    “Get her dressed.” I pulled the armor I’d brought for Liara out of my backpack before jumping over to the shelf. Leaving Rikon the Bogush crystal originals wasn’t an option, so I dropped them into my newly emptied backpack and went over to the desk. It was piled high with papers I wanted to go through. After finding names, numbers, and graphs of shipments I wasn’t sure about, I swept the whole lot into my backpack, as well. Lando was going to be happy to see who else was working for the Crimson Ribbon. Then, in one of the cabinets, I found an invaluable prize: an entire mountain of rubies and a dozen or so diamonds. The pile totaled at least fifty stones, presumably making up the personal supply Rikon kept around for emergencies. It all found its way into my backpack. The map on the wall went in, too. I was intrigued by the crosses on a variety of mines, and I wanted to figure out what they meant. 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready!” The Shadow picked Liara up, though I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be taking her. You’re going to be busy with something else: we need to burn this place to the ground. Once it all goes up in flames, Rikon can just try to guess what we took. And I don’t want to leave him a fortress like this after what he wanted to do to us. Here’s your food for today.” 
 
      
 
    I tossed the Shadow one of my trophy rubies. One unpleasant crunch later, the angel stretched happily. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s much better than sapphires. Fills me up more. And I like the way you think, Master. Fire is my favorite.” 
 
      
 
    We left the house the same way we got in, traipsing out the front door seeming to me like asking for problems. And by the time screams and thick black smoke began pouring out of the building, we were already on the other side of the hedge. Following our own path out was much easier. And I had to hand it to my servant…protector. I didn’t like the word “servant.” There was something off about it. Either way, she did an excellent job covering our tracks. While anyone could tell how we’d gotten out, even the best of trackers would have had a hard time figuring out who exactly had left. 
 
      
 
    “I have a secret apartment where we can hole up for a couple days,” the Shadow said when we got to the city. There were no high walls or enormous gates between it and Rikon’s mansion, high-rises starting right on the other side of the border. And we were lucky, the many bushes lining the street concealing the strange group trudging into the city. Just the fact that we were carrying a girl’s lifeless body would have been enough to draw attention. But nobody noticed us, and we got in without guards or passersby causing us any problems. I could only hope our luck would hold. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay here.” I glanced at the cars driving past. Wrapped up in their own schedules and comfort, the rich had no time for us. “I’m not sure what the leader of the Crimson Ribbon is capable of, but we need to prepare for the worst. Maybe, he could find anyone in the city. Let’s head for the Western Empire — the sooner we get there, the better it will be for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Sit here and don’t go anywhere. I’ll steal a car — that will be easier. Try not to do anything stupid…” 
 
      
 
    It took me ten minutes to wake Liara up. Slapping her cheeks seemed disrespectful, so I put on my healer hat and started pumping her full of mana. From what we’d gathered, Rikon had completely drained her source, as that was the only reason she wouldn’t have used her abilities. Neither teleportation nor her ability to cleanse her body of poisons had been triggered even when her life had depended on them. With neither heroism nor help from on high playing a role, she either had energy in her source, or she had to sit there and do nothing. Mana didn’t regenerate — Barx and I had argued about that. I remembered him telling me that my source would fill gradually, meaning I just had to wait, but the truth was that he was only talking about somewhere up in the mountains. In that case, mana really did regenerate, only it wasn’t on its own. It absorbed the energy from free force stones lying around. That, as it turned out, was how our family found the stones. After draining their source, someone would go wandering in and out of caves with their senses on high alert. As soon as their mana regenerated, they started looking for stones. But that only worked with people who had the ability to sense stones. Our totem gave it to us, while Liara, as far as I knew, didn’t have it. Automatically absorbing force lines wasn’t in her future. That went doubly for when she was unconscious. And so, I had to force energy into her in the hopes that it would find its own way. 
 
      
 
    About ten minutes later, her cheeks quivered, and she opened her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Leg?” she asked in a barely audible whisper. A slight smile played across her lips. “What a nice dream… I’m not even afraid to say how desperately I love you… The real you won’t hear it.” 
 
      
 
    “If you keep lying there, it will all be a dream,” I said, my cheeks flushing deeply. 
 
      
 
    “You’re here?” The girl’s eyes flew open. Pulling herself into a seated position, she looked around. The frown on her face told me she had no idea what was going on. Why was she sitting on the ground behind some bushes in the middle of nowhere? I had to remind her what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “You were kidnapped in Fasorg, but you teleported to the palace. Once you got there, the emperor’s servants tied you up and delivered you to the head of the Crimson Ribbon, though he wanted to run the test to make sure you’re a wizard before he killed you. Basically, you’re only alive because of how thorough he is — I was able to get you out before they hurt you. The Shadow is off looking for a car, and we’re finally going to leave for the Western Empire. It’s time to take the initiative. Without it, they’ll never stop hunting us.” 
 
      
 
    For a while, Liara stared at me blankly as she attempted to wrap her head around what she’d heard and remembered. The sedative was still hard at work, keeping her from thinking straight. I held out one of the rubies, and it disintegrated in front of me as she absorbed it completely. Finally, her gaze cleared, and I recognized the girl I knew. 
 
      
 
    “I remember! Leg, the Western Empire can wait. We have to help Had and everyone else in Fasorg!” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “The guy who kidnapped me… It was Farg! The old man is working for the Crimson Ribbon! He was boasting about how a huge army is about to come crashing down on the city, something about how everyone is going to be slaughtered. The people in the cages are going to be sent to mine mithril!” 
 
      
 
    Just then, a car pulled up to where we were hiding. The front door opened, and the Shadow peeked out. 
 
      
 
    “Jump in! The capital is going to be locked down in thirty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Glancing over at Liara, I realized she wasn’t going to forgive me if we didn’t help Had and his people. Farg had gotten under her skin. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s the last place they’ll look for us,” I replied as I held out my hand to help the girl up. “Let’s go — you’re going to have to work as we go. It’s time you learn how to use magic. And, you know, Liara... I don't want to be your cousin...” 
 
      
 
    “What about what the totems said?” The girl stopped and looked me in the eye. “They very clearly said that cousins can’t have a relationship. If we try, they’ll punish us the way they did your father, and that scares me. But… But I want it.” 
 
      
 
    It was her time to blush, though she held my gaze. 
 
      
 
    “I do, too. And if we’re going to make this happen, I’m going to have to tell you something. Actually… I’m not exactly your cousin…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rikon stared at the Bogush crystals, his excitement barely concealed. While Aner Slick was lying on the floor unable to move, the leader of the Crimson Ribbon didn’t want to finish him off. Not then, just as the mage had finally put all the figurines together. Valuable slaves needed to be protected — Aner wasn’t going to have any choice but to serve his new master as soon as the latter combined all the crystals. 
 
      
 
    He never should have started absorbing mithril, Rikon thought. As a boy, he’d had such promise… 
 
      
 
    Rikon savored every moment with the last crystals. The exhausting excitement taking over his body elicited strange, long-forgotten feelings. Passion. Exhilaration. Trepidation. In no hurry to go home, he was content to give himself over to his emotions, unsure if he would ever get to experience them again. The thirty preceding years had turned into one long routine with no room for emotions. It was just work and his drive to achieve greatness. 
 
      
 
    But nothing lasts forever. Even the enjoyment of his victory eventually ended. He wanted more. For example, there was combining the whole set and proving to his teacher that the latter had been wrong. The legend of the Bogush crystals that Rikon had found fifty years before was well-founded. 
 
      
 
    The car raced steadily homeward, though his mood darkened as they got closer. There were too many people on the road, too many cars, and too much smog. What was going on? 
 
      
 
    The answer to that question was horrifying: his mansion was ablaze, and not just one or two rooms. It was the whole thing. People ran around carrying water, and firefighters were battling the flames, but what could they do when most of the water was blocked by the magic that was still active? Almost nothing. It was only when the force stones themselves burned that holes appeared through which the people around the building could do something. 
 
      
 
    “Master, it’s a fire!” One of Rikon’s servants ran over. Judging by his appearance, he’d been hauling valuables out of the house as long as he dared, dropping them near the front door. Another dozen servants with differing levels of burns were lying around the pile they’d managed to save. And with doctors working over them, their lives weren’t in danger. Still, Rikon wouldn’t have worried about them, anyway. He could always find replacements. But the fact that the survivors didn’t include his future assistant and the two infernos he’d left behind to guard his office put him on edge. 
 
      
 
    “Explain,” he barked. 
 
      
 
    “Someone broke into the house and killed two guards, the infernos, and your assistant. Their bodies are being examined as we speak,” the servant replied, pointing at a group working over some bodies. “The fire caught in several spots at once, and since we were only able to put out two of them, the flames just started jumping around.” 
 
      
 
    “And the girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Gone. The cage was empty.” 
 
      
 
    Rikon stared hatefully at the fire. Somebody was going to pay dearly — the mage was entirely capable of taking provocations and driving them down the throat of his enemies. Just then, the beams holding up the roof burned through and collapsed, taking out the ceiling between the first and second floors. The mansion crumbled like a house of cards. Just like that, everything Rikon had spent more than eighty years building was gone… 
 
      
 
    Yes, somebody was going to pay dearly. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IT’S NOT WORKING!” Liara growled as she pounded her seat in frustration. “Leg, are you sure this is how you learned?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s only a chosen few that are able to pull it off the first time. People like you and me have to work at it. For me, it took a few months before I saw my first thread. So yes, I'm sure you're doing it right. Just concentrate and don’t let yourself get distracted.” 
 
      
 
    “How am I supposed to not get distracted with the car jostling me like this? Curses! Why is it so hard?” 
 
      
 
    Liara was exaggerating, her annoyance hiding her lack of success. The Shadow was taking us down a highway so smooth there wasn’t a single bump — the car definitely wasn’t the reason Liara was having trouble seeing the magic threads. While the girl had taken in stride the story of how my soul had been implanted, the same going for the fact that I hadn’t been human in my previous lives, she was deeply surprised by my behavior during the prep course. A wise, mature mage wouldn’t have pulled half of what I had. I was forced to admit that I’d lost all my memories of the past with the exception of my previous reincarnation. Laughing about how I was definitely going to share authorship with her unless I wanted the whole world to know I’d pulled my books out of a different world, Liara kissed me to cement our status. We were no longer cousins. We were two young people in a relationship. 
 
      
 
    With that problem resolved, I got to work on what I should have started the moment I learned Liara was a potential wizard. It could have been the totems being bought off, but I didn't at all appreciate how they prepared their knights. Barx, to take one example, had so many weapons in his arsenal. But the moment any old mage who could see lines went up against him, the result was hard to predict. And there was someone in the world who could, indeed, see lines — there were too many complex spells that took detailed work for that not to be the case. For instance, there was the energy block the dean and supervisors used. I had to assume it would be years before I could pull it off. The structure was too intricate, and there were imbalances and curves that I didn’t understand. Whoever had come up with it could both see lines and work with them on the level of at least a high mage. Perhaps, even an archmage. 
 
      
 
    It was not to be, however — Liara wasn’t among the chosen few. She did her best, concentrated, and meditated, but she couldn’t see the lines I was pulling out of a force stone. I wasn’t worried, though. That was normal. At least, it was normal for the valg world. I had to assume it was the same in that one. 
 
      
 
    “Checkpoint up ahead!” the Shadow called. “Get ready!” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the road to see a border crossing bearing down on us. It was new, the paint still fresh. While there was a long line of cars queuing to be inspected on our side, the line coming toward us was even longer. Customs officers were inspecting heavily loaded vehicles, carts, and even wheelbarrows pushed by refugees. People were running away from the lands they were going to lose, only not everyone was permitted to carry their belongings with them. Nobody seemed to care that the territory still belonged to the Northern Empire. 
 
      
 
    “Shadow, what are we supposed to be getting ready for?” I asked nervously when I noticed that my protector had moved into the oncoming lane. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to break through. There’s no other way right now — we’re being chased.” 
 
      
 
    I whirled around to discover two cars hot on our heels. It was only then that I realized how fast we were going, as the Shadow was squeezing everything she could out of the car. As people began to appear in front of us with arms waving for us to stop, she didn’t pay them the slightest bit of attention. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! We’re going to ram the line!” 
 
      
 
    The road was blocked off by several barriers and a gate made of netting. Not the heftiest of obstacles, it was most likely more formal than practical. Who in their right mind would take on an entire empire? There were guards, too, but they were too late. We were coming faster than they’d expected. I saw people dashing out of the barracks with crossbows pointed at us, though their reaction wasn’t fast enough. The car slammed into the barrier. Cracks spread across the windshield to obstruct our vision, though we were through. With that said, both of the cars behind us followed suit to continue the chase. I asked the Shadow a clarifying question. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think they’re coming for us? Could they just be on the run the same as we are?” 
 
      
 
    “The cars belong to the city guard. When we left the city, the gate was already starting to close. They must have just gotten orders not to let anyone out and bring back anyone who had already made it through. I figured I’d be able to get away, which was why I didn’t say anything. But their drivers are too good.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get why you’re so nervous. You’re an angel, and not exactly the weakest there is. Even if there are infernos in both cars, you’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that simple,” the Shadow replied. One of her red eyepieces was fixed on the rearview mirror while the second one stayed watching the road. “Arkho is back there.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” I asked in surprise, though it was Liara that answered me. 
 
      
 
    “An angel who works for the emperor. Fourth in the ranking. But what’s he doing there?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the last thing I’d like to discuss,” the Shadow said irritably. “I don’t know! If they catch us, Leg is our only hope. I’ll take the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s something we can do ahead of time,” I said thoughtfully as I peered back at the cars chasing us. I wasn’t sure how the Shadow had seen Arkho, but I believed her. And that meant we had to put an end to the pursuit. As we were already in Lestar, we were going to be arriving in Fasorg in two hours, and we couldn’t bring company like that into the Boar homeland. 
 
      
 
    “Liara, can you cut a small hole in the glass? I don’t want to knock it out.” 
 
      
 
    The girl glanced at my launcher and nodded. Her knife slipped into the glass like a hot knife through butter, leaving behind neither cracks nor shards. Once she was done, she leaned to the side. 
 
      
 
    My named launcher’s range was two hundred meters. The rate of fire was three shots a minute. Given the distance between the two cars, that was more than enough. And I knew exactly where to aim: straight for the driver. Damaging the car was out of the question, all the important points at the back, and a shot at the tires nothing more than a roll of the dice. Holding my breath to steady myself, I waited until we entered a straight stretch and pressed the button. 
 
      
 
    It was a hit. The nearest chaser swerved sharply and leaped off the highway at full speed, taking the guardrail and roadside hedges with it. Finally, it slammed into a tree that somehow managed to withstand the impact. The same couldn’t have been said of the car. It was a crumpled wreck — one down. 
 
      
 
    The second car quickly slammed on the brakes, leaving it well outside my range. By the time my launcher was ready to fire again, I didn’t have a shot. The driver was heading off to the scene of the accident to look for survivors. 
 
      
 
    “Nice job. Arkho was in the first car, so that must have hurt him badly,” the Shadow said, having been watching me closely. “I doubt he’ll be able to come after us.” 
 
      
 
    She was right. For the remaining thirty minutes we spent driving along the highway, nobody appeared behind us. When we turned off onto a regular road, we didn’t see any more cars at all, everyone in the province with one having cleared out before the Westerners could take over completely. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Liara said ten minutes before we were supposed to arrive at Fasorg. The sky in front of us was filled with billowing clouds of black smoke, keeping random travelers away from the city. Five minutes later, we stopped to walk the rest of the way — we didn’t want to attract attention with how loud the car was rattling after breaking through the border checkpoint. Just in case, we hid it in some bushes, covering it with branches. I was sure our pursuers were going to check that area, what with how hideously efficient Rikon was. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Liara whispered as she looked around at the enemy forces surrounding the city walls. At least, what was left of them. A few cannons were pounding them relentlessly, turning the city itself into a burning hulk. Fasorg was living through its fiery last few days if not hours. The Westerners had brought an entire army. 
 
      
 
    “What do we think?” I asked. The fact that the city was still under attack meant someone was defending it. Given that they were going to have to rebuild it themselves, it wasn’t likely that the Westerners had decided to raze the hated city to the ground. Just then, one of the attackers confirmed my suspicions by catching a crossbow bolt when he ventured too close to the wall. It happened too fast for me to notice where the bolt came from, though the result was predictable. The soldier dropped to the ground in a heap. The rest retreated from the body of their dead comrade. 
 
      
 
    “We could try to break through to the defenders,” the Shadow said as she evaluated the scale of the tragedy. “I don’t see any angels, just a few dozen infernos. While they’ll be an issue, it won't be enough of one to keep us out. I just wouldn’t recommend a pitched battle. By my estimate, there are at least ten thousand soldiers, and they’re not idiot peasants. They’re fighters hardened in battle with the goblins. I know what I can do. Unfortunately, dozens of crossbowmen are more than a match for any armor.” 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do once we get inside?” Liara asked. “Get shot by those cannons?” 
 
      
 
    “Taking them out would be easy enough,” the Shadow said, though she quickly continued. “I just don’t think that’s worth the risk. In a perfect world — if I had the resources — I’d take out their commanding officers and anyone else capable of making decisions. They’re all in those two tents in the middle of the army. That would take away their will to fight, maybe even their will to be here in the first place. But that’s impossible — I couldn’t get that far. The best of the best are all right there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we definitely need to kill their commanders,” I said before turning to her. “You were supposed to bring Liara here and turn her over to Farg, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But nobody told me there would be a giant army.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, either they know about you, or they don’t have anything to do with Farg. And I really doubt the latter. My suggestion is for you to head out there, only from the opposite side, and let them see you. If they don’t start shooting, we can be sure, and you can take Liara over to their commanders. You’re an angel working for a secret mage organization, after all, and — ” 
 
      
 
    “Liara’s easy enough. But what am I supposed to do with you? I only have orders to deliver one prisoner.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? I’m your student,” I replied without hesitation. “You don’t even have to lie — you actually are supposed to teach me. I mean, not just me, but we’ll deal with that later.” 
 
      
 
    “Not just you?” The Shadow glanced over at Liara. “She’ll cost extra. Three hundred rubies a year.” 
 
      
 
    “Fattening yourself up for winter or something?” I grumbled, though I had to agree. Short of working with the Shadow, Liara didn’t have a shot at passing our exams at the end of the first year. If we lived that long… 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what about Farg? We’re not going to fool him,” Liara asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he’s there. Remember how he was in the crowd enjoying the show when the inferno dogs were attacking us? I had the chance to talk with Lando Slick. He wasn’t playing the hero. Somebody tried to kill him by throwing him onto the bodies of the dogs right before the explosion, so I’m sure the old man is still right there in the middle of the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Picking off anyone causing too many problems,” Liara said. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. I’d really rather not take Farg on in open combat, though I hope we’re more or less on equal footing now that I have the Bogush crystals. Or, at least, I won’t lose in the first few seconds. That will give the Shadow time to knock him out or you time to cut him up. We’ll get to see what your weapon can really do at the same time. But that’s only after we complete the first part of the plan, which is to kill the commanders, grab their supplies, and take out the cannons. If possible, we’ll even assassinate a few infernos in the process. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    While there were clarifying questions, there were no objections. We eventually agreed to tie Liara up to complete her disguise as a prisoner, and the Shadow disappeared from view after doing just that using belts from my backpack. A few minutes later, there was movement in the enemy camp. They’d seen the angel stepping out of the forest. I couldn’t hear the yells, but just the fact that the Shadow was talking to the Westerners meant they weren’t going to kill her at once. After one of their commanders appeared to have a quick shouted conversation, he eventually motioned for her to follow him. I tensed up. It could have been a trap, but the Shadow stepped out of the tent ten minutes later and walked calmly in our direction. 
 
      
 
    “Just like you thought, they knew I would be coming. But only me. Nobody told them anything about a prisoner or a student, though they’re fine with it since I vouched for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then I don’t get what’s going on at all,” I said with a frown. “Look, we have Rikon, who’s in charge of the Crimson Ribbon. There’s Farg, who gave you your assignment and is all over the world for whatever reason. And there’s Sharmir, the one who made you swear an oath of allegiance and has command of the Western soldiers. It has to be his troops here. But do those three not even talk to each other? It’s like they’re together but separate at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “That could be if they’re each in charge of a particular area. Rikon has the Northern Empire, Sharmir has the Western Empire. I’d imagine Farg has something to do with the Southern Empire,” Liara said. “But if that’s the case, there has to be someone managing all the different mages. Remember how the wizard hunt started in all the empires at the same time? If those three can’t get on the same page for something simple, they definitely wouldn’t have been able to quickly organize that time of thing. And that means there has to be a force above them. A kind of teacher.” 
 
      
 
    “The one who can see lines,” I said thoughtfully. “The one who created the beauty the rest of them use… Yes, that would explain a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to start asking questions unless we hurry,” the Shadow said. “They’re waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    One thing was for sure: making our way through a crowd of enemy soldiers armed to the teeth was a hair-raising experience. Everything in me wanted to send something flying at their ugly mugs. And that was doubly the case when I saw them leering at Liara. As I was carrying her over my shoulder, the curves that had emerged as she became a woman were particularly highlighted. It was only the Shadow’s quick instructions that helped me endure the grins — an angel’s student couldn’t deign to be bothered by such trivialities. If I had, I would have deserved to be killed. Nobody understood anything else. And with that in mind, so long as nobody reached out to touch Liara, I contented myself with marching silently after the Shadow with a stony expression on my face. Although, my closed helmet visor meant my expression didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t anything interesting to notice in the command tent. It was all simple, to the point, and with no excess luxuries. To be fair, the magic world was far more intriguing. First of all, there were the four main officers, all of which had mana. Each had a tremendous supply of force stones, and there was a bright sun burning five meters away. While I couldn’t tell if it was one stone or a pile, the amount of energy being generated was on par with a Bogush crystal. And that was perfect. There was plenty for me to grab. 
 
      
 
    For the first time, I regretted my lack of education. The Shadow was speaking fluently with the Westerners in their language, only for me it was reduced to a string of unintelligible noises. Somewhere in Fasorg, my backpack full of textbooks included the one on the Western language. There was a second for the Southern language. By the time students graduated from Mirax, they were supposed to be fluent in all three of the world's languages, though that process took all five years. First-year students running off to seek their fortune wasn’t part of the plan. 
 
      
 
    When she was done, the Shadow turned to me and spoke in a way that underlined our respective roles. 
 
      
 
    “Leave the girl here — my supervisor will be here to collect her tomorrow. They gave me a spot in this tent, so I’ll be able to rest tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” I replied with a low bow. “What do you have in mind for your negligent student?” 
 
      
 
    “A full nighttime training session.” One of the four commanders chuckled. While the other three remained indifferent, I realized I was going to have to play my part to the end. The Northern language was no state secret. 
 
      
 
    “You have thirty minutes, after which you’re starting a stamina session. They’ll show you where you can get yourself cleaned up.” The Shadow glanced over at one of the commanders, and he gestured deeper into the tent. Apparently, their bathroom was that way. 
 
      
 
    Only two hours had passed by the time the sun ducked behind the horizon, though it felt like an eternity to me. The Shadow showed me the difference between working with an angel as opposed to the Mirax instructors. Naively, I’d assumed Master Bolor had been terrible to us. But pushing us to the edge the way he had was nothing. Going over the edge, wringing more than was possible out of my muscles, stretching my tendons, and just about breaking my bones turned out to be what a real workout was like. All around the area where the angel bullied me, a crowd gathered. They started with wisecracks at my expense when I made a mistake, though they’d all fallen silent half an hour later. The intensity and workload the Shadow forced out of me impressed even those veteran fighters. If it hadn’t been for them, however, I would have given up ten minutes in, only weakness wasn’t an option for an angel’s student. I had to keep going even when I couldn’t feel my body… 
 
      
 
    “The commander is asking if you need a healer,” the Shadow asked when torches began to light up around us. The bombardment of Fasorg was over for the day, and the camp was going to sleep. I nodded. Speaking was a bridge too far for me. 
 
      
 
    The doctor clucked his tongue as soon as the diagnostic system spat out data on my body’s condition. Any other time, I would have happily checked out the new equipment — our empire didn’t have anything like it. But in that moment, all I could do was lie on the bed I’d been placed on and wait patiently for death to take me. The pain leaking out of every cell in my body had to mean I didn’t have long to live. After the doctor said something and saw my lack of response, he gave up and got to work on his own. I was given an IV. That did trigger my interest, however, as I could suddenly see my entire body. Even with my eyes closed. The liquid being pumped into me contained tiny particles of force stones, and they were powerful enough for me to track them with my magic vision. As they concentrated in different parts of my body, the doctor focused additional crystals on those areas. The procedure lasted twenty minutes, and it left me feeling like a completely new person. 
 
      
 
    And it wasn’t even just that I was completely recovered and ready for another murderous training session. I could remember every cell in my body. Every muscle, every vein, every tendon. Everything the force stone had highlighted, everything the doctor had worked on. It was the second time I found myself with a remarkable ability to remember what was going on. And both times, it was because I was in pain. That was something I was going to need to leverage. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” The Shadow appeared as soon as the doctor left. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” I replied, forcing myself to add respect to my voice. My magic vision showed me one of the commanders standing nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with a warmup: run around the city twice. Then come back, and I’ll give you your assignment for tonight. Here’s your pass — if any of the guards stop you, show it to them. Why are you still lying here? Grab your backpack, toss twenty kilograms of rocks in it, and get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    I leaped up, strength surging through me. My body was completely recovered. I definitely needed to get a better idea of what the powder the doctor had injected me with was. If there was any mithril in it, I was going to tear him apart with my own two hands. 
 
      
 
    The marathon the Shadow called a warmup turned into yet another ordeal. The worst part was when I had to swim across the river, the heavy backpack dragging me down to the bottom and forcing me to do all I could simply to survive. On a few occasions, I was stopped, though they always let me go as soon as I showed them the pass, a paper soaked through that worked wonders for me. By the time I was almost done my “warmup,” my legs were buckling, and I needed another visit from the doctor. But that wasn’t going to happen, I knew all too well, so I decided to take matters into my own hands. Closing my eyes and imagining the makeup of my lower extremities, I began reinforcing every muscle. It was slow going. Still, I’d completely finished work on my legs after thirty minutes of painstaking work. They didn’t stop hurting, of course, though they were at least able to hold me upright. With that said, the amount of mana it required meant I had to fill up twice by emptying one of my sapphires. But the result was worth it. I quickly ran the rest of the distance without a hint of weariness, though I found that the threads that had fused with the muscles began to fade after the physical activity. Maintaining them took three extra units of mana a minute. Finally, I understood why I had yet to come across that means of body reinforcement in that world — there weren’t many people who had a tattoo higher than ten. 
 
      
 
    “Clean yourself up. You have fifteen minutes.” The Shadow met me at the tent flap, placing her legs on an oversized sack. My stomach sank as I realized who the load was for. As the Shadow saw where I was looking, she laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Yep, you’ll be continuing with a heavier load. Don’t forget your backpack, though — no relaxing. And your time is ticking! You have fourteen minutes now.” 
 
      
 
    There was a lot I wanted to say to the Shadow, though I bit my tongue and hoped she knew what she was doing. Looking around the way I usually did, I noticed to my surprise that the commanders had left the tent, presumably to inspect the troops. But that feeling was soon forgotten when I realized what was in the sack. It was Liara. 
 
      
 
    Without saying a word, I stepped into the tent and felt my breath catch in my throat. The angel had made herself at home. All four of the officers were lying dead on the ground, the state of the two infernos next to them telling me she’d done her grisly deed with them. Swallowing my disgust, I ran over to the next room, the one where I’d seen the bright magic spot. Inside a wrought-iron chest was a mountain of force crystals — sapphires, rubies, and even a few diamonds. The attacking army had come prepared for the siege of Fasorg, almost as if they’d been expecting stiff resistance. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t fit it all in my backpack. Even after filling my pockets, there were too many stones left. I couldn’t help but leave the rest for the enemy since I didn’t know how to destroy them. Looking around, I also saw a few maps that I slipped down the front of my shirt to pore over later. 
 
      
 
    But the biggest surprise was waiting for me in a small jewelry box I almost missed: it held an unusual key. The key was technologically advanced and powered by force stones but still definitely a key. Dropping a sapphire out of one of my pockets, I replaced it with the key, the latter clearly something important. I couldn’t let the Westerners have it. 
 
      
 
    Looking around once more to make sure I’d grabbed everything that was most valuable, I left the tent. The Shadow stood up and gestured toward the sack with Liara inside. 
 
      
 
    “Pick that up and follow me. I’ll show you the route for your nighttime run, and then I’m going to sleep…” 
 
      
 
    I even caught a few guards eyeing me sympathetically. The entire camp had heard about how harsh the angel was with her student. Not bothering to argue, I hefted the sack onto my shoulder with a grunt. It felt like there were two Liaras inside. 
 
      
 
    “Head straight to the wall,” the Shadow said. The guards on watch didn’t even try to stop me, the entire province, it felt like, having seen my two-hour run around the city. If the angel wanted her student to head right into the arms of danger, she knew what she was doing. 
 
      
 
    The orders teachers gave weren’t up for discussion, so I grabbed my heavy load and headed off. The only thing that worried me was the possibility of catching a crossbow bolt from one of the last remaining defenders, so I threw an energy shield in front of my head and chest for the best protection I could muster. That was all I knew how to do. Surprisingly, I was able to get all the way to the wall. What was left of it, at least. For a short while, I stood there in thought, unsure of what to do, and it was only when I heard shouts and the sounds of battle coming from the camp behind me that I spurred myself into action. That was the perfect moment to let out a shout of my own. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Leg Ondo! Don’t shoot! I’m coming into the city!” 
 
      
 
    The warning was just in time. No sooner had I picked my way across the rubble the wall had been reduced to, than twelve people popped up in my scanning range. They didn’t have sources, though they were wearing a very particular set of armor typical of the imperial guard. 
 
      
 
    “Place your sack on the ground slowly and take off your helmet!” came the order. 
 
      
 
    “Geodar, it’s really me!” I was happy to recognize the voice — the scout had survived. Setting Liara down carefully on the ground, I removed my helmet only to have someone with no mana or force armor appear next to me. He did, on the other hand, have a heavy crossbow, and it would have hurt me badly if he’d decided to take the shot. 
 
      
 
    “Confirmation — it’s Leg Ondo!” he yelled after peering closely into my face. I recognized him as one of the old-timers from the Boar clan. Pulling out my knife, I cut the ropes holding Liara and began rolling back the cloth. She was free, armed, in her armor, and bearing the supplies we’d filched from Rikon’s mansion by the time the small procession arrived. I only then realized why she’d been so heavy. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, buddy! Liara,” Had said as he came over. The duke looked terrible, covered in bruises and cuts, and his left arm in a sling. “Not the best time for you to come back. Is the noise over there your doing?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s an angel at work. She’s taking out the cannons and everyone she can get to.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s excellent — the cannons have done a lot of damage. I’m just afraid it’s too little… We lost, Leg. On all counts. We’re planning on attempting to break out today so we can save a few people at least. Of the three clans, we’re down to just a hundred and twenty people. Everyone else is captured or dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Farg?” Liara asked. She didn’t bother to ask if he was alive or not. That much we knew. 
 
      
 
    “Over with everyone else getting ready for the breakout.” 
 
      
 
    “Take us to him.” I didn’t reveal his identity, seeing no point in scaring the people there ahead of time. A few minutes later, we were standing by the remaining Fasorg garrison in the central square. I stepped forward into the light of a lamp that had somehow remained standing. That was enough for the group to notice me, and I heard Farg call out happily. 
 
      
 
    “Master Student! How nice to see you. Finally, we can…” 
 
      
 
    He fell silent when he saw Liara behind me. Suddenly, his silly expression was gone — he knew exactly why we were there. Spreading his arms, he let the mask drop, letting me see the entirety of his enormous mana source. It was so bright that I estimated it as on par with a diamond. Force threads encircled me along with everyone else in the square, and the erstwhile old man spoke with a newly powerful voice. 
 
      
 
    “What a shame. You would have made an excellent student, though I’ll find another one. We need mithril miners, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast, old man,” I wheezed as I reached for the Bogush crystal. “Not so fast…” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE WAS NO FEAR. Instead, all I felt was a firm conviction that I needed to get down to business. The lines Farg was using to hold everyone left alive in Fasorg all came from a small node. It wasn’t the old man who was so powerful; it was the intriguing spell he was using. For his part, he limited himself to working with the node, simply controlling one point. And that let me see a new thread appear and whisk off into the rubble to grab a dog that had appeared out of nowhere. Indeed, the system worked independently of its master. 
 
      
 
    That meant I could break into it. 
 
      
 
    If there was one thing I’d learned in my new world, it was that you could take out spells cast by other people. At least, you could stick wedges in them. Farg walked slowly toward Liara, convinced she was the only one there worth his time, and that let me concentrate on the node holding us in place. My first inspection didn’t reveal a flaw in what appeared to be the work of a high mage or even archmage. But that was just my first inspection. I wasn’t there to figure out how the spell analyzed space and latched onto its targets — I had bigger fish to fry. I needed to find a weakness. The energy was coming from Farg via one or two points, after which it made its way to the control loop and out toward its targets. That showed me what to do: stick a wedge between the energy source and the block doing the lion’s portion of the work. Understanding how it worked could wait. I needed to keep energy from getting that far. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Farg slowed his pace and frowned as he listened to his sensations. While the crowd in the square was still blocked, he could no longer feel them. It was like the ability the totem had given him was glitching. For the first time in almost a hundred years. 
 
      
 
    The mage’s hesitation told me I was on the right track. Freeing myself from the force lines wasn’t a priority, however — they were no longer squeezing me, and I was perfectly capable of using magic without my hands. All I needed was the desire. I decided to go with my tried-and-true attack. The unstructured fire and ice gobbling up an ocean of energy appeared as close to Farg as his protection allowed. And I had to admit, the protection he’d cast on himself was impressive. Blocking him wasn’t going to be an option. Without a doubt, I wasn’t going to be able to break through three force circuits or even stick a wedge in somewhere. Valgs used two circuits, so the three Farg had at his disposal was an unpleasant surprise for me. I had no idea how to hack into them or where to look for weaknesses. And that forced me to work randomly. 
 
      
 
    I started seeing results even if they weren’t what I’d been counting on. The old man stopped and stared with interest at the elemental spheres spinning in front of him. Dumping as much energy into them as I could without losing control, I expanded them to a meter and a half in diameter without getting the result I was looking for. Farg didn’t so much as wince. For a while, he stood there watching the spheres despite the chaos around him, after which he turned to look at the wizard. 
 
      
 
    “Trying to fight back? Well done. It’s just a shame that won’t help you.” 
 
      
 
    But he was looking at the wrong wizard. Farg’s eyes were fixed on Liara, assuming the elemental storm was her doing. And that told me he couldn’t see force lines. The mage took a few steps forward, and I had to pull the spheres back to avoid hurting Liara. Everything in me screamed to tell him that I was the one attacking him, that he needed me instead of my girlfriend, only it was right then that Farg’s protection suddenly exploded in a deluge of sparks. Out of the darkness, a crossbow bolt had flown in and shattered into a hundred pieces. That pulled the mage away from Liara. Finally, he realized his trap wasn’t working. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to you?” he mumbled as he closed his eyes and reached toward the force node. The unseen killer began firing off one arrow after another, though the mage ignored them completely. As the imposing wave of energy rushed toward the channel with the control loop, however, keeping the wedge in place meant doubling down on my investment. The streams of energy hit the obstacle, burst out of Farg’s control, and dissipated into the air. But that didn’t go on for long. I quickly noticed the lines swirling oddly before rushing back to regenerate their master’s source. 
 
      
 
    That was when I stepped in. It was easy enough for anyone who could see lines to control them. While I had to give up part of the energy to overload the strange magic magnet, combining the outgoing lines wasn’t an issue. The old man was sucking up the magic from the world around him like sand absorbs water. 
 
      
 
    “You again?” Farg whirled around toward Liara, and that was when he was hit by another arrow. And although it once more turned into an avalanche of sparks, it showed me one important detail: the mage’s source had lost its erstwhile strength. It was more like a ruby than the bright crystal it had started out as. And that meant there was a way for us to survive. As I couldn’t pull the trick off alone, however, I needed helpers, and I knew where to find them. My gaze fell on the construction holding us in place. It was still a mystery to me. Just as I was about to fill it with enough energy to destroy it, on the other hand, an interesting idea struck me. I needed to memorize the lines so I could study them later. I was starting to think we would have a “later.” The plan wasn’t a fun one, but I didn’t have a choice. Cursing myself in my head, I bit down on my lip as hard as I could. Blood flowed, my eyes watered, I couldn’t hold back a groan, and a salty taste appeared in my mouth. But I focused on memorizing every detail, every flourish of the construction. Even if I didn’t understand it then, I knew I could come back to it later. It was only when I was certain I could draw the structure that I began pumping energy into it. 
 
      
 
    “I like that you’re trying to fight back — not bad for an uninitiated wizard.” Farg had regained control of the situation. Having given up trying to reconnect to the blocker, he wasn’t even terribly surprised that his mana wasn’t regenerating. He’d never come across a wizard before, so he had no idea what they were capable of. The one thing he did know was that his teacher had decided to eliminate the girl before her initiation. If she gained strength, she would be an unpleasant obstacle on his path to power. 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t worried about what the mage was thinking. I was too busy for that. Noticing that he was looking at Liara again, I pressed harder on the construction until it finally burst into hundreds of shards that scattered in the ether. And my mana trap worked perfectly. Instead of rushing back to Farg, the energy all came back to rebuild my reserves and spur me into action. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot him! That will knock out his shield!” I yelled. Then, I pulled out my launcher and sent a round at him to lead by example. One hit; one unit of mana lost. It was a drop in the bucket, of course, though his mana was finite no matter how powerful he was. Sooner or later, it was going to run out and leave him defenseless. The guards quickly got to work. As soon as they got a taste of freedom, they attacked. The three infernos ran right over to the mage and began swinging their swords, while the two archers began firing from a distance. Everyone else focused on surviving. 
 
      
 
    “Get everyone away!” Had yelled. The duke thought of his people first and foremost, dealing with the enemy a problem for his fighters and anyone else capable of the job. As Geodar and the rest of his troops ran over to help Had, grabbing the weak and wounded as they went, I decided to focus all my attention on Farg. The old man had his eyes on me, after all. After brushing away the infernos — they flew a few meters through the air — he stretched a hand out toward me. I’d seen something like that before, so I had time to active a shield around my neck. The force lines embraced it and squeezed. Still, the energy coming from the Bogush crystal was too much for them. And that gave me an opening to counterattack. 
 
      
 
    Each hit took out a unit of mana. And that was fine by me. I had something that would have surprised anyone in that world. Right next to me, four fireballs appeared to hurtle off toward the old man in quick succession. I didn’t kindle them right next to him — they needed a running start before they could explode. That was the only way they picked up the kind of force it took to knock a point off his protection. As the previous two spheres had shown, static force meant nothing to him. 
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t stop with just four fireballs. Farg kept squeezing away at my neck, almost as if I didn’t have any other weaknesses. And while that was odd, any loss of concentration or speed would have spelled trouble for me. As soon as one of the four fireballs slammed into Farg and disappeared forever, I created another one right next to me and sent it on its way. One hit; one more fireball. I could have just fired single shots, of course, but a good mage had plenty of time to cause problems in the second and a half or two seconds it took them to land home. For instance, he could have realized his attack wasn’t working and turned to something more serious. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t going to give him those two seconds to think, however, even throwing my arms forward to show the fireballs where to go. With each breath in, I created a sphere. With each breath out, I created a sphere. That was my plan to win, especially since mana wasn’t an issue — the Bogush crystal seemed unlimited. And the guards were helping, too. Their attacks didn’t let up for a second, which meant the old man was quickly approaching his end. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?!” he yelled in surprise. Oswald had said the same thing before dying. The lines around my neck gave way to a fireball. One of the most effective spells available despite its simplicity, the difference between that one and my iterations was that Farg’s absorbed too much energy. His single fireball cost him almost a third of his reserves. His source no longer looked like a ruby, smacking more of a subpar sapphire. 
 
      
 
    I waited until the last moment to dodge the fireball, not sure if Farg was capable of directing it in-flight. If I was able to, I had to assume it was something in his arsenal, as well. The pavement where I'd just been standing exploded. Throwing up a shield just in time, I was saved when the shards were caught by the outer layer before they could reach my body. But I recognized the shriek of pain next to me. It was Liara. The girl had been running toward the mage to give her dagger a try, and she’d paid dearly for it. A few large chunks of pavement had buried themselves in her body. Farther away, the trio of infernos battering away at the old man dropped lifelessly to the ground. One look at their backs was enough to turn my stomach — they’d been shredded. Not even their steel cuirasses had helped. What Farg had used wasn’t a big fireball; it was something far more powerful. If it hadn’t been for Had pulling everyone else away, nobody would have been left alive in Fasorg. 
 
      
 
    But that didn’t keep me from continuing my assault. The string of fireballs continued slamming into Farg with enviable regularity, and I finally saw him take a step back. It was followed by another. And a third. He was being pushed backward under the force of my magic, incapable of standing up to it. Attacking wasn’t an option. As sweat beaded on his face, he fished around in his pockets for force stones that weren’t there, continually glancing over at the edge of the square as if looking for help. But it wasn’t to be. There was nobody hurrying over to teach the upstart kid a lesson after he dared shoot fireballs at superhuman speed. 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t over! You’re going to pay!” Farg yelled when his source began dipping quickly toward empty. I was about to throw caution to the wind and add a fifth fireball, only before I could, Farg dashed away from the square faster than an angel could have dreamed. It was an ability he was using. As I watched, force lines wrapped strangely around his legs, giving them inconceivable speed, though I had to assume the maneuver came at a cost. If his muscles weren’t ready for that kind of strain, Farg was going to be incapacitated. He was going to need his healer, and I just wished we’d taken him out, too. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of healers… 
 
      
 
    I forgot everything else and leaped over to Liara’s side. The girl was lying motionless on the ground, though her heavy breathing told me she was still alive. There were more shards than I’d seen at first. Shoulders, chest, legs, face — all of them had sustained serious injuries. For a few seconds, I panicked, unsure what to do. But then, I yelled that I needed time and cover before getting to work. There were no healers available for Liara. Judging by Had’s arm, the doctor had been killed. And that meant I was going to have to lean on what I’d learned about the human body as well as the endless energy provided by the Bogush crystal. There was no other way to help Liara. 
 
      
 
    As I didn’t have the medication I’d gotten in the Westerners’ camp, I had to work in the dark. I started with Liara’s legs. They were the simplest. Energy lines entwined their way around every muscle and blood vessel, reinforcing and protecting them. Where there were holes, I made a path out of pure energy to reattach torn muscles and veins. The hardest part was extracting the shards. I had to patch up the holes first to avoid doing irreparable harm and then break the shards up into pieces. Magic pushed the pieces out while the lines simultaneously rebuilt what had been sliced through underneath. Pouring another portion of energy into the girl and making sure her legs were in good shape, I turned to what looked to be her most serious injuries. Her chest and shoulders. It was going to take some hard work… 
 
      
 
    “Bring her some water,” the Shadow said, her voice pulling me out of my stupor. I forced myself to concentrate and realized I was sitting next to Liara, her hand in mine, and waiting for the healing I’d done to take effect. It was morning. As it turned out, I’d worked all night without even noticing. 
 
      
 
    “Where is everyone?” I pulled myself heavily to my feet and looked around. The three infernos were lying untouched on the ground. While they were unconscious, they were breathing. 
 
      
 
    “It would be a good idea to kill them,” the Shadow said as she came over to stand next to me. “Neither you nor the locals have the resources to revive them. It won’t take just force stones; they need mithril, too. A good ten kilograms each. If they don’t get it, they’ll suffer until they die on their own.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Geodar, who had lost his helmet somewhere. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Healing infernos is a challenge, which is why they try to avoid getting hurt that badly. The angel is right — it would be a mercy to send them on to their eternal rest.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to be killing anyone.” I tossed my backpack on the ground and began pulling out force stone after force stone. Glancing over at the Shadow, who was swallowing hard, I threw her a few sapphires. 
 
      
 
    “Feed them these, and we’ll try to keep them alive long enough to get them back to the capital. Ando will help heal them. Geodar, can you take care of that?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it,” one of the four remaining infernos said as he stepped over. “One of them is our commander. Thank you for giving him a shot at living — not many people would.” 
 
      
 
    There was nothing to say, so I nodded and turned back to the Shadow. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t answer me. Where is everyone? What happened while I was healing Liara?” 
 
      
 
    “Had took everyone underground, the wounded guardsmen included. It’s a good spot — they have enough food to hold out for three days. You, me, Geodar, and the four infernos are all that's left of the city’s fighting force. Although, I’m not counting the crossbowmen since they can’t shoot faster than once a minute. Out there are the same ten thousand trained fighters. Of course, without their commanding officers, cannons, and four infernos. My mithril ration for this month was met, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    One clause in her oath had been that I didn’t keep her from absorbing her enemies, their metal counting against her monthly payment. If she was able to absorb more than she was owed, however, there was no rolling the excess over to the next month. The eternally hungry angel got it for free. 
 
      
 
    “What about Farg?” 
 
      
 
    “He disappeared into the camp — I didn’t follow him. The risk was too great.” 
 
      
 
    “Geodar, take Liara. You’re in charge of the infernos, too. If I remember correctly, the old man was renting an apartment? Check it out. He had to flee, so he might have left something valuable there. And take the bag of force stones to Had. If anything happens, make sure you break through to the empire and deliver Liara to the Brown Bear clan.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘if anything happens’? What’s your plan?” 
 
      
 
    “The enemy is going to realize soon that they don’t have any commanders. A little while after that, someone will take charge and get them looking like an organized army again. We need to make sure that doesn’t happen. Shadow, can you keep from eating stones all at once? Or do I need to give them to you one at a time?” 
 
      
 
    The angel eyed me for a long time as she decided what to do. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t take them all on myself,” she said finally. While she hadn’t told me no, she’d given me something to think about. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t need to. Your job will be to keep them away from me — I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Ten thousand people,” Geodar said just in case. “What can you do?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see. Shadow, what about the stones?” 
 
      
 
    “One by one is better. My head hurts when there are available crystals nearby.” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty should be enough.” I checked my pockets. After thinking for a moment, I pulled out the Bogush crystal I’d gotten used to working with. The battle the previous night had somehow not made a dent in it. From what I could tell, it was just as powerful and incomprehensible as it had ever been. And that meant it was going to last me a long time. 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t get what you have in mind,” Geodar said. “You can’t leave the cover of the wall, not with the enemy crossbowmen always on alert. We checked.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody’s planning on leaving cover. Take care of Liara — nothing can happen to her. Okay, Shadow, let’s go. You’re going to like this.” 
 
      
 
    It was true. What I had up my sleeve was perfect for the angel. Leaving the shelter of the wall was out of the question, my agility not nearly enough to dodge a few hundred crossbow bolts. That was especially true given how the crossbowmen were on the lookout for any movement in the city. On the other hand, they weren’t expecting an attack from the rear. 
 
      
 
    “Pick me up and walk forward. We’re going to head straight through the middle of the river,” I said as I activated my two elemental spheres. Without needing to be asked twice, my protector had us in the middle of the river current surrounded by a bubble of air. I motioned in the right direction, keeping a close eye on the activity on the riverbank. Ten minutes later, we finally arrived at our destination — there were four sources directly to our right. One of the fighters was marked by a totem. Where there were four with mana, there had to be a hundred more without it. And that meant it was my time to shine. 
 
      
 
    “Cover me!” I yelled as soon as we stepped out onto the bank. I used force armor for protection, covering my body and chest with the rest of my concentration free to create four fireballs. My encounter with Farg had taught me the perfect way to kill people without magic protection. They could do nothing against fireballs created with fifty units of magic strength. Of course, one or even two were nothing against an army. But when there were four of them constantly being created, the effect was something to be proud of. I didn’t have much of a choice, either. We could attack, or we could die. The chances of getting pulled out of the mess the city was in were miniscule, and my conscience wouldn’t have let me abandon its scared and wounded inhabitants. We had to risk it. 
 
      
 
    The enemy clearly wasn’t expecting us. Most of them were sitting around the fires without weapons or armor, and though they jumped to their feet to dash off to the tents, that was all they could do. The camp filled with the shrieks of people burning alive. There was no mercy to be had. Anyone I killed was there to kill us, which meant they knew the risks. 
 
      
 
    One fireball per person was more than enough to turn them all into torches. As my consciousness moved from person to person, I didn’t have time to watch my victims burn. I just needed to find the next target. At least, the next three targets. It turned out that controlling all the fireballs at the same time cost one concentration point and elicited a headache and nausea. As soon as I dropped the number to three, everything got much easier. Creating three chunks of fire, sending them slapping into the chest of the nearest enemies, making new ones, and repeating the new maneuver — it took less than a second per salvo. I didn’t worry about mana with the practically endless Bogush crystal in my side. At some point, I even had to start running as I ran out of people to kill. Four columns of smoke billowed into the sky as the tents burned, showing the enemy where we were, and that was when everyone started rushing in our direction. But that was perfect. I kept up my barrage. Suddenly, however, something slapped into the ground next to me. It was followed by several more somethings. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stop!” I heard the Shadow call over. “I’ll take the archers. Keep it up!” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t about to stop, though I did change course to stray farther from the walls. Killing the entire enemy army wasn’t the plan — there were too many of them for that. Sooner or later, the Shadow was going to have too much to deal with, and a stray arrow would polish me off. My objective was to get to the main tents, which I assumed was where Farg was, and torch them to the ground. Presumably, that was going to be enough to get the army to think twice about maintaining their siege. We needed time to recuperate and come up with a new plan. Perhaps, help would arrive. 
 
      
 
    How many did I kill? A hundred? Two hundred? Three? No, it was more than that. Relying on the Shadow, who stayed right behind me, I got rid of my protection and went back to working with four spheres. That let me kill even more. Dying by the dozens, the enemy could do nothing against a mage with unlimited mana. Finally, I realized the tide had turned. No longer were they running toward me — they were running away. I’d only gotten a third of the way around the center of the circle, not touching the edges, and that was still enough to get everyone to flee. The command tent lit up like reed. Unfortunately, there was nobody inside. Farg had gotten away again. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t keep this up much longer!” the Shadow suddenly announced. “Even with the stones!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s head back,” I replied. “Break straight through?” 
 
      
 
    “That should work. We’re not — ” 
 
      
 
    With that, my protector crashed to the ground in a fit of convulsions. I immediately squealed in pain as a crossbow bolt smacked into my shoulder. Dropping to the ground next to the Shadow, I covered us as best I could with a force shield and looked down at her in trepidation. What was going on? I’d never heard of mithril-modified people having seizures. Pulling the Shadow’s visor open, I recoiled. There was foam coming from her mouth, and her eyes were rolled back. It was like she’d been poisoned, her body going through its final death throes. 
 
      
 
    I heard cries as the enemy grew bolder. When I realized they thought they’d finished me off, I decided to prove them wrong, got to my knees to give them as small a target as possible, and kept up my attack. Three fireballs were my limit, however. And I didn’t have time to think about the pain in my shoulder. My arm was numb and couldn’t move, though I didn’t need it right then. A dozen crossbow bolts hit my shield and just about knocked me on my back — the impact was formidable. Realizing the risk I was taking, I picked the Shadow up with my good arm and sprinted toward the walls while still sending fireballs flying in every direction. At some point, I started taking shots at the tents in addition to the people. It was a shame I couldn’t wait for the people on fire and running around to burn them down. A thick, acrid smoke filled the air, making me a much more difficult target for the crossbowmen. While I had a harder time shooting, as well, I didn’t need to keep up my fire. It was time to get my protector out of harm’s way and figure out what was going on with her. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t notice when the barrage of arrows completely let up. By that time, I’d gotten to the trenches closest to the wall after taking out quite a few of the archers. The Shadow’s convulsions were getting worse. She was starting to look like a fish out of water. But it was only when I saw a crossbowman lying on the ground that I figured out something was wrong. His eyes were rolled back, there was foam bubbling out of his mouth, and every muscle in his body was tensed. As a gust of wind blew the smoke away, I saw another few dozen archers all showing the same symptoms. It was the same thing that was happening to the Shadow if not as serious. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t have time to ponder the scene before a piercing shriek broke out. The earth shook under the weight of a heavy blow. Whirling around, I just about joined the archers on the ground by dying of shock when I saw something enormous and black as night where the command tent was smoldering. It was so formless that it had no right to be in that world. I’d seen something like it in one of my memories, of course. Back then, as Archmage Ranut-Vys had driven away the clouds to reveal Bashorg, I’d seen his minions circling him. Terrifying and formless, they were twisted by the malice of their master. And one of them had shown up in the camp, blocking most of the people there through the sheer force of its aura. But only most of them — I saw a few sources still moving around. The monster had no effect on people with mana, though those without mana or with mithril in their blood were easy prey. Tentacles made of smoke lashed out to grab a few quivering bodies and drop them into the creature’s bottomless maw. Finally, after bones and metal crunched hideously, three red eyes burned out of the formless cloud of smoke. 
 
      
 
    They were looking right at me. Reaching out for the Bogush crystal to recharge my mana as I was accustomed to doing, I found to my horror that the endless source had turned into a simple statuette. The crystal had lost its power. And right then, the monster let out another shriek, that one so loud that the blood froze in my veins, and charged. It had a new target. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS ANYTHING BUT IN A DAZE. Even with the recognition that I was standing alone against an imposing monster without my limitless crystal, my protector convulsing on the ground, and surrounded by enemies, my body quickly kicked into gear as soon as I realized the monster was heading in my direction. I decided to save my mana, instead pulling out my named weapon and sending a clump of energy flying at the tentacle stretching out toward me. After kicking the Shadow into a trench the Westerners had dug, I dashed off along the wall to lead Bashorg’s bastard away from her. Making sure my protector was safe took top priority. Dealing with our uninvited guest came second. 
 
      
 
    The dark beast clearly noticed me. For a little while, it jerked around, trying to figure out if it wanted to head over to the angel or follow the nimble little target getting away. Happily, it picked the latter. The beast apparently realized that the Shadow wasn’t going anywhere, while I was making my getaway. It was fast for something so big. Not forgetting to snap up the soldiers lying on the ground, it came rushing at me. Charred and unconscious warriors alike found their way into its maw. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I sensed a few arrows whistle past not an arm’s length away. I wanted to curse the Western idiots, only that would have been jumping to conclusions — an annoyed mutter behind me told me what the crossbowmen were aiming at. They were showing exactly why the Shadow had called them some of the best. Despite the fear and horror in the air, they had quickly gathered themselves and begun to fight for their life. 
 
      
 
    Deciding that was as good a place as any to turn and fight, I lit up two elemental spheres, a corner of my consciousness checking to see how much mana I had left. My main and secondary sources were full. There were the two diamonds on the chain, giving me a total of two hundred charges for my main source. Twenty rubies were rattling around in my pockets — that was another fifteen full charges. In other words, I wasn’t worried despite the problem I was having with the Bogush figurine. 
 
      
 
    The spheres slipped into the monster’s body and disappeared as if into dropped into dough. And while that slowed it down significantly, it didn’t stop coming at me. Tentacles continued pulling it along in my direction, not forgetting to also keep it fed. In fact, it was almost like it didn’t even know it had two spheres, ice and fire, inside it. I bolstered the lines. Still, there was no effect. My magic was working, though there was something strange about it: while energy was flowing out of me as if into a bottomless bucket, making me reach for a new ruby every now and then, it didn’t feel like I was giving the demon any problems. It was far more worried by the simple arrows the crossbowmen kept firing at it. 
 
      
 
    The beast suddenly attacked. A few tentacles flew toward me, the distance between it and me no obstacle for the appendages. Moments later, they’d reached their target, only I’d somehow managed to throw up an energy shield. It was hard to say how I’d done it. Presumably, it was pure reflexes. Either way, the tentacles smashed into my protection like a battering ram. My mana level dropped precipitously, and I even staggered backward. The double layer couldn’t completely absorb the impact. 
 
      
 
    It was only afterwards that the creature let out the deafening roar that had introduced it to the city. Both tentacles that had been looking to pierce me through had turned into chunks of twisted flesh. Although, it wasn’t a flesh I recognized. A poisonous dark liquid dripped from the wounds, searing the grass and sending up acrid smoke. From his spot nearby, a crossbowman coughed, fell to his knees, and grasped at his throat as if he was being suffocated. But there was no time to think. Instead, I kicked the poor guy behind me and threw up my shield once more. It was for the next crossbowman rather than for me, however. The Westerner had stepped up close to me to get a better shot at the demon, and the latter was only too happy to use that against him despite the pain its battered tentacles were causing it. The tentacles pulled back into the demon’s body and were replaced by new ones that looked equally dangerous. Seeing them come flying past me toward an annoying archer, I stepped up to the challenge. The ease with which the demon ate the armored humans meant his cuirass wasn’t going to save him. It was pure magic or nothing. 
 
      
 
    The crossbowman didn’t have time to so much as twitch. Despite all his training, he wasn't fast enough to dodge the monster’s attack, which made it fortunate that I was able to cover his chest. The demon howled once more to clench all my internal organs in fear as his strike hit my shield. But I had to hand it to the archer. Ignoring the fact that he’d just about died, he kept aiming for the creature’s weak points. The three eyes burning in the dark body made for the best targets, and the next arrow hit the one in the middle. 
 
      
 
    I’d been wrong about the demon shrieking earlier. The noise it made in that moment was so loud that the very ground shook in terror. Unable to help myself, I collapsed onto my knees, lost my concentration, and gave up on the elemental spheres buried somewhere inside the demon. And that only spurred the monster on. Continuing to howl like a hundred buffalo, he fired tentacles at us once more. That time, however, the list of targets included me as well as all the people around me. My magic vision counted twenty archers standing up against the beast’s pernicious effect. Every second, three or four crossbow bolts whizzed past me, though they clearly weren’t enough. The demon was attacking. 
 
      
 
    I was able to repulse the tentacle aimed at me as well as a few nearby. Most of the archers, however, were unlucky. Three sources died away instantly, while the rest were mortally wounded and hauled up to the beast’s mouth as tasty human treats. 
 
      
 
    It suddenly hit me that I couldn’t win if I was constantly going to be on the defensive. Sooner or later, my opponent was going to find the key, and my house of cards was going to collapse. Winning or even just surviving meant fighting back. As six of the demon’s appendages rushed by me with archers impaled on them, I went to work. Spheres made of pure energy had no effect on the demon — I’d already figured that much out. The standard armor a few of the Westerners were wearing was just as useless. The beast was only too happy to eat them. On the other hand, the perfectly structured double protection from my old world worked perfectly, both keeping me safe from the demon and even hurting it. 
 
      
 
    And what did that mean? Just one thing: I needed to attack with magic. My trusty fireballs made with four force rings were just the ticket. There was no point materializing them right next to the demon, of course. As experience had shown, static mana was nearly incapable of hurting anyone. They needed speed, so I got to work creating one after another and sending them smacking into the tentacles flying away from me. Once more, the demon howled, and I finally had the result I was looking for. The spheres passed cleanly through the demon’s flesh, knocking huge chunks off. Left weakened and incapable of holding up the heavy warriors, they snapped, and while the demon was about to lunge toward us, it stopped and leaped backward when it was hit with my spheres. Real magic wasn’t its cup of tea. 
 
      
 
    “Get them out of here!” I yelled, managing to both pour fireballs at the beast and throw up shields to cover the wounded soldiers lying on the ground. The demon tried to get at them a few times only to be foiled by me and lose a few more chunks of black flesh. As the holes hissed, bubbled, and smoked, I realized for certain that the monster was from a different world. 
 
      
 
    The Westerners understood me despite the difference in languages. Three rushed forward and grabbed their comrades to pull them out of the monster’s reach, the latter trying a few more times to attack before deciding there was nothing else for it there. It didn’t even have to turn around. Instead, the three eyes — the one in the middle was still working even after the direct hit — just moved in the direction of the city. The hulk dashed toward Fasorg, not forgetting to fill its belly along the way. The Shadow, who was still lying in a trench somewhere off to the side, held no interest for it. All it wanted was the city. 
 
      
 
    Right next to me, a warrior was standing armed with a crossbow. He’d been firing at the demon as fast as he could even as the monster was attacking us with its tentacles. Sending yet another bolt hurtling after the monster’s receding back, the Westerner looked over at me, lowered his crossbow wordlessly, and nodded toward the city. Nobody was going to attack me. I still had my doubts, needless to say, knowing that just one bolt in the back would have been enough to end my adventures in that world once and for all, but I didn’t want to kill someone who had been fighting alongside me. That wasn’t why I’d protected him. Before the demon had showed up, I would have slaughtered him without a second thought, but in that moment… No, I couldn’t. He couldn’t, either, discharging his weapon at the back of the demon rather than at me. 
 
      
 
    After nodding back, I sprinted off after the demon to close the distance, continuing to pour fire at it. The fact that it was afraid of structured magic was my ace in the hole. Unfortunately, my supply wasn’t unlimited — I’d already discharged four rubies, though most of that energy had, to be fair, gone to maintaining the useless elemental spheres. But even my protection and keeping up the sustained barrage of fireballs was costly. Without the backup charges I needed, I couldn’t guarantee a win. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, I realized the beast was heading for the central square. That made me feel better — there was nobody there, so the demon couldn’t do any damage. But that was when I saw his actual target. A yell wrenched its way out of my throat as I tried to grab the demon’s attention. Geodar was in the square trying to help the four infernos as they convulsed on the ground. Still, that wasn’t what had horrified me, making me try to pull the demon away. It was the uncomfortably familiar crate not far from the twitching infernos. I’d left it personally in the roadside café, turning the building over to the goblins, which made it impossible that the sixty kilograms of Blood of the Beast could be there in Fasorg. But there it was. And the demon was ignoring everything else to head straight for the green substance. 
 
      
 
    Geodar quickly realized what was going on. Tossing everything aside, he grabbed the infernos and hauled them away, though the monster paid them no mind. His three red eyes were fixed on the crate. The city rang with its howl of triumph — the demon was exultant. I stopped, unsure of what to do. On the one hand, I was only too happy to have the monster get rid of the dangerous substance. That would remove the threat of a goblin attack, of course. At least, if Lando Slick was right about the brown creatures’ ability to sense Blood of the Beast. But on the other hand, the fact that the demon needed the substance meant I had to do everything I could to keep it out of its clutches. The creature’s very existence was centered around destruction and the annihilation of all things living. As long as Bashorg was somehow involved, I had to fight to the end. Was the city’s safety more important than that of the entire world? No matter how unpleasant the answer was, there was no denying it. The city could be rebuilt. The same most likely could not have been said of the world. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t me who intercepted the demon and kept it from getting to the Blood of the Beast. Black streaks of lightning flashed by, and the demon suddenly stopped just meters from its target. And while tentacles reached out toward the crate, the black lightning bolts knocked them away and pinned them to the stone pavement. Finally, I realized what was going on. Black feathers were jutting out of the pinned tentacles, and I turned my gaze on the far side of the square at the same time as I crouched down in an effort to lose myself in the rubble. 
 
      
 
    An army of brown goblins was marching out into the square. 
 
      
 
    I had the sinking feeling that the members of their race I’d previously encountered had been withered, defective, and scrawny. The goblins there in the square might have been twice the size of their northern cousins. Enormous, powerful, fearsome, armed to the teeth, agile, and quick, they did indeed look like a force capable of threatening the Western Empire. Even rows tramped out into the square in a river of brown flesh. And while I didn’t have the Shadow’s experience estimating the size of enemy forces, I had no doubt there were at least a hundred of them. 
 
      
 
    Geodar went untouched, though the infernos weren’t as lucky. They stopped twitching once they were stuck full of arrows — each of Aner Slick’s fighters was the recipient of ten or fifteen ugly new outcroppings topped with black fletching. Survival was out of the question. When Geodar realized there was no longer a reason to try to get his comrades out, he gave up, reached the next building in a few bounds, and disappeared. He was going to make it, at least. 
 
      
 
    The demon made his move. Not planning on a visit by the masters of the planet, it decided to show them how unwelcome they were by ripping up its tentacles, leaving chunks of flesh on the pavement, and rushing toward the goblins so quickly I realized it had only ever been crawling before that. Finally, it was showing what it was capable of. But the goblins behaved strangely. Not giving a meter, they continued peppering the demon with arrows, the front ranks waiting until the demon had almost reached them before throwing their launchers aside and pulling long spears out of nowhere. I had no idea where they’d been keeping them, though I did see the reaction. The demon fought unsuccessfully to slow down with tentacles scrabbling across the pavement. It had picked up too much speed. As wood broke with a crack and flesh tore, the monster loudly announced to the world the pain it was in. The howl was so powerful, in fact, that I was stunned for a few seconds. Even my hermetically sealed armor didn’t help. When I regained my wits, I was surprised to see that the goblins had barely reacted to the noise the demon had made. The rear ranks kept up their fire, the steady barrage of arrows continuing to batter the monster, while the ranks closest to it got to work with scimitars. But there were also some who grabbed the tentacles that had been chopped off and hauled them away from the demon. It looked like they thought it could reabsorb and regenerate its own flesh. 
 
      
 
    It took the demon a bit longer to recover than it took me. Still, it did recover, and that was when it began fighting for its life. It did a good job of it, too. The formless body sent out new appendages, and the goblins armed with scimitars had a rough go of it. No matter how fast they were, they couldn’t lop them all off. The demon pierced one goblin through, lifted him into the air, and dropped him into its mouth before doing the same with a second. And a fifth. And a tenth. The situation was deteriorating quickly as the monster grew stronger with each foe it consumed, and the goblins began to fall back. It may not have been the best idea for me to get involved, the better plan being to wait until our two enemies finished slaughtering each other and then taking on whoever was left, only I was supposed to make contact with the goblins. With that in mind, I jumped up and headed toward the demon. The goblins noticed me, though they held their fire. My lack of mithril meant I was of no interest to them. 
 
      
 
    I attacked just as the demon was finishing off yet another goblin. That time, I skipped the elemental spheres. All that worked were the beautiful, orderly fireballs launched four at a time. I even ignored my protection, focusing entirely on offence since the demon couldn’t do anything to me so long as the goblins kept it busy. As the spheres smacked into the creature’s body, the city rang once more with a hideous squeal of pain. And that short reprieve was enough for the goblins to regroup. Powerful soldiers stepped forward holding spears at the ready. While the monster wanted to launch itself at me to put an end to the stream of painful fireballs, it couldn’t. The spear tips buried themselves deep in its flesh, while the other ends were attached to ropes tied around a nearby building. The goblins were so confident, practiced, and effective that I got the feeling battles of that nature were a regular if not daily occurrence. Their strategy was too well thought out. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t like their tactics. Too much faith was placed in the fighters sacrificed on the front lines, the ropes holding the demon in place, and the latticework of spears buried in it. I wouldn’t have wanted to get that close. One wrong move, and it was a quick trip to the demon’s bottomless maw. If they’d asked me, I would have recommended having shamans surround the creature and cast spells at it from all sides. Something like my fireballs. 
 
      
 
    “Regroup! Hold the demon in place while the human kills it!” I heard someone order, and I realized to my surprise that I understood the goblin language. Our clan’s new ability giving us knowledge of the ancient tongue was showing its value. Not only could I read their language; I could understand when they spoke it. If I really tried, I assumed I could speak it, too. But that was after we dealt with our uninvited guest from another world — the demon hadn’t stopped tossing goblins into its mouth one after another. It looked like about half the goblins who had shown up in Fasorg were gone, though the remainder showed no break in their resolve. More and more spears appeared to smack into the demon, leaving it tied down by more and more ropes. And the monster could do nothing. I even cut through a tentacle as it picked another goblin off the ground, releasing its prey. While the soldier was already dead, he at least didn’t get fed to the demon. I’d long since realized that the creature regenerated faster the more it ate. 
 
      
 
    Ten sapphires were what it cost to beat down the spawn of Bashorg. The demon twitched one final time before falling silent, spreading out across the square in a nasty dark puddle that bubbled and gave off a greenish mist. A shaman stepped out from the goblin ranks. A time-worn specimen, he was leaning on a long staff and covered in different amulets. What surprised me, however, was that half the amulets were made of sky-blue mithril. The shaman stepped right into the dirty puddle left by the demon and stuck his hand into the goo, pulling it back out a few moments later holding an enormous black crystal. It was at least three or four times as large as any I’d seen before. Holding it high in the air, he gestured to the remaining goblins, who filled Fasorg with jubilant shouts of triumph. Then, he tossed the crystal into a bag on his waist and pointed a crooked finger at the crate containing the Blood of the Beast. 
 
      
 
    “Get to work!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s more than fifty kilograms here, Teacher.” One of the shaman’s assistants leaped to his side, a younger goblin less gaunt but also with amulets. 
 
      
 
    “I can count,” the older shaman shot back. “Those who could share it were sent off to their forebears. We’ll absorb it as it is. Wrap the first one up in ropes — we have to do this.” 
 
      
 
    Just in case, I took a step backward, not sure what the brown creatures had up their sleeves. The fact that they hadn’t turned on me immediately following the battle meant I had a shot at a conversation with them, though I wasn’t about to get between them and their blood. They carried out one of their most badly injured. Judging by the hole in his chest, it was safe to say he wasn’t going to make it. It was more a surprise that he was still in the land of the living. But instead of putting the poor fellow out of his misery, they began tying him up with a thick rope until he was completely enshrouded. Two goblins even checked to make sure the cocoon was snug. Then, they carried him to the crate with the blood, turned him upside down, and submerged his head in the substance. I had no idea what to expect — an explosion, the green substance eating away at the wounded goblin, or even nothing. But what I certainly didn’t expect was how fast the blood would soak into his body. A few moments later, all sixty kilograms were gone without a trace. 
 
      
 
    That was when the metamorphosis began. 
 
      
 
    The wounded goblin let out a heartrending shriek before quickly falling silent. His head dropped onto his chest. He was dead. But just a second or two into his afterlife, the ropes suddenly tightened like his body was expanding. His brown skin turned green, sharp spikes appeared, and what was already a fearsome head deformed still more drastically, turning into something more elongated and with more teeth. When a few goblins ran over to their changing comrade holding spears, they were sent flying backward as the ropes snapped and flew off in every direction. There was a monstrous roar, and a dragon leaped into the air. Although, it wasn’t entirely a dragon. It was a hideous dragon-goblin hybrid. The creature’s arms and legs had turned into scaled and broken dragon claws, the body had swollen to the point that it looked ready to burst, and growths appeared on its back that quickly began to grow wings. What the Blood of the Beast turned the goblin into looked nothing like the beautiful figure the Bogush crystals made up. 
 
      
 
    The creature leaped three stories in the air as if looking to make its getaway, but that was when the goblins made their move. A well-timed volley of arrows knocked the dragon right out of the air. With an enraged roar, the creature cut loose a stream of flames in the direction of the goblins. It could breathe fire. Just in time, the goblins leaped to the side. Once more, the launchers fired. That time, however, the black metal bolts clanged uselessly off the scales. The goblin continued to change: scales appeared on its face, the growths on his back burst, and large webbed wings stretched out. With sixty kilograms of Blood of the Beast inside it, the creature was turning into that same beast. And the other goblins were trying to kill it. 
 
      
 
    I decided to help. The totem only knew what the appearance of that fire-breathing monster meant for the planet, and I wanted it gone before it could gather strength. Trying out the block I’d used for the shadow, I found it worked perfectly there, as well. The creature froze, incapable of breaking through my magic lines. Twitching, it fixed its gaze on me, snarled, and cut loose a stream of fire in an attempt to break my concentration, only it was all in vain. The more I used the block, the easier it got. When the creature opened its mouth to send fire at me once more, I slammed a fireball of my own right into the opening. The resulting explosion just about knocked me off my feet. The spot where the dragon had been was reduced to a crater with Blood of the Beast pooling at the bottom. That was all that was left of it. With that said, there was only a tenth as much of the substance as we’d started with. 
 
      
 
    The goblins immediately dragged their next heavily wounded comrade over to the puddle — everything looked like it was going according to plan. After six kilograms of Blood of the Beast soaked into the new body, the wounded goblin also began to change if less drastically than the first. Waiting a minute, the pitiless goblins brought their scimitars down on the deformed neck. Blood of the Beast pooled once more at the bottom of the crater. That time, however, there were mere droplets — six hundred grams. The maneuver was repeated two more times until the substance that had occupied the entirety of a large crate was down to a few drops. The shaman’s assistant carefully gathered them into a small glass vial and sealed it inside with an ordinary cork. 
 
      
 
    “Done!” he said as he showed the vial to the shaman. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve done a great deed!” the shaman barked to his warriors. “We destroyed a spawn of the abyss and overthrew a spawn of the sky. But it is not yet time to rejoice — there is a new enemy before us! The human used the magic of the abyss to defeat the spawn of the sky, and the Blood of the Beast bore the mark of his magic. That was how he defeated the draconid. But the human will not hide his true self beyond fake assistance, and we must kill the servant of both beasts!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WAIT! YOU’RE WRONG! I don’t worship any beasts!” I yelled in the goblin tongue in an attempt to bring them to their senses. It was hard getting the words out — my human throat wasn’t accustomed to their sounds. However, they heard me and quickly reacted. Not the way I’d hoped, of course. The shaman pointed his crooked finger at me and cried out once more. 
 
      
 
    “The human whelp knows our language! Not another word. Destroy him! Destroy this entire city! Spawn of both beasts are here, so we must cleanse these lands of human filth.” 
 
      
 
    I more sensed than saw that I was about to get hit hard. Dropping to my knees to make myself a smaller target, I threw up a shield and felt a barrage of black arrows put it to the test. The fight with the demon and modified goblin had done nothing to the goblins’ spirits and discipline. They were firing thirty arrows a second, which meant I was completely occupied protecting myself. However, while each arrow strike cost me a unit of mana, that wasn’t a problem. The Bogush crystal had taken up its rightful place as my backup after the demon had spread its nasty goo across the pavement. But while all I wanted to do was take some time to think about the figurine’s strange behavior, what the shaman had said, how a powerful demon could have appeared, what the half-dead goblin had turned into, and everything else that had just happened, there was no time to take. The arrows slamming into my protection quickly cleared my head of those thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Although, that wasn’t entirely true. One thought remained, and it was so strong my head hurt. I was supposed to come to terms with the goblins in order to find Zul’var’s altar. But everything the shaman had said made that much harder. He wouldn’t even hear me out. A second volley hit me, shortly followed by a third. After that, the goblins decided ranged weapons were useless and changed tactics. Slinging their launchers over their shoulders, the crowd of brown soldiers came sprinting at me. 
 
      
 
    “I work with the totems! I’m a wizard!” I yelled as I waited as long as I could to fight back. “I helped you kill the demon and the dragon!” 
 
      
 
    But they couldn’t hear me. Or didn’t want to listen. Either way, my protection shook as it was hit by an icicle. That came right before a fireball, some kind of fog, and even a thin stream of water so highly pressurized it would have cut right through me if it hadn’t been for my two layers of protection. Making full use of the time, the shaman and his student were keeping me occupied until the fighters could get to me. But the gaunt old goblin was more than fifty meters away — my scanner didn’t reach that far. Still, that didn’t keep him from using magic against me, almost as if he didn’t have any of the restrictions I had. Either that, or his magic strength exceeded all reasonable boundaries, something I didn’t want to think about. If Barx was right, that was impossible. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I lost it. I was so angry, in fact, that I thought back to my first encounters with magic lines. Most of the goblins running at me with weapons drawn had a source and a supply of force stones. Whoever was in charge of them had sent choice warriors to Fasorg, and that played right into my hands. Not bothering with fireballs, as I was confident I couldn’t take them all out before they got to me, I pulled as much energy from the Bogush crystal as I could hold and sent it forward. I didn’t have access to the goblins’ stones, but I didn’t need it. Instead of taking energy, I was looking to generously give it away. 
 
      
 
    Four powerful explosions changed the course of the battle entirely. The goblins were sent flying like dry leaves in a gust of wind. All I needed was one look to tell that most of them wouldn’t ever be getting back up, and most of the rest had been knocked out of action for a long time. With just four remaining on their feet, it looked like they had made up the back line. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me! I’m not your enemy!” I yelled, though the shaman once more ignored the voice of reason. After saying something to his assistant, he sat down on the ground in a meditative pose, and my stomach sank. No longer were fireballs and icicles flying at me. Instead, it was chunks of earth and large stones. The gaunt old goblin was lifting them right out of the ground and sending them hurtling in my direction. While my protection held up, it couldn’t knock the projectiles back, and they began to build up all around me. 
 
      
 
    But the scariest, strangest, and most impossible part was that I couldn’t see any force lines. My magic vision told me the stones were flying through the air on their own, with no external help. And while I was able to block a couple of the larger boulders, I couldn’t push them to the side. The invisible force bearing down on them was stronger than my magic. All I could do was modify their trajectory slightly to move them off a path to my head. The goblin shaman was using a magic completely unlike what I was accustomed to. And that was terrifying. 
 
      
 
    “Totem knows I did everything I could,” I muttered as I pulled out my launcher. The shaman kept the storm going, and I could tell by the way the surviving goblins had pulled out spears and were running at me that they had moved on to another practiced maneuver. One kept me fully occupied; the rest pricked me with their sharp sticks. It wasn’t a bad plan. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t like it at all. 
 
      
 
    Taking aim at the shaman wasn’t as simple as I’d thought, the flying rocks getting in the way. I even had to spare some time for the goblins with the spears. With no force stones, detonating them wasn’t an option, so I had to pull out another radical trick to put them on the ground: fireballs. A few charges hit the flying stones, though most struck home, leaving me one-on-one with the shaman. There were no other goblins left standing. At some point, the shaman’s assistant had disappeared, too, only I hadn’t noticed where he’d gone. The stones had me buried up to my chest, so I needed to hurry. I waited until the space between us was more or less clear before pressing the trigger button. The chaos around me settled down at once. All the stones in the air suddenly remembered that they weren’t able to fly, and a silence fell. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, are you alive? Do you need help?” I heard Geodar call over a couple seconds later. The guardsman had made sure we were alone before announcing to the square that he had survived. 
 
      
 
    “Take care of the goblins! Just keep an eye out — the shaman’s student disappeared somewhere,” I yelled back as I tried to pull myself out of the stone trap I’d found myself in. The shaman had done some serious work, and it was only then I realized I was completely immured. Another couple minutes, and getting me out would have been nearly impossible. They wouldn’t have even had to kill me. I would have died in a week on my own. From old age. 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone! As soon as you killed the shaman, he disappeared. The ability looked a lot like the one the Viper clan uses. Here, don’t move — let me help. You’re not getting out by yourself. Just give me a few minutes to clear the square.” 
 
      
 
    Picking a spear up off the ground, Geodar began going around to all the goblins, pitilessly thrusting them through whether they were alive or dead. He’d spent too much time in goblin lands not to know their true strength. But I wasn’t about to spare the wounded, either. Nobody had been expecting the brown beasts in Fasorg, and there was no point trying to talk to them after they’d ignored and tried to kill me. The fact that the shaman student had gotten away bothered me, however. I couldn’t help thinking I wasn’t going to get another shot at talking to the goblins about my initiation, and it was just a good thing they hadn’t seen Liara. Speaking of her, I didn’t know where she was. 
 
      
 
    “I left her with two infernos in the apartment Farg was living in,” Geodar said quickly as soon as I asked him the question. “She was the one who told me to move the blood as far away from the city as possible. By the way, did you notice what the goblins did with the green goo?” 
 
      
 
    “They devoured it,” I muttered. I didn’t like that Liara was somewhere in the city instead of underground with everyone else. 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t just devour it,” Geodar said. “They created a draconid. I’ve heard about them, not the kind of thing you want to go up against. My trainers told me about one that attacked our empire fifty or sixty years ago — killing it cost a thousand lives.” 
 
      
 
    “They made an uncontrollable draconid,” I said. Geodar held out a hand and hauled me out of the trap I was in with one powerful yank. “But you didn’t quite get it. Creating the draconid was more a side effect. The reason the goblins showed up here was to destroy the Blood of the Beast, and they do that by devouring it and killing what it turns them into. Basically, draconids are like human infernos.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait…” Geodar stopped and looked at me in surprise. “If the goblins eat the blood to destroy it, humans…” 
 
      
 
    The guardsman looked across the square at the bodies of the four infernos. Each of them had absorbed at least fifty kilograms of the sky-blue metal, leaving just ten percent of it behind after their death. 
 
      
 
    “Humans are out destroying mithril,” I said, finishing his thought. “It isn’t a gift from above making us stronger; it’s a dangerous substance turning humans into eternal slaves we’re supposed to destroy. You’ve seen the Shadow. She can’t live without her dose of mithril.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. Where is she, by the way?” 
 
      
 
    “Lying in a trench… Actually, right — we need to bring her here before the Westerners regroup. Can you handle that? Right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Farg’s apartment is on the second street, the third floor of the fifth building. It has a red roof you can’t miss. Okay, I’m off. We’re stuck if we don’t have an angel. While I’m gone, see what you can do about the trophies. I’ll need to report to Lando Slick, and there will be nothing to tell him if I don’t see anything. Do we understand each other?” 
 
      
 
    “We do,” I replied, once more impressed by Geodar’s humanity. The guardsman looked around once more to see if he’d missed any goblins before running off in the direction of the ruined city wall. For my part, I headed toward the shaman, giving the still-bubbling dark pool that was the remains of the demon a wide birth. I wanted to touch it about as much as I’d wanted to touch the Blood of the Beast. 
 
      
 
    But the shaman was a disappointment. The runaway student had made off with all the mithril amulets that had been around the shaman’s neck, not to mention his staff and even some of his armor. If it hadn’t been for the dark crystal in the bag strapped around his waist, there wouldn’t have been any loot to speak of. Of course, I realized there was a reason the student had left the demon’s essence behind. Either he couldn’t touch it, or it worked like a giant bomb, poisoning the area around it with its magic. The gnarled old shaman himself had yelled something about wiping the city out and cleansing the land of human filth. 
 
      
 
    Carefully opening the bag, I shook the crystal out onto the ground. I had nowhere to be, so I decided to spend it expanding my own source. It was finally time for my elemental spheres to show what they could do. Charged by the Bogush crystal, they burned the darkness coming out of the crystal piece by piece, turning the space around me into pitch black chaos. I even had to take a step back from the magic triangle, the corners of which were my spheres and the crystal. The sides were thick flows of energy rushing back and forth. When I looked over, I noticed that the shaman’s body was gone without a trace. The same was true of the dozen other goblins that had been lying dead in the area. Even the pavement had been vaporized — that was how powerful the energy was. At some point, I began to wonder if I could manage it all, but that was when everything suddenly stopped. The last drops of darkness burned away, leaving a many-faceted diamond behind. I’d never seen a stone that big. It was the size of two fists. Wrapping force lines around it, I pulled it out of the melted stone, and it was in my hand a few moments later. I squeezed hard. As I heard the sound of shattering glass, colored circles burst out in my field of vision, and I was overcome by another round of memories from previous lives. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Students of the Imperial Academy, listen up!” Despite how quietly our trainer was speaking, his voice carried to the far corners of the huge auditorium. There, in addition to me, who had gotten there just five days before, was a large crowd of first-year students. I’d already managed to learn that our victory over Bashorg had been just eleven years before my birth, and the mage initiation that had always been voluntary had been made a requirement for everyone. We’d lost too many valgs in the terrible battle. Not only that, but a third type of initiation result had appeared: those who couldn’t control the magic lines and would spend the remainder of their life rebuilding our ruined world by carrying away mountains of stone. 
 
      
 
    “Eleven years ago, Archmage Ranut-Vys drove Bashorg out of our world at the cost of his own rebirth, though our victory wasn’t complete. Some of the demons who arrived with their lord stayed behind. They found supply sources, began to gather strength, and are preparing for their lord’s next coming. For eleven years, we’ve defended ourselves without daring to attack the beasts. Our best mages were sent to reincarnation along with the great archmage. But we survived, and a new day has arrived! The time has come for the heroes of the past to return. We will do battle with the demons and drive them out of our world once and for all!” 
 
      
 
    A murmur rippled around the room — not everyone liked what they heard. As we’d still been untrained blockheads in our last life, we remained untrained blockheads after reincarnation. And they wanted to send us right into battle. 
 
      
 
    “Enough! It’s only high mages and better who will fight the demons. Your job will be to clear the planet, so open your notebooks and copy down this line structure. It will clear a small piece of land and lock up any demon flesh in it for eternity.” 
 
      
 
    After taking one look at the highlighted construction made of force lines, I swallowed hard. I’d never tried anything that complex. And although I wanted to follow the lead of everyone around me and protest indignantly about the heavy weight that had been dropped on our tender shoulders, my status as top student of the course meant I had to shut up and stare closely at the lines. There had to be some pattern. But there wasn’t. Using the construction meant memorizing every last detail separately. 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, what would happen if we were to touch demon flesh?” I asked as I got to work copying the structure down in my notebook. The picture came first. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing good. If you don’t die at once, you’ll be poisoned, seriously sick for a long time. That’s why this spell has a storage function — see this part? If things were normal, you’d be learning that construction at around the end of your first year. I’m well aware that you’re being asked to do too much, but we don’t have a choice. The last eleven years have been hard. So yes, write this down and memorize it. Whoever finishes first will be transferred to the top student group studying with the great Ranut-Vys.” 
 
      
 
    My heartbeat quickened. The archmage’s students were considered the best of the best, capable of wondrous miracles. They were the elite. Calming myself with difficulty, I put all other thoughts aside. I had to be the first to figure out the spell. 
 
      
 
    Three days later, I was standing in an office belonging to the dean of the Imperial Academy, as proud as proud could be. I’d done it. I was being named a student of Archmage Ranut-Vys. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My memories disappeared, leaving me alone with the large, dark puddle of demon goo. Having remembered the consequences of touching demonic flesh, I had a number of questions for the goblins. The shaman had stepped calmly into the filth, picked up the crystal that enclosed the demon’s essence, and stepped back out. And then, he’d even tried to kill me. Nothing about his behavior smacked of being poisoned. Either our trainer had been wrong, or demons had no effect on goblins. Alternatively, the shaman might have been so gnarled because he often touched the forbidden flesh. One way or another, I didn’t have anyone to answer my many questions. There wasn’t a single creature left alive in the square. 
 
      
 
    But the next thing I did lifted my spirits: I checked to see how the crystal had integrated into me. It was indeed enormous, my supplemental source having grown by a thousand units. After the Bogush crystal happily shared enough energy to fill my reserves, I had a feeling of incredible power rush over me. It felt like I could do anything. To see if that was the case, I went back to my memory and got to work casting the cleansing spell. The rules of my old world held that mages were supposed to keep things like that in their active memory, which was a special section that let them cast serious spells instantaneously. But I didn’t have active memory slots. Instead of teaching us the basics, we’d been sent out to clear the planet of demons. Of course, I understood the basic idea — our trainers had told us many times over the three days I could remember how important having those active memory slots was. It took me half an hour of hard work to envelop the demon’s remains with the construction. In the heat of battle, where every second counted, that was too long. I needed to find a good dozen of the devices polluting the air. My memory of the past was a far better instructor than all the shamans and trainers in that world put together. 
 
      
 
    “The Shadow is breathing but still unconscious. Is that the demon?” Geodar got back just as the demon’s remains flew into the air and took form as a black sphere half a meter in diameter. The guardsman placed the angel on the ground and peered curiously at my creation. 
 
      
 
    “What’s left of it,” I replied. “What’s going on with the Westerners?” 
 
      
 
    “Slowly regaining consciousness. The soldiers are already awake, though they’re still groggy and slow. I doubt there will be an attack today. Hey, is it safe to touch that sphere? Or do we need to bury it in some deep cave?” 
 
      
 
    “You can touch it,” I replied. “The protection is independent, so it doesn’t need maintenance. But it’s definitely better to hide it somewhere — someone crazy might find it, break through the protection, and unleash that thing back into the world. It’s dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Leg, can you take the Shadow? I want to grab everything here in the square. We can’t leave those launchers for the enemy, and the goblins have pretty nice armor, too. It’ll definitely come in handy.” 
 
      
 
    “Go for it,” I said before continuing. “With one condition: everything you find here belongs to me. I’m not about to share anything with the Slicks.” 
 
      
 
    There were no objections. Tossing the Shadow over my shoulder, I headed off to find Liara, still not happy she wasn’t with Had. The building Geodar had told me about was easy to find — the red roof had my attention long before I got there. And when I got closer, my heartbeat quickened. My magic vision showed me a familiar source. There was no confusing Liara with anyone else, and I wasn't even worried about the other force points around her. Judging by their intensity and where they were, they were force stones. I could also see two infernos. At least, I could see their unique armor. They weren’t moving, telling me the demon’s presence had impacted them as well as angels and regular people. 
 
      
 
    Running up to the third floor, I knocked on the closed door with a smile on my face, my excitement barely concealed. The door wasn’t locked, though I wanted to surprise Liara. But the smile left my face when I heard footsteps on the other side. Liara’s source wasn’t moving. 
 
      
 
    All I had time to do was toss the Shadow to the side, throw up my shield, and pull out my launcher. The door flew open to reveal Farg grinning at me. 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering when you’d stop by for a visit,” the old man said as he blocked me with force lines. “It should have been obvious a long time ago that there was something about you my teacher was missing. Actually, I suspect you’re the real wizard, while Liara is just there to keep eyes off you. Oh, the Shadow is here, too? Thank you for bringing her — that saves me the effort of chasing you around the city. But anyway, we’re wasting time. The demon should be out of the city by now, so there’s nothing else to bother us. Let’s get you in here.” 
 
      
 
    Someone I didn’t know stepped out of the next room and stepped over to me fearlessly. Bending over, he picked something I hadn’t noticed up off the floor and attached it to my leg, after which he picked me up effortlessly and carried me into the apartment. Panic rushed over me, and I nearly let it take over. I wasn’t just blocked; I was cut off from my sources. I couldn’t even see lines. It was as if I’d been turned into a regular person, something that had already happened to me once before. In my previous life, I’d had a magic block placed around my neck. Farg’s assistant ripped the launcher out of my hand and tossed it onto the ground just to be safe. Then, he brought the Shadow in and closed the door. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t feel great to have your source gone, does it?” Farg was enjoying the moment. “These days, not many people know about negators, though the goblins nearly wiped humans out with them once upon a time! It’s only now that they use volcano glass for their arrows. Two thousand years ago, the tips were made of a magic-blocking metal. Want to ask how I know? Come on, I can see you do. You just can’t. You know, you surprised me in the square. I didn’t expect there to be two wizards at the same time. Nobody did. But that’s even better for me! Oh, right, the goblins. You know, I think I’m going to leave you in the dark. Just suffer for a little while with that, though you don’t have long. Prepare the altar! It’s time to make the sacrifice.” 
 
      
 
    The assistant carried me into the second room, and I would have howled if I could have. Liara was lying tied up on the ground. Her wide eyes told me she was conscious, and she began struggling against her bonds when she saw me. Unintelligible sounds came from her gagged mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I very rarely make the same mistake twice,” Farg said as he reveled in his victory over the wizards. “I should have stuck a negator on the girl the first time so she couldn’t get away. But I didn’t think about that. You have to agree, though — it worked out even better in the end. Now I have two uninitiated wizards instead of one. I can get twice as much power as my teacher! Good things come to those who wait. Okay, bring the altar over!” 
 
      
 
    The assistant jumped over to a corner and returned with a small red stone that looked something like a human heart. 
 
      
 
    “I know where you were going: the cave with Zul’var’s altar. Did you think your problems would all be over once you became wizards? Naïve children. My teacher may be afraid of what you could have turned into, but I’m not! For me, you’re just a couple kids no different from any others. Except that you’re here to give me power.” 
 
      
 
    Deciding he’d given me enough time, Farg went over to Liara and crouched down next to her, his knees pulled up under him. 
 
      
 
    “Did you dream of becoming a wizard? Congratulations! Today, that dream is going to become a reality. Give me the knife!” 
 
      
 
    The assistant ran over to the table by the far wall and opened a small box. Inside, a curved knife with a beautiful hilt was lying on a bed of red velvet. Picking it up cautiously, the man brought it back to Farg. 
 
      
 
    “Even if you’d made it to the cave, you wouldn’t have been able to do anything without the ceremonial knife,” Farg said with a laugh, eliciting a furious bellow from me as he ran the sharp blade across my girl’s wrist. Blood flowed, though it didn’t make it to the floor. The stone held below the wound absorbed every drop. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone thinks the rite of initiation was lost to the passage of time. When my teacher eliminated the last of the wizards, he did his best to wipe all thought of them from human memory. And he pulled it off! Nobody knows that the world was once ruled by wizards. But you’re lucky — I know how to perform the rite. I was able to read through the ancient texts before they were destroyed. And now…” 
 
      
 
    Farg placed the blood-soaked stone against Liara’s forehead, and the girl suddenly began to shine like the sun. The light coming from her was so pure and pleasant that I lost myself in its rays for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the world, Wizard!” Farg announced dramatically before continuing in an exultant voice. “And now, it’s my time! Great Bashorg! I give you this soul and ask you to bestow power on me equal to its strength. You will be able to return to this world and swallow it whole once and for all!” 
 
      
 
    And with that, Farg picked up the ceremonial dagger and placed it against Liara’s chest. But the knife refused to pierce her flesh. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Liara said in a calm voice, after which the room exploded in bright light. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BLAST THREW FARG against and nearly through the far wall, though the old man’s protection once more came through. He was unscathed. With an agility unheard-of for his age, he twisted around, landed on his feet, and leaped up prepared to fight. Another swirl of force lines appeared around him, presumably one more form of defense, as he simultaneously fired back. A bunch of force lines flew toward Liara. The girl, or whatever she’d turned into, was still lying on the floor, having made no effort to get up. Not knowing what Farg was using or if Liara could defend herself, I threw up a double-layer protective shield in front of her. 
 
      
 
    And that raises the question of how I was able to both see and work with magic lines once more. The answer was simple and hideously painful: the negator was no longer on me. The same was true of my armor, my skin, and, from what it felt like, half my body. The explosion the girl had caused hadn’t just hit Farg; it had hit me, too. And what Lando Slick had called good armor had been swept away like so many rags. The skin had been ripped off my chest, stomach, and face, with a feeling like salt being poured on the unprotected flesh. There were my eyes, too — I couldn’t see anything. Reduced to my magic vision, I realized that the pain was so intense that my consciousness had turned off all sensations, slowing my perception of the world around me. That let me keep an eye on what was happening without noticing the nightmare that was my body. Only my legs were uninjured. At least, they had also suffered burns, only they weren’t nearly as bad there as everywhere else. The magic energy I’d recently used to reinforce the muscles and blood vessels had apparently played its part. 
 
      
 
    “Stay out of this! Take care of yourself!” Liara barked. I sighed in relief, the girl’s voice telling me she was fine. Although, there was still reason to be worried about her — she no longer had a source. Rather, she herself had been turned into one large source made up of thousands if not tens of thousands of magic lines. They looked to be even more dense than in the Bogush crystals. 
 
      
 
    Following her instructions and removing the shield, I watched detachedly as Farg activated another portion of force lines and turned them on Liara. The lines hit her body, and while I was expecting an explosion or some kind of damage, nothing happened. Farg’s magic simply melted into the girl. Finally, I realized she wasn’t made up of lines. They were a single stream of energy taking the form of a human body. I heard the mage’s surprised gasp, though I was pulled away from the battle right then as the pain set in. 
 
      
 
    The Bogush crystal behaved normally even with a wizard nearby, handing me all the energy I asked for. Even as my consciousness faded, I forced myself to focus and fill my eyes with mana. I wanted to see what was going on in the room more than anything. Still, part of my consciousness stayed focused on what Farg was doing — I was memorizing the magic constructions he was coming up with to make sure I could come back to them later once things had calmed down. Liara wasn’t attacking. She was simply lying there absorbing everything the old man threw at her. 
 
      
 
    My vision returned suddenly and unexpectedly, and my whole body twitched when it did. But as I’d only just started working on my eyes, not sure where to start with them, I was sure that wasn’t what had done it. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, start by closing the wounds. I can’t worry about them!” I heard Liara say. Finally, what my eyes were seeing registered. And it was worth the effort. 
 
      
 
    Liara was still lying bound on the floor. While some of the ropes had started to melt, they remained holding her in place. Farg was standing by the far wall resembling a cornered mouse — he looked disheveled and crazed. Between him and Liara, there was a thread of pure energy the thickness of my wrist. The old man had figured out he couldn’t hurt the girl with regular spells and was trying to break through her defenses with his most powerful weapon. But it was to no avail. The magic all absorbed into Liara’s body without doing any damage. Periodically, slender streams broke away and tried to hit me, though they were met each time by a sphere appearing out of nowhere. But I could only see the sphere with my regular vision. It was almost as if it was made not with lines but with something invisible and unfamiliar. There was another sphere around Farg, and I realized why he looked so crazed — Liara was holding him in a magic trap. 
 
      
 
    When my gaze fell on my own body, I nearly cursed out loud. It was hard to say how I was still alive. There wasn’t a single part of me that hadn’t sustained damage, and my white ribs were a clear reminder that most of my skin and muscles were gone. In that moment, my brain bought the pain in line with my injuries, and it got so bad my legs buckled, and I began to sink to the floor. Neither healing nor talking crossed my mind. All I could do was lose myself in the hideous pain. 
 
      
 
    “Leg!” came Liara’s heartrending scream, and I was bathed in warmth. My body, which had curled up into a tight ball, relaxed. And while I wanted to sleep away the difficulties of the previous few days, something deep inside me knew that I would never wake up if I did. I forced myself to open my eyes and saw the snow-white flashes leaping across my body. Where they stopped, the flesh healed, leaving not so much as a scar behind. From what I could tell, however, Liara and I had the same problem controlling a large number of objects. It was her protection, mine, blocking the mage, and possibly the frame built around her body. That was four constructions. For her to focus on healing me, she had to let go of Farg, which he made use of immediately. The old man filled his legs with mana the moment he sensed he was free and disappeared into space as he dashed off at a tremendous speed. I didn’t even notice him move from one point to another. But I wasn’t a wizard. Liara demonstrated how prepared she was for the mage’s move as the snow-white eddy comforting and warming me disappeared, freeing her up to block the mage once more. Farg was frozen in midair. His legs, however, continued to pulse rapidly, burning his muscles and the remainder of his mana. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t stop, I’ll destroy the heart!” the mage yelled when he realized there was no getting away. To drive his point home, he held up the stone he’d used to turn Liara into a wizard. “You have thirty seconds to let me go!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not getting out of here alive, servant of Bashorg,” Liara replied calmly. The girl was still lying down, though that didn’t bother her in the least. She was in complete control. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, you’ll be the last wizard this world ever sees!” 
 
      
 
    “Leg, I can’t kill him.” Liara ignored the old man entirely. “The one who gave me my power only taught me defense. I can keep him in place, though you have to finish him off.” 
 
      
 
    “Ten seconds!” Farg was getting hysterical. After absorbing several force stones at once and trying yet again to destroy the wizard, all he could do was watch helplessly as his fireballs, icicles, streams of water, and even something dark and formless disappeared into Liara. Attacking me didn’t work, either. Liara intercepted everything he sent at me. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to believe Liara knew what she was doing. While the pain was still there, it wasn’t trying to overwhelm me any longer, so I raised my hand and materialized my launcher. 
 
      
 
    “I can only give you one second,” Liara said, unworried that Farg could hear her. “On the count of three, I’m going to remove his protection. Aim for the head. One.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to destroy the heart!” the old main howled, only nobody responded. 
 
      
 
    “Two,” the girl continued. 
 
      
 
    “You asked for this.” Farg held the ceremonial knife still in his hand up to the heart-like stone. 
 
      
 
    “Three!” Liara said, and I pressed the trigger button. The charge of energy passed right through the mage’s protection as if a large hole had appeared in it and ended its flight in the middle of the old man’s forehead. The invisible lines holding the mage in place disappeared. But while his body dropped to the ground lifelessly, he’d managed to put his threat into action. The heart of Zul’var’s altar had shattered into a dozen pieces. 
 
      
 
    I met Liara’s gaze, and the space around us dissolved into a clearing in the middle of a strange, gray forest. A swirling red mist added a hint of foreboding. But while my first instinct was to run, the sight of the totem kept me where I was. The brown bear was sitting a few meters in front of me, his brows lowered, and his eyes fixed on me. 
 
      
 
    “You destroyed a servant of the demon, Leg Ondo!” the space around me boomed. It wasn’t the bear talking. From what I could tell, the sound was coming from the mist as it enshrouded me. It felt strange. And I couldn’t respond — my body no longer belonged to me. Even breathing was too much, though I didn’t feel the need for it. 
 
      
 
    “He wouldn’t have pulled it off without the initiated wizard!” the bear boomed in a tone that would have made me shiver if I could have. He was displeased with me. 
 
      
 
    “But the blow was struck by him and not the wizard,” the air said. “He has earned his reward. Regardless of his true origins, he is worthy of becoming a hero in this world! Accept your burden, Leg Ondo, and bear it with pride. Prove worthy of the title of hero or die. There is no other way! And it is not for you, Bear, to hinder my will.” 
 
      
 
    A gold band reminiscent of a crown appeared in front of me. For a little while, it simple shimmered, gathering strength, though it soon floated over to me and alighted on my head. Tears sprang to my eyes, though I couldn’t yell, jerk away, or push the torturous thing away from me. It was heated to the point of glowing. As the smell of burning flesh filled the air, all I could do was wait for the sweet darkness to pull me away from that nightmare. 
 
      
 
    “From now on, Leg Ondo, you are a hero! All creatures bowing to or possessing so much as a particle of Bashorg or the Beast will do everything they can to destroy you. They will be unable to stay neutral, hiding behind a shield of betrayal. Find all who have accepted the help of the enemy and kill them wherever you find them. And there is also an assignment for you — ” 
 
      
 
    “He still has a year to become a wizard,” the bear said, interrupting his unseen interlocutor. “Or are you going back on your word?” 
 
      
 
    The air thought for a long time before announcing its will. 
 
      
 
    “Leg Ondo must complete his initiation before he turns seventeen. If he is successful, I will remove his status as hero and accept him for training. If he does not become a true protector of this world, he will lose his right to magic and become a full hero. In that case, I will give him his first assignment. It has been spoken!” 
 
      
 
    The space around me swirled, the last thing I saw being the bear’s gaze. My stomach sank. He was looking at me with sympathy in his eyes, having bought me another eleven months of easy living in the knowledge that I would never become a wizard. 
 
      
 
    My return to the room brought me no relief. Liara was already on her feet, charred pieces all that remained of the ropes. Coming over, she crouched down next to me — I was still sitting on the ground. Hers was yet another expression of sympathy. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, I have three minutes to say goodbye. After that, I have to leave for training.” 
 
      
 
    “Farg broke Zul’var’s altar,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That was an empty stone,” Liara replied sadly. “I know now that there’s one altar for every wizard. At this moment, a new altar is emerging somewhere in the world, though it will take five years for it to gather enough power for the ceremony. That’s what the one who gave me my strength said. Now it makes sense why our totems didn’t want us to be together… Only one of us could become a wizard. And they had you in mind. I’m sorry…” 
 
      
 
    “Who said we can’t be together now? You’ll come back from your training sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I can’t be in a relationship with someone who uses alien magic. That’s the basis of my new existence. The lines you told me about, they’re… They’re forbidden, Leg. That’s the magic of the Beast, one of the two great enemies in our world. When it was defeated, that was when humans appeared, fleeing from Bashorg… Ah!” 
 
      
 
    Liara jerked as though something had stabbed her. 
 
      
 
    “That information is forbidden. Leg, I really want to be with you, but I can’t… I would lose all my power, and this world will fall without a wizard. Believe me, it’s barely hanging on as it is. When I went through my initiation, the being that gave me power showed me how things really are. Leg… It’s terrifying! Humans have done so much harm, and payback is coming. It’s up to me to ensure that payback isn’t fatal. But we can’t be together. The totems wouldn’t accept into their ranks someone tainted with alien magic. Ah!” 
 
      
 
    The blow that time was so painful that Liara paled and fell silent. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I said defiantly. “It may not be in the cards to be a wizard, though I’ll turn this planet upside down if that’s what it takes to find a way for us to be together. Nobody can stop me from that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” Liara came closer and kissed me once more in parting. It lasted just a moment before the girl’s body swirled away. The true ruler of the world had summoned his warrior for training. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, you called?” Rikon appeared in the outer world and had a hard time suppressing his annoyance. Having finally found the cause of all the problems he’d been dealing with recently, he was about to get payment in full for his ruined home. But the summons from his teacher put paid to that idea. As always, the rest of the students were in the clearing, only that time the useless first student was missing. The weakest of them had ignored the call. 
 
      
 
    “The first student is dead,” the old mage said without prelude. Rikon forgot all about his revenge. “And the wizard made it through initiation.” 
 
      
 
    “How is that possible?” Sharmir asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Just now, our master demanded that we wrap up all work in the Northern Empire. It has been lost. Rikon, I’ll expect you to pay me a visit within the next twenty-four hours. You’re going to be punished for letting the wizard appear.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” Rikon said as the color drained from his cheeks. There was no getting around the order. 
 
      
 
    “Sharmir, pull your forces out of Lestar. It’s being returned to the Northerners. Also, leave the prisoners alive — those are the orders I received.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be done immediately,” Sharmir said with bowed head. Despite the terrible news that Farg was dead and a wizard had appeared, he still couldn’t suppress the glee he felt about Rikon being punished. 
 
      
 
    “Devit, how’s your search coming? When will the results be ready?” the mage said. 
 
      
 
    “The molds are almost ready, Master. I think in a year’s time we will be able to summon servants of Bashorg without making use of the goblin gate,” replied the supervisor of the Southern Empire. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good news. Forget everything else and give that project the highest priority. It’s time to go on the attack. As long as we’re kicked out of the Northern Empire, I want to burn it to the ground. Rikon, twenty-four hours! If you’re a minute late, it’ll cost you your life.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The leader of the Crimson Ribbon returned to the normal world and looked down at his prisoner. Aner Slick, Liara’s father and the reason Rikon had been forced to leave his home, was lying battered on the ground if still hanging on to life. The figurines the angel had waved around the whole palace had been quality forgeries — that much Rikon had figured out the moment he took them in his hands. With five Bogush crystals in his possession, he knew better than anyone how to tell copies from the originals. 
 
      
 
    Two days had gone by as Aner was tortured, though they hadn’t brought relief. The accursed angel didn’t feel pain. And though Rikon had just figured out how to get through to Aner, his teacher’s orders had ruined his plans. He concentrated and separated the angel’s head from his shoulders with one powerful magic blow, tossing both body and head into the nearby furnace. It was a parting gift for the Northern Empire. Few people knew that the mithril in human flesh turned into Blood of the Beast when sufficiently heated, and the fact that Aner had absorbed at least a ton of mithril over his life meant the goblins would raze the city in search of the hundred resulting kilograms. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing his things, Rikon walked briskly out of the city crematorium. He had to hurry — his teacher hadn’t been joking about tardiness costing his life. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    From my spot standing atop one of the few remaining buildings, I watched the bustling Westerner camp. Had and Geodar stood next to me, the three of us making up the entirety of the Fasorg defense. The Shadow still hadn’t woken up. After taking her underground to shelter with the rest of the living inhabitants, we had headed back up for the final battle. 
 
      
 
    “This is it,” Had said. “I didn’t get that long as a duke. And I was just starting to enjoy it, too… By the way, nice crown, Leg. Am I wrong, or is it really embedded in your head?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not wrong.” I reached up to touch my new ornament. It hadn’t gone anywhere, having fused with my skull. To be honest, I was happy the battle was about to start, as I just wanted to find someone I could take all my pent-up rage out on. 
 
      
 
    “Are they leaving?” Geodar asked in surprise as we continued watching the enemy camp. “They’re rolling up their tents and packing up their things. That’s not how you get ready for a battle…” 
 
      
 
    It was true — the Westerners were lifting the siege. A few hours later, nothing remained of the once-impressive camp but memories and trenches. The speed with which the army had abandoned their position was impressive, but the miracles didn’t end there. Soon, people began coming over the hill. Lots of people. It was an enormous crowd, and it was heading toward Fasorg with Fara Nass at its head. 
 
      
 
    “How many are there?” Geodar asked, his voice laced with awe. The stream of people still hadn’t ended by the time the procession reached the city, and we had to go down to greet the exhausted group. Most of them were leaning on someone else. Judging by what was in front of us, the Westerners hadn’t fed their prisoners much. 
 
      
 
    “We made it,” Fara said wearily before collapsing onto the ground. The ten-mile walk had robbed the woman of all the energy she had left, especially given she was carrying three children. 
 
      
 
    “We need food. A lot of food,” Had muttered before turning to me. “Leg, how much energy do you have? Can you heal them? There aren’t any doctors around for me to find.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did the Westerners let them go? Why did the Westerners leave?” Geodar was at a loss, and that was making him nervous. What if it was a clever strategy on the part of the enemy to carry disease into the city? To a degree, I shared his concerns — many of the people looked terrible. But I wrote that off as the poison in their body, none of the prisoners having been cleansed of it. After setting up a kind of first aid point, I got to work pulling the impurities out of the long procession. The elemental sphere went from person to person, pulling bundles of sparks out of each of them. As there was a veritable river of energy flowing into me, I waited until all the crystals I had were full before moving on to the Bogush crystal. I constantly caught myself wincing from the uncomfortable sensations, however. While the figurine accepted as much energy as I could give it, what I’d learned about it elicited mixed feelings. It was alien, defiled, even dirty. All I wanted to do was throw it away like spoiled meat. To be fair, it wasn’t just the Bogush figurines that made me feel like that — the Shadow eventually woke up, and my first urge was to take off running. She gave off a smell that for me was so unpleasant it went far beyond anything I’d ever felt around the pollution devices. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get closer than two meters. I ended up just asking her to stay as far away from me as she could. 
 
      
 
    It took five hours to run the sphere past everyone in the crowd. The sun was already nearing the horizon when I sank wearily to the ground and turned off my magic. With more than twenty thousand people having trudged past me, most of whom women and children, the sheer scale of the prison the Westerners had built had sunk in. I just wished I knew why they’d kidnapped so many people. 
 
      
 
    While I was working, Had had managed to figure out the food problem. There were plenty of supplies in the city, the clans having prepared for a long siege. And while there weren’t any cooks available, Fara stepped up. She both found the strength to pull herself together and get to work caring for her people. A true leader. 
 
      
 
    “I checked — they’re really gone,” Geodar said after returning from his scouting trip. “The camp where they were holding the prisoners is gone. There isn’t a single Westerner left in the province.” 
 
      
 
    “Think it’s all because of Farg?” I asked, looking over at Had. He didn’t know the mage was dead. 
 
      
 
    “Probably not. There was another mage in charge of them,” the duke said thoughtfully. “My guess is it’s because of Liara. As soon as a wizard appeared in the world, everyone working with Bashorg turned tail. I wouldn’t be surprised if they leave Lestar in the Northern Empire. Curses, what terrible timing! We’re going to have refugees coming pouring back in, and we don’t have the force stones to grab the empty lands for ourselves. Twenty tons of granite… Where am I going to come up with that much?” 
 
      
 
    Had knew the local problem with the prisoners did nothing to lessen the importance of the larger issues facing the province as a whole. I decided to help. 
 
      
 
    “I have something that might help. You don’t have any shamans, right? In that case, we’re going to have to head into the boar’s lands ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    The hefty expansion my supplementary source had received made it easy for me to decide what to do with the Bogush crystals. Despite the strength they gave me, their very presence made me nauseous. Draining energy from them was out of the question. It was clear I needed to part ways with them, and I didn’t see any other option besides feeding them to the totems. While they may not have equaled twenty tons of granite, I was counting on at least six. 
 
      
 
    “Leg, you can’t go any further.” Had stopped me near a small hole in the ground. The boar’s lands were two kilometers away from Fasorg, which meant the duke and I had had to run. I didn’t argue with him. The right to those lands truly didn’t belong to me, the fact that I was the son of the Brown Bear leader, the clan to which the Boars belonged, not granting me entry into the spirit protector’s holy of holies. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said with a nod as I handed Had the five figurines. It was hard to describe the relief I felt. It was like a mountain had slid off my shoulders. “Use them. They should be enough to bring greatness to the clan.” 
 
      
 
    Had nodded, took the crystals, and disappeared into the hole. Half an hour later, I was still waiting for him and had even had to light up a lamp stone. The nights in those parts came on quickly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s that!” A happy Had climbed out of the hole and clapped me on the shoulder. “Leg, buddy, Lestar is ours. The whole province!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and closed my eyes tiredly. With just eleven months left before I was set to turn into a hero, whatever that was, I needed to get ready and finally come to terms with everything I’d learned. The spells Farg had used in battle with Liara were imprinted in my memory forever. It remained to be seen if any of it could help me survive. But one thing I knew was that the battle was not yet over. Whoever the mage teacher was, he wasn’t going to forgive the death of one of his students. And that meant there were difficult times ahead. We were going to see who came out on top in the end. 
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    by Alexey Braun 
 
      
 
    The Continental (An Action Technothriller/Sci-Fi Fantasy) 
 
    by Alexey Braun 
 
      
 
    Doppelgangers (Twin Stranger) An Urban Fantasy Thriller 
 
    by Alexey Braun 
 
      
 
    Cooldown (Unfrozen Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Anton Tekshin 
 
      
 
    Gates of Thunder (Loner Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Alex Kosh 
 
      
 
    Second Shot (Fantasia Book #1) LitRPG Series  
 
    by Simon Vale 
 
      
 
      
 
    Neue Versionen (in Deutscher Sprache)! 
 
    Survival Quest: LitRPG-Serie 
 
    von Vasily Mahanenko 
 
    Sehr geehrte Leserinnen und Leser, die ersten beiden Bücher der Reihe wurden von Lubbe herausgegeben und sind im Handel und bei Amazon erhältlich. 
 
    Leider hat der Verlag beschlossen, die Serie nicht weiter zu übersetzen, und wir haben uns entschlossen, dies selbst zu tun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALL BOOKS BY VASILY MAHANENKO: 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    Survival Quest (The Way of the Shaman: Book #1) 
 
    The Kartoss Gambit (The Way of the Shaman: Book #2) 
 
    The Secret of the Dark Forest (The Way of the Shaman: Book #3) 
 
    The Phantom Castle (The Way of the Shaman: Book #4) 
 
    The Karmadont Chess Set (The Way of the Shaman: Book #5) 
 
    Shaman's Revenge (The Way of the Shaman Book #6) 
 
    Clans War (The Way of the Shaman: Book #7)  
 
    The Hour of Pain (The Way of the Shaman Bonus Story) 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman Comic Book: 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman. Step 1: The Beginning: Volume One 
 
    The Way of the Shaman. Step 2: The First Day: Volume Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dark Paladin LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    The Beginning (Dark Paladin Book #1) 
 
    The Quest (Dark Paladin Book #2) 
 
    Restart (Dark Paladin Book #3) 
 
      
 
    Galactogon LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    Start The Game (Galactogon: Book #1) 
 
    In Search of the Uldans   (Galactogon Book #2) 
 
    A Check for a Billion (Galactogon Book #3) LitRPG series 
 
      
 
      
 
     Invasion LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    A Second Chance (Invasion Book #1) 
 
    An Equation with One Unknown (Invasion Book #2) 
 
      
 
      
 
    World of the Changed LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    No Mistakes (World of the Changed Book #1) 
 
    Pearl of the South (World of the Changed Book #2) 
 
    Noa in the Flesh (World of the Changed Book #3) 
 
      
 
    The Alchemist LitRPG Series:  
 
      
 
    City of the Dead (The Alchemist Book #1) 
 
    Forest of Desire (The Alchemist Book #2) 
 
    Tears of Alron (The Alchemist Book #3) 
 
    Isr Kale's Journal (The Alchemist Book #4) 
 
    Tartila Mine (The Alchemist Book #5) 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Bear Clan LitRPG Series:  
 
      
 
    The Cub (The Bear Clan Book 1) 
 
    The Wizard (The Bear Clan Book 2) 
 
      
 
    Short Stories: 
 
      
 
    You're in Game! 
 
    (LitRPG Stories from Bestselling Authors) 
 
    You’re In Game-2 
 
    (More LitRPG stories set in your favorite worlds!) 
 
      
 
    New Release! 
 
      
 
    Please meet our new author! Kaitlyn Weiss writes in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book for free on Amazon: Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1). 
 
    Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1) 
 
    by Kaitlyn Weiss

  

 
   
      
 
    In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending The Bear Clan to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors? 
 
    Subscribe to our New Releases newsletter! 
 
      
 
    Be the first to know about new LitRPG releases! 
 
    Visit our 
 
    Facebook LitRPG page 
 
    to meet new and established LitRPG authors! 
 
    Tell us more about yourself and your favorite books, view new book covers and make friends with other LitRPG fans! 
 
      
 
    More LitRPG news and discussions at fellow LitRPG group 
 
    GameLit Society! 
 
      
 
    Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter! 
 
      
 
    Till next time! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vasily Mahanenko is a fantasy author working in the new genre of LitRPG - the MMO-based fantasy and sci fi. His Way of the Shaman series took Russian literature by storm in 2012. 
 
      
 
    Vasily dipped into his college-days insider knowledge as a hardcore gamer in order to create a believable world of the virtual-reality MMO game. His bestselling series combines fiction and video games, telling the story of Shaman and his friends stuck in the ruthless reality of Barliona. He used his more than ten years' experience as an ERP implementation project manager to approach his writing in a well-organized manner, working to a strict schedule, a set of deadlines and even a budget. At the moment, the series boasts six novels with the seventh one in the works - this time the author expands on stories of Shaman's companions and those who helped and supported him in his trials and tribulations. 
 
      
 
    The English translation of The Way of the Shaman series is now available to the English-language reader in its entirety. So is his other LitRPG series, The Dark Paladin. Vasily’s latest project to date is also set in the world of Barliona: The Renegades (The Bard from Barliona Book #1) LitRPG Series, co-written with another Russian author, Eugenia Dmitrieva. 
 
      
 
    Vasily's other passion is space exploration which is why he works on a sci fi LitRPG series entitled Galactogon. Set in a space-simulator based world, the first two books of the series are already available in English on Amazon. 
 
      
 
    He’s also released a graphic novel series based on his bestselling series: The Way of the Shaman Comic Book. The English translation of the first two installments are available here and here. 
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