
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Fatehaven Farm 1 
 
    A LitRPG Fantasy 
 
      
 
    DB King & Robin Silver 
 
    

  

 
   
    Copyright © 2022 by DB King & Robin Silver 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
    Edited by Sam Sachs 
 
    v002 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    DB King Facebook Group  
 
      
 
    Want more books about magic using main characters? Grab recommendations and be with folks who share your love for magical books! 
 
      
 
    Join the Facebook group 
 
    

  

 
   
    Support DB King on Patreon & Hang out on Discord!  
 
      
 
    Read books before they’re on Amazon, see exclusive artwork, and check out sneak peeks into the writing process on DB King’s Patreon. 
 
      
 
    Become a Patron today at: https://geni.us/DBKing-Patreon 
 
      
 
    Hang out with me on Discord 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Free progression Fantasy Novel!  
 
      
 
    Join my email newsletter to receive a free ebook of the progression fantasy novel, Hellion Mage. 
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DB King Facebook Group 
 
    Support DB King on Patreon & Hang out on Discord! 
 
    Free progression Fantasy Novel! 
 
    Contents 
 
    Series by DB King 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    DB King Facebook Group 
 
    Support DB King on Patreon! 
 
    Free progression Fantasy Novel! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Series by DB King 
 
      
 
    Apocalypse Knights 
 
    Crafter’s Fate 
 
    Dragon Magus 
 
    Dungeon of Evolution 
 
    Elemental Mastery 
 
    Fatehaven 
 
    Kensei 
 
    Mage’s Path 
 
    Ranger’s Magic 
 
    Shinobi Rising 
 
    Spellweaver Codex: Elder Mage Chronicles 
 
    Summoner’s Shadow 
 
    The Last Magus 
 
    War Wizard 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A pinch of dried bat wing. The tooth of a carnivorous chicken. Now stir vigorously.”  
 
    I moved the cracked old wooden spoon through the thick broth with one hand, while I brushed a loose strand of hair out of my face with the other. The potion was nearly ready for the patient waiting upstairs. 
 
    Otto, the village alchemist, had tasked me with making the broth to ease the baker’s wife’s morning sickness. He hadn’t trusted me with many potions lately, ever since he’d caught me adding some herbs to a love potion that weren’t in the instructions.  
 
    So today I was on my best behavior. 
 
    The dim orange light of oil torches flickered across the parchment, illuminating the ingredients list for a brew against nausea and tummy trouble. I was painstakingly adding all of the right herbs and other ingredients while simmering the small cauldron over the woodstove to one side of the underground lab. 
 
    “Hoohoo.” The call almost startled me as it broke my concentration. 
 
    “Yes, Ozwald.” I looked up at the old owl peering at me. “The recipe is nearly done, and I’ve followed all the instructions this time.” 
 
    Ozwald blinked at me lazily, almost, as if he was smirking. 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll finish the recipe without changing something?” I chuckled lightly. “Challenge accepted.” 
 
    But my mirth didn’t really convince me, and I wasn’t totally sure it would convince Ozwald either. Every time I thought I was going to finish a potion without deviating from the instructions, I’d get this urge to add in a little something extra, something not called for by the ancient scribes who’d handed down these recipes. The recipes just seemed a little bland without the additions. 
 
    “To be fair,” I said as I glanced up at Ozwald, “my potions always work a little better than the ones in the recipes.” 
 
    “Hoo?” Ozwald fixed one beady golden eye on the cauldron, the other on me. I was always a bit unnerved when he did that. 
 
    “It’s true,” I insisted as much for my benefit as his. “I don’t know where the ideas for these extra ingredients come from, but they’ve worked out well so far.” 
 
    “Hoo.” I could have sworn Ozwald’s tone sounded distinctly skeptical this time. 
 
    “Well, mostly.” I couldn’t help laughing softly. “There was that one time we gave the blacksmith a case of wind so bad none of his customers could enter his shop for a whole day. But he deserved that.” 
 
    I always maintained that he deserved it, no matter how much Otto scolded me for that. Otto didn’t have to put up with the blacksmith’s remarks yelled from the workshop every time he passed by. At least now I could giggle about how the villagers complained of the smell. It helped me take the burly old smith less seriously. 
 
    There was a banging on the heavy wooden door behind me. “Kaetlyn, is the potion ready? You know the baker’s wife has to be back at her shop before long.” 
 
    The cranky old alchemist banged on the door again.  
 
    I sighed. “Almost ready, master. I’ll bring it out in a moment.” 
 
    “See that you do, girl. I’ve other customers to see,” the man muttered in his shrill voice as he walked back up the stairs. 
 
    The alchemist’s house was one of the only homes in the village to have a second room built under the earth, besides a cellar. I wondered why when I first started working here. Then I heard the tales of the alchemist’s predecessor blowing up several neighboring houses in an experiment gone wrong. Now I could understand why the room was so heavily built. 
 
    Perhaps that added to Otto’s paranoia about my experimental potions. I didn’t know what to say in my defense, except that whenever I did add extra ingredients, they always improved the brew. 
 
    I leaned toward the bubbling broth on the stove and took a whiff. “Just the right kind of nasty.” 
 
    These potions never smelled very nice when we followed the recipe. But they always delivered the promised results, so the villagers kept coming back for more. 
 
    I shifted the cauldron off the heat, and the bubbling died down. I turned to look for a clay jug to administer the broth into, when the smell wafted my way again and I started wondering what the potion might be missing. 
 
    I groaned. “Oh no, not again. Get it together, Kaetlyn,” I told myself. “Just this once, make a potion without performing experiments on Otto’s customers.” 
 
    But it was no good. Turning my head back to the wooden bench beside the stove, I looked around. What was it I was searching for? There were no extra ingredients on the bench. 
 
    “Hoo.” Ozwald gazed down at my hand with lazy curiosity. 
 
    “Yes, I know, you’re right,” I muttered. “Here I go again, breaking the rules, but I just can’t help myself.” 
 
    As I spoke, half to myself, half to the owl, I got a flash of inspiration. “Feather of a hunting bird, that’s just it!” I reached my hand up to the ornery old bird. 
 
    “Hoo, hoo!” The owl spread his wings in alarm and reared his neck back to give me a peck. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ozwald,” I cooed to the frightened old bird. “I just need a feather.” 
 
    I tugged gently, and the feather came away in my hand as I ignored Ozwald’s half-hearted protests. 
 
    The owl gave me a begrudging stare. 
 
    The brew hissed as I dropped the feather in. Immediately, the smell of the potion became sweet, like the best holiday confectionary that the bakery sold. 
 
    “Damn it.” I was overcome by shame and confusion as soon as the deed was done. “I said I wasn’t going to do that this time. Otto is sure to know something’s not right when he smells this.” 
 
    In fairness, I did actually know what I was doing. I’d read so many ancient texts on alchemy and magic, in spite of Otto’s derision, that I could almost concoct new recipes without the help of a book. But Otto lacked the curiosity to study and didn’t trust my knowledge. 
 
    As if I’d summoned the old grouch, there was a loud knock at the door. 
 
    “Kaetlyn, is that potion ready?” Otto asked. 
 
    “Yes master, it’s ready now. Just wait and I’ll bring it out.” I scrambled to decant some of the broth into the clay pitcher, hoping I could get it out of the room, where the sweet scent would be less noticeable. 
 
    But Otto was too impatient to wait this time. The door opened with a dull thud, and the skinny old man stalked in toward the stove. 
 
    Maybe he wouldn’t notice the smell, I told myself, holding the ladle against the edge of the cauldron to steady my shaking fingers. 
 
    “What’s that smell, Kaetlyn?” the old man snapped as he leaned forward and sniffed, his hooked and spotted nose pointing toward the cauldron. 
 
    Well, there goes that hope. 
 
    “Did you even brew the right potion? This doesn’t smell right at all.” 
 
    Excuse me for brewing a potion that doesn’t smell disgusting, I thought.  
 
    “Yes master, that’s the right potion for the baker’s wife’s sickness.” 
 
    Otto glared at me, fixing one bloodshot eye on my face. “It had better be the right one. You’ll be paying for another potion out of your own pocket if she can’t get back to work today.” 
 
    Otto gruffly took the pitcher with the potion out of my hands and stomped back toward the door. “Get your things ready—you’ll be heading out to the woods again today to gather more herbs for your matriculation potions.” 
 
    “Yes master.” I tried to restrain the excitement in my voice, not least because I’d be out of the house and away from the abusive old alchemist. 
 
    “Oh and Kaetlyn.” Otto’s voice arrested me before I could start dreaming about a day alone in the woods. “See that you only collect the herbs you need.” 
 
    Does he read my thoughts? I sighed. “Understood, master.” 
 
    Otto turned abruptly and thumped back up the stairs to where his patients were waiting. 
 
    I grabbed my leather satchel off the wall and started filling it with the necessary supplies for a day in the woods. I wasn’t just excited because I’d be out of the house. The day’s work would bring me closer to being recognized as a qualified alchemist. Then I could begin treating patients on my own and stop working for Otto. 
 
    Otto wasn’t happy about this. He’d already kept me working for him six months longer than he should have. I was certain he would ‘extend my apprenticeship’ indefinitely if he could. 
 
    But I wasn’t the sort of woman who let herself get taken advantage of like that. I was already old enough to start traveling as a journeywoman. I took my case to the village council and complained before Otto even had a chance to make excuses. It was ruled that I had to be allowed out of the village at least two days out of every week in order to pursue my matriculation. 
 
    As I put my hand on the doorknob, ready to leave the lab, I heard a fluttering behind me, and a set of talons landed on my shoulder. 
 
    “Ozwald!” I turned and laughed as he peered right into my face. “Are you coming today too?” 
 
    He hooted in my ear and blinked solemnly. 
 
    I put out a hand to shoo him away. “You can’t come today—I’m going into the woods. I’ll be out all day and you won’t get any food from Otto until evening.” 
 
    Ozwald flapped his wings as I tried to brush him off my shoulder, and he simply rose above my hand and then landed again right where he was before. He perched on my shoulder so often when I went out, that I’d had to sew a more durable piece of fabric onto that part of my shoulder to protect against his claws. 
 
    “I suppose you can always catch your own food. But don’t complain to me if you get hungry.” 
 
    He met my stare and hooted again, which was as close to an answer as I was going to get from him. 
 
    I walked out of the cellar, the owl bouncing with my steps, and closed the door behind me. My satchel hung off one shoulder, containing a waterskin, some food, and a collection of recipes to guide my herb gathering for the day. Ozwald perched on the other shoulder. 
 
    I was wearing the typical outfit of an alchemist, a long dress with a flared skirt. The dress was dark blue with green vine patterns embroidered around the lower half. The long hem swished against my lower calves as I climbed the steps. I’d become adept over the years at keeping the long skirts out of the mud when I was out foraging. I liked the feel of the fabric too much to wear something shorter or more practical. 
 
    As I reached the top of the stairway, I heard the voice of the baker’s wife. “This potion smells sweeter than usual, Otto. Did you put something different in it this time?” 
 
    “No, no, my dear, the potion is the same as ever.” 
 
    I knew Otto’s voice well enough to pick up on the slight edge of irritation as he reassured his patient. I needed to get out of the house while there were still other villagers present, or he’d really take his mood out on me this time. 
 
    Several other customers waited at another table, each with their own complaints, usually ones they’d had before. Otto’s potions never provided lasting healing. 
 
    The baker’s wife in her dusty apron sat at the table in the humble kitchen and drained the jug, setting it down with a smile. 
 
    Otto stood in front of her with clenched fists, his knuckles white. He seemed to expect something bad to happen. It was nice to know he had so little confidence in me that he thought my potions would poison his customers. Even more reassuring to know that he’d administer the potions regardless. 
 
    “Well?” The alchemist’s voice was strained. 
 
    “I feel better than ever.” The baker’s wife beamed. “Something’s definitely different about the potion this time. My stomach feels right as rain.” She got to her feet with more energy than usual and started grabbing her things. 
 
    I took the opportunity to hurry for the door. 
 
    “Remember not to stray too far into the woods, girl,” Otto hollered after me. “Only gather the herbs you need. Dangerous beasts lurk in the woods! And be back by lunch time.” 
 
    He shouted those warnings every time, as if I’d never been in the woods before. 
 
    Ozwald hooted softly as we made it out of the house and beyond the small front garden. 
 
    “Would it be too much to expect that he might be grateful that my potion worked even better than usual?” I muttered, more to myself than Ozwald, though the owl did cock his head, as if listening to me. 
 
    “At least we’re out of there for the day,” I reminded myself as I set my thoughts on the woods. Solitude and the nearness of nature would work wonders on my mood, in spite of Otto’s best efforts to ruin it. 
 
    Otto was a cowardly old man, who never went far enough from the village to lose sight of the houses. I would never rely on him for advice about what the forest around our village contained.  
 
    So far none of the few beasts I’d met in the woods had ever tried to do me harm. 
 
    As I approached the tree line, I passed the village smithy. I braced myself as I walked past the entrance. 
 
    Sure enough, the smith raised his head and stopped his work to yell out at me. No wonder the old man could never find customers, when he yelled at every person who passed his workshop. 
 
    I had half a mind to ask him what he hoped to achieve by doing this, but instead I shook my head and kept walking. I simply remembered that bad potion I gave him once. Everyone still thought that was an accident. Nothing I’d ever brewed was an accident. 
 
    “I can’t wait to leave this place,” I muttered to Ozwald. 
 
    He tilted his head to one side and hooted questioningly, his beady eyes going big and soft. 
 
    “Of course I’ll take you with me.” I patted the old owl’s head, and he blinked solemnly. 
 
    He’d originally been Otto’s pet, but when I started working for the alchemist, Ozwald took an instant liking to me. Obviously, he preferred being groomed and fed to being shouted at and neglected. Now he followed me everywhere, much to Otto’s irritation. 
 
    We passed the last of the village houses and made our way through the fields toward the edge of the woods. 
 
    I looked back and sighed. If only I could leave them behind today. Since my parents had died, the village had never offered me anything beyond a place to work. Most of the villagers were not unpleasant toward me, but none of them were friendly. 
 
    My parents had been new to this village, escaping from war in some far-off place, though they’d died before I could ask where. When I’d been left on my own, the villagers had taken turns looking after me, but had always insisted that I work to earn my keep and then some. I’d only been three when my parents died, but that didn’t stop the villagers from expecting me to work. 
 
    Once I was finally qualified as an alchemist, I dreamt of getting as far away from this tiny village as soon as possible. The nearest big cities were a long way off though, and I’d need to be well prepared. The cities were all ruled by elves, so I’d have a lot of work to do to prove my worth as a human alchemist. 
 
    The elves had high standards for magic and healing, at least according to the little I’d heard from traders passing through, and they were not especially welcoming to outsiders. But they did have the finest magical academies and produced all the finest mages, witches, alchemists, and other workers of the supernatural arts that were known in these lands. 
 
    The bright morning sun was dimmed by the canopy of the forest as we entered the cool expanse of fir trees. What noise there was coming from the village was now muffled and died away. I heard the occasional chirp of a bird or rustle of some small creature in the undergrowth, but otherwise all was still. 
 
    As we wandered down the overgrown track between the trees, I kept half an eye out for the herbs that I needed, but I wasn’t in too much of a hurry. Otto might have said I needed to be back by lunch, but I had food in my satchel. He couldn’t make me return sooner if it took me that long to gather what I needed. 
 
    Some of the herbs I was looking for were easy to spot, growing by the side of the track. I collected what I could as I passed. I’d memorized a lot of the ingredients I needed already. The rest I could search for later.  
 
    First, I wanted to go deeper into the forest. I’d felt something pulling at me as I’d been exploring last week, a strange urge that compelled me to go deeper, and I’d been wanting to investigate it ever since. 
 
    As Ozwald and I ventured further, the dry forest bed and tall fir trees gave way to a sparser canopy and a denser undergrowth. In the spaces between the large trees were a multitude of ferns, toadstools, trailing vines, and ground creepers, forcing me to pick up my skirts to step over the larger patches. 
 
    I breathed in the cool wet air. This place was fresher and more alive than the woods surrounding the village. My skin tingled in the same way it did when I’d been preparing potions, and I got the urge to tweak the recipe. 
 
    “Do you think it could be magic, Ozwald?” 
 
    The owl gave a low drawn-out hoot. 
 
    “I know—magic can’t just be found out in the wild, not enough to feel in the air anyway. You can’t blame me for wishful thinking.” 
 
    The feeling didn’t go away, though, and my skin tingled as we walked deeper into the glades of ferns. I couldn’t help thinking about the potion I’d made for the baker’s wife this morning. She’d said she felt better than ever after drinking it. Otto would never admit it, but he could never brew a potion with such potent effects. I suspected he was secretly afraid I’d put him out of business. 
 
    And with this magical feeling in the air being stronger than usual, it did make me wonder if I’d finally done something right in my training.  
 
    Perhaps I could access more magic than I’d previously been able to? 
 
    Stooping toward the ground, I slipped the satchel from my shoulder. Ozwald shifted his weight to stay perched on my back. 
 
    I took a small seedling out of my satchel, wrapped in a few leaves to keep the soil attached to the roots. For several months now, I’d been trying to learn how to make plants grow using magic, which was one of the foundational skills of a magic user, but so far, my power had been too weak to do much of anything. 
 
    The old texts I’d been reading had made mention of magical ‘systems’ that made the work of channeling power much easier, but I could never find anything explaining how to get such a ‘system’. It was rumored that elves and other magically inclined peoples could access such things. I hoped I might be able to channel enough power without one. 
 
    I scratched out a small hole in the earth in front of me and planted the seedling. Then I placed my right hand around the thin little stem and closed my eyes. My breathing slowed, and I listened to the faint rustle of wind in the leaves around me. 
 
    The tingling of magic against my skin was still palpable, but too faint to draw on. I could sense disappointment welling in my chest, but I pushed the feeling down. The magic was stronger in this part of the woods—I needed to give it a chance. 
 
    Just as I was about to take my hand away and give up, I felt a warmth inside me, like something living was blossoming in my core. The tingling on my arms was getting stronger, as if warm, soft feathers were brushing against my skin, but I opened my eyes and saw nothing. 
 
    Then the seedling caught my sight.  
 
    I drew in a short gasp.  
 
    The seedling had become a sapling, at least twice as tall as it had been and growing quickly. 
 
    The sapling reached my knee, and Ozwald fluttered off my shoulder to land on the sapling’s uppermost twig. 
 
    “Ozwald! It can’t take your weight.” I tried swatting him off with my left hand while continuing to pour magic into the sapling’s roots with my right. 
 
    But Ozwald pecked at me and remained stubbornly perched on the sapling, which was nearly three feet tall by now. He lurched dangerously on the thin branch. 
 
    “This place has power I didn’t know I could draw on,” I murmured, mostly to myself. “Maybe I don’t need any more instruction from Otto.” 
 
    Otto had me learning at the pace of a slug. He mostly just used my assistance to produce mundane potions for his customers, and he wouldn’t even let me improve the recipes. 
 
    “With this kind of power, I could—” 
 
    I stopped short as a pungent smell reached my nose. I sniffed deeply to work out what it was, and immediately regretted it. I retched. The smell was foul. 
 
    Ozwald screeched and flapped his wings, jumping off the top of the sapling to land on the forest floor. A drop of blood fell from his talons to land on the leaves of the tree, which by now were turning from vibrant green to a sickly yellow. 
 
    Thorns were growing beside the leaves, and the branches were turning black. 
 
    I snatched my hand away, but it was too late.  
 
    The sapling continued to wither until its trunk lost all strength and it collapsed to the ground.  
 
    The stink of its rotting branches filled the air. 
 
    “Come on Ozwald,” I said bitterly. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Ozwald flapped his wings but failed to move his body off the forest floor, so I gave him a hand up to my shoulder, where he perched precariously on one foot. He wasn’t used to having to fly outside of Otto’s alchemical laboratory. 
 
    “I guess even with enough power I don’t have the knowledge to do anything more than make things die right now.” My steps were heavy as we wandered through the glade, and I paid little attention to where we were going. 
 
    My mood started to improve as we got away from the stink of the dead sapling, and my natural curiosity returned. 
 
    “Tomorrow’s another day, Ozwald, and I still have time to master the magic in this forest. Next time you might want to wait until the tree has finished growing before you try landing on it though.” 
 
    Ozwald hooted forlornly and nursed his claw. 
 
    I took Ozwald’s claw in my fingers and inspected the fleshy pad, where the thorn had pierced the skin. It looked tender and sore, but it wasn’t bleeding and it didn’t look inflamed. 
 
    “At least the thorns didn’t turn poisonous,” I muttered bitterly. I rummaged about in my satchel and found a small poultice I’d prepared in advance for cuts, and tied it onto Ozwald’s foot, ignoring his protests.  
 
    With a sigh, I smiled weakly at Ozwald as he cautiously put a bit of weight on his claw again, allowing his head to bounce a little less as he held onto my shoulder. 
 
    “How long before I can use my magic to make things live, Ozwald?” 
 
    The owl peered at me, not altogether kindly after recent events, and hooted in a wise and somewhat snobbish way. 
 
    “Oh, you’re too much like your master sometimes!” I ruffled the feathers on the bird’s head. 
 
    Ozwald hooted indignantly and puffed up his chest. I couldn’t tell if he was upset at having his feathers put out of place, or at the mention of Otto. 
 
    “Yes, let’s not mention that old man. We’re free of him out here. Maybe I’ll take you with me when I leave, and then I’ll be your master.” 
 
    Ozwald made a sound more like a coo than a hoot, and roughly brushed his head against my cheek in what I thought was meant to be an affectionate gesture. His head got tangled in my long hair, and I had to reach out a hand to untangle him. 
 
    I started to picture the future in my mind as we walked. I would be a qualified alchemist, seeing patients of my own and helping sick and ailing people by brewing potions. Ozwald would be my grumpy assistant, and the local townsfolk would spread word of my healing prowess far and wide. 
 
    But I still didn’t have any magical power, which upset me. After the wonders I’d read about in old tales, I’d been yearning for the power to make living things grow, to heal without potions, to make entire gardens and farmlands whole again, to help people. 
 
    “Maybe the elves can help me,” I said aloud. 
 
    “Hoo?” Ozwald’s claws tightened on my shoulder. 
 
    “I know, they’re not friendly to strangers, especially not humans, but where else am I going to learn how to control magic?” 
 
    Ozwald shrugged, making his downy coat push up against his puffy cheeks. 
 
    “Humans lost this knowledge centuries ago.” I didn’t know why I was explaining this to Ozwald—it wasn’t like we could have a proper conversation about it, but it would seem rude not to include him in my thoughts. 
 
    Otto had always made fun of me for reading so much about the old ways and the magic our people used to wield. Ozwald was the only creature I’d ever known who never judged me for my curiosity. 
 
    The sound of rushing water in the distance interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “Curiosity has drawn me further into the woods than usual, Ozwald. You know what that sound is, don’t you?” 
 
    “Hoo.” Ozwald nodded slowly. His claws tightened on my shoulder. 
 
    We were approaching the stream that made its way through the forest. By the sound of the rushing water, I could tell that we were near the place where it cascaded down the hillside, over a number of short waterfalls. 
 
    Ozwald grew visibly nervous as we got closer, but I couldn’t say I felt the same way. I’d never been convinced by the fear mongering tales among the villagers. They said that people had been known to vanish from these falls, never to be seen again. 
 
    Otto hadn’t warned me against straying this far into the forest because it would never have occurred to him that I might come this close to the only known place where fae had been sighted. 
 
    But the same tingling that I’d felt as I entered the forest was now prickling all up and down my arms, drawing me onward, filling me with desire.  
 
    I wanted to know what was really hidden near these falls. 
 
    It had been my experience so far that when the villagers tried especially hard to warn me away from something, it was usually because it was something valuable, worth investigating. The people who’d raised me were usually too frightened of anything new to see the goodness the forest hid in plain sight. I didn’t know if fae really existed or if they frequented this part of the forest, but if they did, maybe meeting them wouldn’t be as bad as the villagers had said. It wasn’t like never returning to that village would make me sad anyway, although it would have been nice to get my certificate as an alchemist first. 
 
    So, we kept walking, and the falls grew ever louder. A fine mist filled the air around us, causing Ozwald to ruffle his feathers and look more cross than usual. 
 
    We entered a large glade, where none of the taller trees grew, but lots of verdant undergrowth carpeted the forest floor. Springtime flowers bobbed their huge heads everywhere, even though we were in high summer now. Creeping vines festooned the ground, making it hard for me to walk forward. Brightly colored mushrooms popped their heads up wherever there was room between the large fronds of the lower growing plants. 
 
    Dragonflies and bees were everywhere, frantically harvesting the rich feast that the forest had spread for them. Birds even sat in the upper branches of the trees on the outside of the grove, singing their sweet songs. 
 
    Ozwald shook his head in disapproval. 
 
    The stream plunged through the middle of the grove. At one end was a twenty-foot-high drop. It was the largest waterfall I’d ever seen, not that I’d seen many waterfalls. 
 
    The midday sun caught the water, casting the most brilliant rainbow, competing with the insects and flowers to throw the most color into the green woods. 
 
    What caught my keen alchemist’s eye the most, however, was a small clump of herbs growing at the water’s edge. The tiny blue flowers looked like Etherbloom, the rarest of all herbs found in our lands. I’d read about it before, but no one had seen Etherbloom for centuries. 
 
    I knew this herb couldn’t be Etherbloom. That had long been extinct. But perhaps it was related somehow. If it had any of the same properties, it could be valuable to add to my collection.  
 
    I started wading through the vines and creepers of the glade to get closer to the water. 
 
    The edge of the stream was slick with moisture, and I had to crouch on the bank to avoid slipping. Ozwald adjusted his balance on my shoulder. 
 
    I reached down and cupped the leaves of the plant between my fingers. The flowers were identical to the old sketches I’d seen of Etherbloom. I’d have to be careful to hide this from Otto. He would probably stomp on it and throw it out if he knew what I suspected about its kinship. 
 
    The flowers seemed to glow brighter as I brushed my fingertips against them. I shook my head. It was merely a trick of the light. All the same, I couldn’t help feeling as though maybe the herb had been willing me to find it. 
 
    “I’m just going to take a small piece of you with me,” I whispered. I felt a little foolish whispering to a plant, but it seemed rude not to address such a majestic herb. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Ever so gently, I broke off a stem with several flowers attached. I opened my satchel and slipped the stem inside, careful not to let the small blossoms get crushed. 
 
    I heard the crunch of stone underfoot nearby and nearly fell over. 
 
    A soft, but threatening feminine voice spoke, far too close to me. “Well, well, what have we here? An herb thief?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stumbled and landed on my behind as I looked up to see who was approaching. Ozwald hooted grumpily as he tried to regain his balance on my shoulder. My hair fell over my eyes, and I had to brush it out of the way. 
 
    The figure that came to a stop in front of me was a tall woman, clad in a long, light blue dress made of what appeared to be silk. Her gleaming hair was woven in a braid around the crown of her head, giving her an elegant but imposing appearance. 
 
    “Did you have any intention of paying for what you have taken, herb thief?” She glanced down her nose at me as she spoke. 
 
    I gulped. “I didn’t know the herbs belonged to anyone, ma’am.” My voice sounded higher than I wanted it to. 
 
    The woman appeared to repress a laugh. “Of course they belong to someone. You think a legendary herb like Etherbloom simply sprouts up untended in the middle of a forest?” 
 
    “So it is Etherbloom then?” I queried. “I thought it was extinct.” 
 
    “It very nearly was, young lady.” The woman smiled with faint satisfaction. I wondered if perhaps she was pleased to have someone to explain these things to. 
 
    “How did it grow here then?” I asked, prompting the woman to continue. 
 
    “I planted everything in this grove.” The woman stood up straighter, casting her gaze over the glade. “I’ve been attempting to bring back certain legendary plants, and this Etherbloom was my latest success. Until today, that is…” She looked back down at me with the utmost disdain. 
 
    “I didn’t know all this belonged to you, ma’am.” I worked hard to keep my voice steady. As frightening as this woman was, I was not about to show her how intimidated I was. If she had indeed caused this herb to grow when it was nearly extinct, perhaps she had magical powers. I didn’t want to get on her bad side. 
 
    “Huh. You think that is an excuse for your theft?” 
 
    I reached into my satchel, feeling around for the stem I’d plucked. “I could give it back. Would that help?” 
 
    This time the woman did laugh, mirthlessly. “That scrap is useless to me now—you might as well keep it.” She waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    Did that mean I should just leave now? I was technically intruding. I started getting to my feet. 
 
    “Sit down!” The woman put out a hand, as if to restrain me. A dull force collided with my body, and I promptly fell back onto my rear in front of her.  
 
    So, she did have magic. 
 
    “You think you can just leave without paying for what you’ve stolen?” 
 
    That was exactly what I’d been hoping for. I wasn’t sure what to do now.  
 
    “I don’t have any money, ma’am,” I explained. 
 
    “Money?” The woman peered down at me. “What would I want with your human currency? No, such debts are not paid with coin.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to pay then?” I hoped the woman didn’t see me as impertinent asking so many questions, but in all the reading I’d done, nothing had prepared me for an encounter with a being who clearly seemed to have magical powers. 
 
    “How can you repay me for taking something almost priceless in this world?” the woman asked, rhetorically. She leaned down to inspect me. 
 
    As she came closer, I could see light reflecting off her face, where there ought to be shadow. The tingling I’d felt in this forest intensified, until the skin all over my body seemed to be prickling. 
 
    “Are you a fairy, ma’am?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    The woman laughed loudly this time, causing me to jump. 
 
    “My, my,” she said. “You really are totally ignorant, aren’t you?” 
 
    Even Ozwald hooted softly in what sounded like a chuckle. 
 
    I felt my face grow hot. “The people in my village never let me leave, and I had to learn what I could from reading books.” I put my hand to my mouth after speaking, hoping I hadn’t angered the magical woman. 
 
    The woman’s face grew serious. “And yet you learned a great deal, didn’t you? I can sense the power inside you.” 
 
    I felt a warmth inside me, and not from shame this time. No one had ever noticed me before in that way. 
 
    “You are correct, young lady—I am a fairy.” The woman gestured at the glade. “This whole region of the forest has been under my care for decades, and I have finally been able to cultivate it to the point of yielding more potent herbs than it ever has before.” 
 
    So that explained why I’d always found it easier to harvest for my potions in this area. I realized with a shock that I’d technically been stealing from this fairy for a long time. 
 
    “Are you the one who has been frightening the villagers then?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” The fairy looked thoughtful. “That would be one of the sprites I created to guard this glade.” 
 
    “You have great power indeed then,” I breathed. “How come the sprites never appeared to me?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” the fairy answered. “You don’t seem to be like the other humans that live in this forest. I notice you haven’t trampled any of the other plants in my garden.”  
 
    “Those people don’t care for living things like I do,” I blurted out. Why was I trusting this woman? For all I knew, she was going to enslave me in turn, to pay off the debt for plucking the Etherbloom. 
 
     She tilted her head and studied me with her gaze for a full minute. Finally, she sighed and smiled approvingly. “Then perhaps you won’t miss the village much if you never return to it,” the fairy suggested. 
 
    I felt icy fingers clenching at my stomach. So she was going to take me away? I didn’t breathe a word as the fairy pondered what to do with me. 
 
    “You are hardly going to be of any use to me in your present state,” she said. “You don’t have the power to conjure a flea, let alone legendary herbs. What you really need is a magical system to control your power. It seems that, while I was correct in labeling you an herb thief, you may have some skill that humans haven’t shown for many, many years.” 
 
    My heart nearly stopped. She was going to give me a system? One of the ancient mechanisms that could take an ordinary woman like me and give her the power of a mighty sorceress? 
 
    Fear crept back in, though.  
 
    “Does… does this mean you would make me your slave?” I asked.  
 
    Giving me a system didn’t mean giving me freedom. And for such a gift, I felt sure my debt would be even greater. 
 
    The fairy smiled indulgently. “Ah my dear, you have grown up in a harsh place, have you not?” She shook her head. “I see that stealing herbs was simply what you did because you didn’t know to whom they belonged. I will forgive you this slight. As to the system and my giving it to you, I do not consider slavery an efficient arrangement between those of us who wield magic. You will still owe me a debt of course, but you can work for yourself while paying it off.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped with relief as the tension drained out of me. The thought of becoming a slave had genuinely terrified me. 
 
    “You said you’d forgive me for stealing,” I said. “But yet you still speak of a debt.”  
 
    “I do. Me forgiving you doesn’t mean you won’t have to repay me.” 
 
    “What kind of debt would I owe you?” I asked. I didn’t have any experience bargaining, and I suspected I wasn’t in a position to do much of that here, but I still knew I shouldn’t enter such an agreement without finding out what would be expected of me. 
 
    “I wouldn’t trouble my head with that right now if I were you, young lady,” the fairy said. “I will no doubt require your assistance in achieving my mission of growing legendary plants. Although there remains the question of whether you would be capable of doing such a thing.” 
 
    Using my power to grow legendary herbs? That sounded like what I’d been dreaming of for years. This arrangement was sounding better than I could have ever imagined. 
 
    “The basic systems that are granted to humans in rare cases such as these are all designed for crude purposes such as combat. You would have to try to use such a system for cultivating the earth.” 
 
    “That sounds impossible,” I said. 
 
    The fairy shook her head. “Not impossible. Just difficult.” A small smile spread across her lips. “Come to think of it, the results could be quite amusing. And it’s not like we have much of a choice anyway. More specialized systems are not available to a human like you.” 
 
    I felt a little disappointed, after thinking I would receive a system that could enhance my alchemical and gardening skills so much. All the same, getting a combat system sounded an awful lot more appealing than going back to the village and working for Otto. 
 
    “When do I get this system?” I asked, rising to my feet, this time without hindrance. 
 
    The fairy chuckled. “Impatient, are we? I do like to see that in a new recruit. Perhaps you will be exactly what I’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    I straightened my dress, while Ozwald adjusted his balance on my shoulder. “I’ve always been a good student,” I assured the fairy. 
 
    “I’m sure you have.” She looked deep into my eyes, as if making a final assessment. “I can give you a system now. You’ll simply have to enter into a formal agreement with me first, so that I can be certain of getting payment when the time comes.” 
 
    “And what does that involve?” I knew I wasn’t in a strong position, what with being branded a thief and all, but I was still concerned that the fairy might trap me into some sort of binding agreement that made me promise more than I could deliver. 
 
    The fairy waved her hands above her head in some set of elaborate gestures. The air around her sparkled and shimmered, and a window of light appeared over her left shoulder. Through the surface I could see the faces of several austere men and women, other fairies I assumed. 
 
    Ozwald hooted and covered his face with a wing. 
 
    The fairy began to speak in a sing-song voice. “Under the witness of representatives of the fae realm, I call on you…”  
 
    The fairy stopped and looked at me, pointedly. 
 
    I returned her stare, uncomfortably, until I finally figured out what she wanted. “Uh, Kaetlyn. My name is Kaetlyn.” 
 
    “That’s it?” The fairy looked surprised and a little unimpressed. “No last name?” 
 
    I folded my arms defensively. “I was orphaned as a kid. I never got a last name.”  
 
    “Very well. Under the witness of representatives of the fae realm, I call on you, Kaetlyn, to give your solemn word. At the time when I shall call upon you, you will deliver to me a legendary plant of my choosing from the crops that you harvest.” 
 
    As the fairy spoke, I noticed one of the faces in the portal behind her staring down at a piece of parchment and furiously scribbling notes. 
 
    “And to aid you in the production of said crops,” the fairy continued, “I shall grant you a system of magic, which will enable you to more successfully harvest potent herbs and diverse plants.” 
 
    Here she paused and looked at me again, waiting. “Ahem.” 
 
    I shrugged. “What?” 
 
    “Your word.” The fairy’s voice was impatient but still intimidating. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Well, here goes. What did I have to lose after all? “I give my word.” 
 
    That’s when I felt everything change. The fairies in the portal all nodded their heads, and the fairy in front of me waved her hands again in some new sort of gesture. 
 
    Magical light flowed from around the portal, until it surrounded me in a kind of writhing column. All I could see was golden light. Ozwald flapped his wings nervously and gripped even tighter onto my shoulder. 
 
    I smelled a burning scent, but it was sweet, like caramel.  
 
    The golden light reached forward into my eyes, my ears, my nose and mouth, until my awareness was dominated by magic.  
 
    Glorious swelling tones of music filled my ears, reaching a crescendo. 
 
    Then it all stopped. The light vanished, the music went silent, replaced only by the rushing of the water behind us. The smell was replaced by the fresh fragrance of the glade. 
 
    And a golden square, like some sort of tablet, hovered in front of me, with a message written on it. 
 
      
 
    Welcome, Kaetlyn 
 
    You have been initiated into the first level of Basic Magic 
 
    Access your Profile to see your Attributes and Skills 
 
    Access your Quest Log to see your first tasks 
 
      
 
    Ozwald hooted excitedly and pointed a wing at the tablet, his eyes wide. 
 
    I chuckled. “You can see it too, Ozwald?” 
 
    So, this was my magic system? I had no idea how any of it worked, but even if it wasn’t the system I’d been hoping for, it was so much better than working with Otto in his laboratory. I couldn’t wait to start figuring out how to use it. 
 
    “That should be that then,” the fairy said. “You can familiarize yourself with the details of the system in your own time.” 
 
    As I looked up in the direction of the fairy, the golden message board automatically disappeared with a small whooshing sound. It was replaced by a small blinking gold light in the top left corner of my vision. 
 
    “Wait,” I asked. “You’re not going to explain how it works?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” the fairy chuckled. “I have far more important things to do. You’ll have to find someone to explain it to you yourself.” 
 
    Another golden message appeared in front of me. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Find a guide to explain your system 
 
    Difficulty: Unknown 
 
    Quest Reward: Having a guide 
 
      
 
    Great. Why did she have to make it so difficult? 
 
    “So what do I do now?” I asked. The message again disappeared as I glanced up at the fairy. 
 
    The fairy looked around. “This forest is hardly a place for you to start growing your first herbs. For one thing, it’s my domain. I will have to send you somewhere else.” 
 
    “Just don’t send me back to the village,” I pleaded. I knew they would only laugh at me if I tried explaining to them what had happened today, or worse, scold me.  
 
    The fairy scoffed. “That’s no place for a budding alchemist. How you survived there so long, I have no idea. No, I will send you to a place very far from here, so you’ll never have to even entertain the possibility that you might see someone from this wretched place again. An elven settlement will be most appropriate. They will get you on your feet in no time.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” I said, fighting to keep my excitement under control. “That’s very kind of you.” I held back a squeal. I was finally going to be living with other magic users and learning to control my powers!  
 
    The fairy cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind, I have other business to be attending to.” 
 
    Oh, right. In my excitement, I hadn’t noticed that the fairy was holding a portal open for me. The view through the portal was blurry, the surface shimmered like the spray of a waterfall, but I could just make out tall white buildings, dwarfing the highest rooftops in my village. People, wagons, and animals scurried about below as small as ants. 
 
    This was it, time to enter an elven city for the first time ever. 
 
    “You will hear from me again when the time is right,” the fairy reminded me. 
 
    I nodded to her and stepped forward. Ozwald huddled against my neck. I clutched my satchel to my side, with its ‘stolen’ contents, stepped through the portal, and left my home behind.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Welcome to Elandria! 
 
    Moderate-sized Town 
 
    An elven city well-known for its remarkable jewelers and enchantries 
 
      
 
    I found myself on a wide street, paved by sturdy white stone, surrounded by tall, elegant buildings. Shallow grooves were carved into the stone, providing stability for busy wagon traffic lurching up and down the road. It all appeared to be going into and out of a wide square a few hundred yards to my right. 
 
    A small carriage whizzed by in front of my face, causing me to stumble backward as the driver yelled out a rude sounding curse in my direction. Ozwald flapped his wings indignantly. 
 
    “How rude,” I muttered to myself. I stepped back onto the pavement to the side. It wouldn’t do to get run over on my first day. 
 
    The pavement was also crowded with foot traffic of all kinds. Burly workers left shops carrying heavy sacks and barrels or went inside them with deliveries. Small boys and girls ran carrying messages or haranguing passersby to sample various wares. 
 
    I quickly noticed that these people were more varied than the villagers I’d left behind. Back in my village, everyone could have been related to one another, judging by their appearances. Here there were elves, marked by their pointed ears, some of whom were tall and graceful, with a haughty look about them, while others looked humbler, perhaps of a lower social status. 
 
    There were some humans, but they were exclusively workers. The same went for the few dwarves that I saw. 
 
    “I hope that won’t be me as well,” I said. It didn’t bode well if not a single human here had any rank above laborer. 
 
    Speaking of my future in this city reminded me of the fairy who’d sent me here. 
 
    “Thank goodness I got away from that fairy without any serious consequences,” I said aloud to myself. 
 
    “Indeed,” said a rich, deep voice next to me. 
 
    I jumped and turned to see who it was, but none of the people hurrying past were paying me any mind. 
 
    “I thought that fairy would never let us leave, she did go on so,” the voice continued. 
 
    Had someone else been in that glade with me? 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, putting my hand out. Was someone using invisibility to conceal themselves right next to me? 
 
    “Up here,” the voice said, right into my ear. 
 
    I could almost feel breath on my face, the voice was so close. This was creeping me out. 
 
    The voice sighed. “I’m right here.” A feathery wing batted my cheek. 
 
    “Oz… Ozwald?” I asked. 
 
    “And the winner, ladies and gentlemen, is Kaetlyn, herb thief and potion-ruiner extraordinaire!” 
 
    “I do not ruin potions!” I retorted. 
 
    The deep voice chuckled. “No, but I knew that would get a rise out of you.” 
 
    “You can talk, Ozwald? When did you learn to do that?” I turned to look at Ozwald on my shoulder.  
 
    “I’ve always been able to talk, my dear Kaetlyn,” Ozwald replied. “The real question is, when did you learn to understand me?” 
 
    Ozwald could talk! Or rather, I could understand him, finally. 
 
    “How did I learn to understand you? Have you understood me this whole time? Do you have magic?” 
 
    Ozwald put up a wing to silence me. “I see you have many questions. Let’s get off this street and I’ll try to answer a few of them.” 
 
    I started walking down the street, away from the square. Now that I was paying more attention, I noticed people giving me funny looks as I passed. 
 
    “Do you think they’re looking at me because I’m human?” I whispered. 
 
    “Could be because you have an owl on your shoulder,” Ozwald whispered back. He sounded amused. 
 
    Ozwald made a fair point. There were no birds or animals anywhere else in the street, let alone sitting on someone’s shoulder. We finally made it to a quiet looking side alley. 
 
    “This should be a good spot to talk,” Ozwald said, indicating the alley with his wing. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe?” I asked.  
 
    It looked safe, but one of the only things I’d heard about big cities from the village was that criminals would try to trap you in dark or quiet places where no one could see and stop them. 
 
    I heard the rustle of feathers as Ozwald turned his head from side to side. 
 
    “It’s open and sunny here, and there are still people coming and going,” Ozwald said. “This will be safe enough as long as we don’t go too far.” 
 
    I entered the alley and stopped after a few yards. It was quiet enough to hear much more easily, but still close to the main road. I stood beside a high window, with a brick ledge at about my shoulder height. The window was closed, and the curtains drawn. 
 
    Ozwald hopped off my shoulder onto the ledge and ruffled his feathers, giving them a quick clean with his beak. 
 
    “This will do nicely, and now you can see me better as we talk,” he said, looking around with satisfaction. 
 
    The rest of the alley was relatively clean, with only some discarded food scraps in one corner, where it turned onto another street. 
 
    “Now, what do you want to know first?” Ozwald asked, looking pointedly down his beak at me. 
 
    What did I want to know first? Was this old bird crazy? I had so many questions. 
 
    I was keeping him waiting. He was a little impatient, judging by the way he was tapping his claw on the bricks. 
 
    “You can talk,” I blurted out. 
 
    The feathers above Ozwald’s eyes folded together, making it distinctly look like he was frowning. 
 
    “I mean, I can understand you. How is that possible?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald drew himself up and took a deep breath. “Well…” he began. 
 
    “Please, I don’t have time for one of Otto’s lectures,” I interjected. I immediately regretted it. 
 
    Ozwald frowned even more deeply. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, Ozwald, I’m so sorry!” I felt blood rush to my face. “I never meant to associate you with Otto—I was just dreading another long-winded explanation.” 
 
    “Apology accepted, young lady.” Ozwald’s frown lessened, though I had a sinking feeling he wasn’t going to forget me associating him with his former master. 
 
    “As I was about to explain, before you so rudely interrupted,” he went on, “I think you’ll find the answer to your first question in your skill readout.” 
 
    “My what?” I looked at Ozwald blankly. 
 
    Ozwald put a wing to his face and sighed. “I can see I will have to explain everything to you from the beginning. Unlike the young lady I previously worked with, you are not a student of a system academy. Good thing I learned much while under her care. Could you please access the profile in your magic system?” 
 
    “How do I do that?” I asked. 
 
    “You should see a blinking light in your peripheral vision,” Ozwald said, pointing a wing up to my left. 
 
    He was right. The blinking golden light that I’d seen after dismissing the messages back in the glade was still there. I’d simply been too distracted to notice it. 
 
    “Now focus…” Ozwald started. 
 
    “Oh you mean like this.” I simply concentrated on the light, and a big message board popped into view in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Kaetlyn 
 
    [Class Unselected] 
 
      
 
    1)    Profile 
 
    2)    Quest Log 
 
    3)    Class Selection 
 
      
 
    “What does all of this mean?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “Ahem.” Ozwald cleared his throat and flapped his wing. “Can you move to the side a little?” 
 
    I looked down. The screen was in Ozwald’s face. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I shifted my body sideways. The screen moved with me. I stood side by side next to Ozwald, so that we could both face the screen. 
 
    “Much better, thank you.” Ozwald put out a wing tip and read the screen. “Please select Profile.” 
 
    I was just reaching out a finger to press on the word ‘Profile’, but I found that as I thought of selecting that option, the screen flashed and the writing on it changed. 
 
      
 
    Kaetlyn 
 
    [Class Unselected] 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Dexterity: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 13 
 
    Luck: 9 
 
    Strength: 7 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Active Skills 
 
    Arcane Growth: Beginner 1 
 
    Cooking: Beginner 5 
 
    Creature Communication: Beginner 9 
 
    Creature Tending: Beginner 5 
 
    Foraging: Intermediate 1 
 
    Healing: Beginner 2 
 
    Persuasion: Beginner 7 
 
    Potion Brewing: Intermediate 7 
 
    Reading: Beginner 8 
 
      
 
    Passive Skills 
 
    Perception: Beginner 4 
 
      
 
    “In particular, I’d like to draw your attention to your skills,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Obviously some of those have come from working as Otto’s apprentice,” I speculated aloud. “So the system has just taken my existing skills and given them levels?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Ozwald agreed. “But do you notice one there that you might not have expected?” 
 
    “Creature Communication,” I said. “How did that get there? You and I have never talked before.” 
 
    Ozwald snorted, making his squat little body quiver. “You may not have understood me, but I can assure you, we talked plenty.” 
 
    I thought back over our interactions in the past. Ozwald was always there with me as I was working in Otto’s laboratory, and often when I was out in the woods too. I talked to him, and he would respond with hoots or gestures. 
 
    “You understood me all those times when I was talking to you?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald nodded. 
 
    “And you were talking back to me when you hooted replies?” 
 
    Ozwald nodded again. 
 
    I felt emotion welling up inside me. “Oh Ozwald, I’d always hoped you could really understand me; I just never dared to think it was really possible.” 
 
    Ozwald bowed his head slightly. “I’m glad to assure you that it was. We really were carrying on conversations as you worked.” 
 
    I’d always liked to imagine that the grouchy old owl was my one genuine friend in the village. And now it turned out to be true. 
 
    “I can’t say how happy I am to have you with me on this adventure.” I stooped to give Ozwald a hug. 
 
    He grunted as I wrapped my arms around his little neck and patted me on the head with a wing. “There, there, don’t worry, I wouldn’t want to miss it either.” 
 
    “All right then.” I stood up again and wiped away a little tear from one eye. 
 
      
 
    Creature Communication +1 
 
    Progressed to Intermediate! 
 
    50XP received 
 
      
 
    Huh, it seemed like simply talking with Ozwald had increased my skill in that area. No wonder it was one of my most advanced skills; I was always talking to the owl. And what was XP? I’d have to investigate that later. 
 
    The glowing screen was still in front of us. 
 
    “How come the screen didn’t disappear when I moved?” I asked. When I’d been with the fairy, it had disappeared whenever I looked away. 
 
    “That’s easy,” Ozwald said. “You didn’t want it to disappear this time, did you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “So, it disappears when I want to see something else?” 
 
    Ozwald nodded. 
 
    “That’s convenient,” I remarked. “But how come you know all of this, Ozwald? Have you used a system like this before?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Ozwald replied. “But the young lady I previously worked with was a student at a system academy—Poldarth Academy, the finest in the land. She was just a student, so I didn’t learn everything. I wonder what she’s been up to…” He sighed softly, a gentle hoo. “Anyway. I have the knowledge to guide you in using your system.” 
 
    He waved a wing at the golden screen in front of us. 
 
    “Well, that’s handy,” I murmured. “I have a guide after all.” 
 
    A little flashing light appeared in the lefthand corner of my vision again. 
 
    Ozwald’s eyes lit up as he noticed it. “It appears that you have a notification. That means the system is trying to tell you about some change that has taken place.” 
 
    “How do I access it?” I asked. 
 
    “Simply focus on the flashing light and it should display the notification instead of your profile screen.” 
 
    I did as Ozwald suggested, and sure enough, the profile screen disappeared. In its place I saw a small screen with a message. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    First Quest: Find a Guide 
 
    Quest Completed 
 
    Reward Granted: You found a guide 
 
    That wasn’t so hard now, was it? 
 
      
 
    Ozwald tried and failed to suppress a laugh. 
 
    “Is the system making fun of me?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe just a little,” Ozwald drily observed. “The last one I saw didn’t have nearly this much attitude. It was dry and boring. I think I’m going to like this one.” 
 
    I smiled at Ozwald, enjoying the camaraderie of exploring this system together, but my smile faded as a thought occurred to me. “Wait a minute, were you making fun of me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ozwald’s shoulders hunched as he brought his wings back to his sides. 
 
    “I mean, when you watched me for all those years working for Otto, and we ‘talked’ in his laboratory. Were you making fun of me back then?” 
 
    “My dear, if I ever laughed at you as you were working, it was only in jest.” Ozwald held a wing to his breast, as if to emphasize his good faith. “It was an honor and a pleasure to be present as you worked. Even then I could see that you were far too skilled for the villagers who’d set you to work.” 
 
    My smile returned. “It was a pleasure having you with me too, Ozwald.” At that moment my stomach grumbled. 
 
    Ozwald cleared his throat and looked around. “Well, this is all very touching, but we do have other things to do. We can hardly call this alleyway home.” 
 
    “That’s true.” I put a hand to my stomach, before rummaging in my satchel for some of the food I’d packed that morning. The food wouldn’t last long, so we needed to find shelter for the night and our next meal before the day dragged on too much longer. 
 
    “What do we need to do next, Ozwald?” I asked, before biting into a ham sandwich. 
 
    “You have a quest log to answer that question,” Ozwald reminded me, vaguely waving his wing in the direction of my blinking quest indicator. 
 
    I looked up to the left, and my profile was dismissed, replaced by a series of small golden boxes. I scanned through them one by one. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Find food 
 
    Difficulty: Easy 
 
    Reward: food 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Find shelter 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: shelter 
 
      
 
    “Some of these quest updates are just silly,” I muttered. 
 
    “They may look silly to you now,” Ozwald admitted. “But their structure will make more sense when someone else gives you a quest. Other people can set all kinds of rewards in exchange for you completing tasks on their behalf.” 
 
    “Why is finding shelter considered harder than finding food?” I wondered. 
 
    Ozwald shrugged. “It could be that the folk in this city are less willing to offer you shelter. Hopefully it won’t be as difficult as the quest log suggests. We are poorly equipped to sleep on the streets.” 
 
    I flicked a little further through the quest log. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Grow an unknown Legendary Herb for the Forest Fairy 
 
    Difficulty: Unknown 
 
    Reward: release from your contract 
 
      
 
    “This quest has a list of gray entries underneath it, Ozwald,” I observed. 
 
    Ozwald peered up at the quest entry. “Those appear to be subquests. If you look through them, you might find that they contain instructions on getting started on this quest.” 
 
    I scrolled through the list, ignoring all the entries that were gray and blurry, until I got near the bottom. The last two entries were properly readable. 
 
      
 
    Subquest 
 
    Acquire sundry farming supplies 
 
    Difficulty: Easy 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
    Repeatable: yes 
 
      
 
    Subquest 
 
    Acquire land 
 
    Difficulty: Hard 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would seem that these are the only two subquests that the quest log has made available to you so far,” Ozwald pointed out. 
 
    “It’s helpful that they are sorted underneath the main quest,” I said. “And these subquests are different from the other quests.” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Ozwald agreed. “The first one at least can be repeated more than once in exchange for the same reward.” Ozwald shook his head. “The second one, however…” 
 
    “Probably not,” I finished. “We should go looking for seeds, then.” 
 
    “You will need money for that,” Ozwald said. 
 
    As he said that, my quest log flashed, and the entries were pushed down one space. I directed my attention to the top of the screen, and the entries whizzed by until the top entry came into view. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Acquire money 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: Money 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t that entry come up as a subquest?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald shrugged. “Perhaps because you will need it for more than just that one quest.” 
 
    “That seems to make sense,” I said. “Well, we won’t find any of those things in this alleyway.” 
 
    “No, you’re right about that,” Ozwald said. “We’ll need to look in a busier part of the city.” 
 
    “Shall we head to the market square we saw earlier?” I dismissed my quest log and turned to leave the alleyway, pausing to wait for Ozwald. 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent plan to me,” he said as he waddled over to the edge of the windowsill and climbed onto my shoulder. His claw appeared to be fully healed from when he’d hurt it earlier. 
 
    I walked out of the alley and onto the main street again, with Ozwald next to my ear. “Let’s go and start my quest.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The market square we had seen earlier turned out to be a series of squares and long streets, forming a large commercial district. Even when I climbed onto the pedestal of a statue in the middle of the square, much to Ozwald’s consternation, I couldn’t see the end of the sea of stalls and tents. 
 
    They were all laid out in an orderly fashion along the smoothly paved roads, but the wares were scattered and disorganized, forming a whirlwind of colors. Wagons and people on foot filled the walkways to capacity. Beasts of burden stood around, looking bored and making a mess. 
 
    It looked like the elves had done their best to keep the city clean and tidy, but nothing could stop the stampede of eager shoppers from sullying what might have been an otherwise beautiful thoroughfare. 
 
    Ozwald and I started shuffling our slow way through the crowds. We were looking for supplies to plant crops with as well as anything else that might look useful in my quest. 
 
    After what felt like an age, we finally reached the end of the first square, and followed the other shoppers through a packed street into the next square. 
 
    “It’s going to take us all day to find anything at this rate,” I said. 
 
    “I concur,” Ozwald said miserably. “I haven’t had so much dust in my feathers since Otto blew up his laboratory with a failed potion.” 
 
    The poor old bird did look terribly bedraggled. 
 
    “Maybe you can fly above the crowd and see if you spot anything that would be useful?” I suggested, in my sweetest tone of voice. 
 
    “Humph.” I felt Ozwald’s feathers brush my face, and I suspected that he was shaking his head. 
 
    But I couldn’t actually see him without turning my face right to the side, so I feigned ignorance. 
 
    “You will do it? Oh, Ozwald, that’s so kind of you!” I took his claws in my hand and held him up in the air. 
 
    He gave me a frosty look. “There had better be some food waiting for me when I get back.” 
 
    Ozwald furiously beat his wings, making his pudgy body lurch into the air. He made for the fountain in the middle of the square, which had a statue holding a trident aloft in the center. He just made it to the top of the trident before his wings gave out. 
 
    As he was scanning the square, I kept a look out as well. The most common kinds of stalls appeared to be selling food, whether fresh, dried, or baked. Then there were wagon loads of textiles, leather work, furs, blankets and canvases, and all kinds of clothing. 
 
    I passed a stall exclusively selling elegant long dresses and sighed wistfully. I’d never seen such rich fabrics in my home village. Complex floral patterns were embroidered around the shoulders and hems, and the waists were cinched by matching belts. I knew clothing of that sort would cost a great deal of money. I cheered myself up by remembering that these stalls would no doubt still be here once I’d begun making money of my own selling herbs. 
 
    I was concerned that not having money might mean I couldn’t buy any of the supplies I needed today either. That’s why I was also looking out for any opportunities to offer my services in the market. Anyone with mild injuries or sickness would be a perfect customer. I was already at least as skilled as most qualified alchemist journeymen after all. And I had a number of poultices and potions stashed in the numerous pouches on my dress. 
 
    The stall with the embroidered dresses seemed to mark the end of the food zone of the market, and the beginning of an area with more expensive wares. Every second stall in this area seemed to be a jeweler, no doubt giving Elandria its reputation. 
 
    I gaped in wonder at the finest of earrings, necklaces, and bracelets, encrusted with brightly colored gems and engraved with the most intricate designs. Gold and silver lay in abundance on the felt covered benches, guarded on all sides by burly human men, in addition to elven merchants. 
 
      
 
    Perception +1 
 
      
 
    I was startled when I saw the notification. Evidently examining all the stalls was paying off. I would have to keep an eye out for other ways to increase my skills as we searched the marketplace too. 
 
    Less frequent, but no less intriguing were the enchantries. These were small, closed off tents, sometimes even huts or full shops made of stone and glass, with signs over their doors, depicting the kinds of spells offered. 
 
    Some of these shops displayed pre-enchanted wares outside. I heard the merchants explaining to wealthy looking customers the properties of each item. 
 
    The most expensive looking shops however, had no wares displayed. These shops only appeared to perform custom work. Through closed curtains I could see flashes of light, and hear loud voices uttering incantations. Customers left with glowing, sometimes smoking weapons and armor. 
 
    I reached the fountain where Ozwald was perched and looked up at him. He was clutching onto the thin end of the trident with all his might. 
 
    With a grateful expression on his feathery face, he awkwardly flew down, crash landing onto my shoulder. I put up a hand to steady him. 
 
    “Thank you, I don’t know how much longer I could have held on up there.” His voice came between labored breaths. 
 
    “Did you see anything useful?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Ozwald said. “I did see a glowing column of light in the next square as I was flying, but I can’t be sure what that was.” 
 
    “Let’s head in that direction and find out then.” I didn’t have any food for Ozwald, even though he’d insisted on it when he flew above the market for me, but he didn’t ask about it. I suspected he understood how difficult it would be to find food without money. 
 
    I pushed my way through the crowd as best I could, which was not very well, given that I was shorter than most of the other shoppers. At one point, I bumped the elbow of a particularly fierce looking large man with tusks coming out of his mouth. 
 
    “Hey, watch where you’re going!” he yelled, reaching out with a giant meaty palm to grab me. 
 
    Ozwald hooted in alarm, and I ducked between several other passersby and behind a wagon. Looking back, I saw the man towering above the crowd, searching for me, but his blank expression suggested that I’d lost him successfully. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Evasion: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    The notification popped up in my vision but disappeared again as soon as I peered through the crowd. 
 
    “That will be useful if you decide to bump into any other large merchants,” Ozwald observed. 
 
    “Hey!” I said. “That wasn’t on purpose.” 
 
    “I know. But you might want to be extra careful. I’m seeing more and more armed warriors in this crowd.” 
 
    The owl was right. The composition of the crowd was looking increasingly martial. Some of them had bruises, still bleeding cuts, or black eyes. 
 
    “Where could they be coming from?” Ozwald wondered aloud. 
 
    “More importantly, can I make money off healing them?” I responded. 
 
    “That’s a good point. I would wait until you have more information though. In a large city like this, there are likely to be professional healers on hand. They won’t take kindly to you undercutting their business.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that. It made me more grateful than ever to have Ozwald with me. I would have gotten myself into so much trouble by now without him. 
 
    We entered the next market square and saw the giant column of light Ozwald had mentioned in the distance. The crowd seemed thickest around that column. 
 
    We passed another stall, which had nothing displayed on the benches. Several important looking officials sat behind the benches, with large sacks by their feet. Burly guards surrounded the stall, all armed to the teeth. 
 
    A skinny man in a colorful costume stood by the side of the bench, shouting to passersby. “Get your dungeon coin exchanged for real currency here. The lowest fees in all of Elandria. You’d be a fool to miss it!” 
 
    There was a line of warriors extending well into the crowd, all clutching handfuls, sometimes whole sacks, of black coins. They would approach the bench one at a time, and hand their coins to the officials, who would count out gold coins and hand them back. The warriors usually walked away with satisfaction on their faces. 
 
    “What’s a dungeon?” I asked. 
 
    “That would explain the presence of so many warriors,” Ozwald said. “If I remember rightly, a dungeon is a zone where warriors can slay monsters and win loot.” 
 
    “Slay monsters?” I asked. “What did the monsters do wrong?” 
 
    Ozwald was silent for a moment. “I don’t think anyone has ever asked that question. Warriors usually just fight the monsters for glory and prizes. The monsters are considered to be ruthless beasts that must be eliminated.” 
 
    I was troubled by this response, but I knew too little to say anything. Perhaps the monsters really did deserve such a fate. 
 
    The stalls we were passing in the middle of the square had weapons and armor in abundance. Warriors were coming to the stalls to sell loot, and walking away with fresh items. Smithies were also working overtime to repair items. 
 
    As we approached the column of light at the far end of the square, I tried listening in on conversations to see what the column was for. 
 
    “Everyone seems to be referring to the column as a waypoint,” I remarked. 
 
    “Yes, I noticed that too,” Ozwald said. His hearing was keener than mine after all. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Eavesdropping: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification. 
 
    “That could come in handy,” Ozwald said. “You might need it to find people who can help us with our quest objectives.” 
 
    The conversations around us all became a little louder and more distinct than they’d been before. 
 
    I overheard a voice from near the waypoint shouting, “Healers needed for raiding parties. All skilled healers and alchemists, please step forward!” 
 
    “That could be a way for you to earn some money,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that require me to enter the dungeon though?” I asked. 
 
    “It would, yes. I suppose it might be a bit too dangerous at the moment.” 
 
    “Also it might require me to kill monsters, and I don’t know how I feel about that.” I wouldn’t be a part of slaughtering monsters until I heard the monsters’ side of the story. I knew from my own experience in the village that people who never considered someone else’s perspective could end up causing far more hurt than they realized. 
 
    As I thought about what we’d just learned from eavesdropping, I was about to ask Ozwald what a waypoint was. But before I could open my mouth, the column of light flashed a brilliant gold, and a number of warriors disappeared. 
 
    “Where did they go?” I asked, my mouth hanging open. “Is that how they enter the dungeon?” 
 
    Ozwald nodded, his feathers brushing my cheek. “I believe it is some magical system of transportation, which carries them directly into the dungeon.” 
 
    “Amazing,” I whispered. I could hardly believe the kinds of technology they seemed to have access to in Elandria. It made my home village look like such a backwater. 
 
    At that moment I noticed a small knot of warriors standing to one side and talking in low tones. They were pointing, and one of them gave me a funny look, which didn’t appear friendly at all. 
 
      
 
    Perception +1 
 
      
 
    It was nice to know that observing behavior in the market was increasing my skills, but I needed to know what this group was discussing as their intentions didn’t seem friendly. 
 
    I strained to listen in. 
 
    “What’s a human slave doing wandering about without a master?” I heard one gruff voice say. 
 
    “Why’s she got a bird on her shoulder?” said another. 
 
    “Who cares. Let’s grab her and take her to the dungeons,” said a third. “She can help carry the loot.” 
 
    Uh oh. It was time to get out of here. 
 
    I latched on to the nearest passing group of people and attempted to blend in, keeping my head down. Ozwald tried to huddle against my neck, but nothing was going to make him less conspicuous. 
 
    “Hey!” one of the warriors called out. “She’s getting away. Come here, lady, you got nothing to worry about from us.” 
 
    Several of them launched into action. 
 
    I didn’t have any experience running from big, angry soldiers, but I did remember trying to get away from angry villagers a couple of times when they’d thought I was responsible for a potion going wrong. The key was distraction. 
 
    I started by ‘accidentally’ bumping into a large merchant carrying pots and pans. The clanging noise as the merchant spilled everything on the ground was enough to draw plenty of attention to the spot, but by then I was already several yards away, ducking and weaving. 
 
    “There she is!” a voice cried from behind me. 
 
    A wagon was passing at that moment, pulled by a morose looking donkey. I gave the animal a hard slap on the rump, muttering an apology to the donkey as I went. The beast lurched forward and tipped a whole pile of armor and weapons onto the ground. 
 
    I leaped over the wagon, while Ozwald fluttered in the air above me, landing on my shoulder again as I reached the ground. I ducked into a side street and around a bend, running as fast as I could while I clutched my satchel to my side. 
 
    I didn’t stop until I saw an opening ahead, onto another busy market square. As I caught my breath, I slowed my pace to a nonchalant stroll, emerging unnoticed into a crowd around some other stalls. 
 
    “Phew,” Ozwald muttered. “I can’t see any of them behind us now, so it looks like you got away.” 
 
    “Let’s not go to that part of the market again,” I said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Ozwald said, keeping his voice low to avoid attracting attention. “At least not until you’ve found a way to avoid being picked up as a slave. You have some new notifications, by the way.” 
 
    He was right. I selected the blinking light in the corner of my vision. 
 
      
 
    Perception +1 
 
    Eavesdropping +1 
 
    Evasion +1 
 
      
 
    “I get the feeling that’s not the last time you’ll be needing those skills,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    Something told me he might be right. 
 
    “My perception has been leveling up very quickly,” I remarked to Ozwald. 
 
    “Some skills increase more quickly than others. You’ll notice that this slows down as your skills reach higher levels too.” 
 
    I would just have to acquire new skills then. I looked around the square to see what was being sold in this region. Perhaps something we could use for the quest? 
 
    To get started on my quest for the fairy, growing legendary herbs, I would need land, but for that I was going to need money. I was sure I could make money using my services as a healer and potion brewer, but I needed to get more familiar with the marketplace first. It wouldn’t do to start offering services in the same area as my competition, or against the laws of the city.  
 
    So, we kept exploring, and I kept my eyes peeled for business opportunities. 
 
    The cacophony of voices in this part of the market was far louder than it had been elsewhere. I looked around for the source of all the noise. The usual hubbub of customers and traders haggling was obvious. But some of the voices I heard were not human, or, well, not like the voices of people at all. 
 
    The stalls here consisted of trading benches, placed in front of rows and rows of cages. Some were large steel cages, others were small wooden ones, and some were made of stone. 
 
    Within each cage was at least one animal or bird, sometimes more. I recognized some creatures. There were griffins, winged horses, and centaurs. Other beasts I did not recognize. 
 
    Some were enormous and covered in scales, others were petite and slender and had long, feathered wings. Birds of every color and size were contained in the wooden cages. Huge, armored beasts were held in the stone enclosures. 
 
    “Ozwald, what are these animals all doing here?” I asked, my voice trembling. “Why are they all locked up?” 
 
    “These are the monsters caught in the dungeons, Kaetlyn.” Ozwald’s tone was grim. “The warriors bring them back to sell in exchange for loot and gold.” 
 
    “Monsters…” I echoed. I’d always imagined that monsters would be hideous abominations, wraiths from the deeps, or the skeletal perversions of some necromancer. But these animals looked just like the creatures I’d encountered in the woods, none of whom had ever done me harm. 
 
    “What do they do with the animals?” I asked. “The monsters, I mean.” 
 
    “I can’t say for certain what is done with them in Elandria,” Ozwald said. “But usually monsters are simply harvested for materials such as their hides or their horns, or extracted for magical substances, and then…” 
 
    “Then what?” I asked, insistently. 
 
    Ozwald sighed. “In the town where I was previously stationed, they killed the monsters that were no longer useful.” 
 
    “Oh.” My voice was dull. I’d somehow suspected Ozwald was going to say that, but I’d been hoping he wouldn’t. 
 
    The din of the monsters’ voices pressed in on my consciousness once more, threatening to drown out all other sounds. 
 
    I heard some birds nearby chirping to each other about when they were going to escape from their cages. Two large panthers on the other side of me discussed when they could expect their next meal. 
 
    A centaur across the way from me asked the hydra in the next cage how she had been caught. It turned out that both of them had gotten trapped in the dungeons and were hoping to find an escape when some raiding trolls had caught them. 
 
      
 
    Eavesdropping +1 
 
      
 
    “We have to free them, Ozwald,” I said, marching forward. 
 
    “Not so fast!” Ozwald’s voice almost became a squeak. “The merchants here won’t take kindly to you freeing the monsters they intend to make money off.” 
 
    “I don’t care what they think.” My fury at this cruelty almost made me see red. 
 
    Ozwald cleared his throat. “Slow down and think for a moment, I beg you, Kaetlyn. If you free the monsters, the traders will catch you, probably enslave you, and then they will still recapture the monsters.” 
 
    I stopped walking and thought through what Ozwald was saying. I sighed deeply. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can find a better way,” Ozwald offered, hopefully. “Perhaps once you have established yourself as a trustworthy alchemist, you can buy the freedom of some of the monsters.” 
 
    I couldn’t really see the justice in giving these merchants money for animals that they’d wrongfully imprisoned, but it sounded better than letting the creatures suffer. “You’re right, Ozwald. That just means we need to make money even faster.” 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Free the monsters 
 
    Reward 1: XP 
 
    Reward 2: Each monster you free will have increased loyalty toward you 
 
    Repeatable: yes 
 
    If that’s how you want to spend your money, no one will stop you. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the quest notification with satisfaction. Even if the system was going to give me lip about it, at least it was going to offer me rewards for freeing the monsters, which might make it easier for me to free more of them. 
 
    “We’re not going to find food or shelter in this part of the market,” I noted, looking around at all the cages stacked throughout the square. 
 
    “That’s true,” Ozwald agreed. “We’d have a better chance of finding food in the first part of the market we passed through.” 
 
    “We need money for that first though. And I don’t want to go past all those warriors again.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you simply keep an ear out for what the monsters are saying, you’ll pick up some useful information.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “While you do, you should keep moving,” Ozwald cautioned. “You don’t want to draw too much attention.” 
 
    That was also a good point. I slipped in behind a group of browsing customers and made my way through the crowds. I put my Eavesdropping to good use and found it easier than ever to pick out strains of conversation from the various traders as well as the caged monsters. 
 
    The monsters all sounded bored and dispirited. Some of them were lamenting their fate, some were swapping nostalgic stories and smirking over the gruesome demise some of the warriors had suffered in the dungeons. Some were exchanging news, talking about what they’d overheard from traders, and who they’d seen passing by. 
 
    We were about halfway through the square by the time I heard mention of a particular elf who was allegedly looking for new tenants. My ears pricked up at that. 
 
    A couple of white stags were discussing a tall, black-haired elf, with a noble bearing about him. He’d come through inquiring as to whether anyone was looking for land to purchase or rent. 
 
    He’d acquired a large parcel of land outside Elandria through inheritance, so the story went, and was looking to make a profit off it. 
 
    “That might be just what we’re looking for,” I whispered to Ozwald. 
 
    “A landlord will always want money,” Ozwald interjected. “And if the landlords here are anything like the ones where I come from, they will want a lot of money.” 
 
    “Perhaps he will agree to a different kind of exchange,” I said. 
 
    In my village, money had seldom been used. It seemed a little strange to me to offer a service for money, and then to give the money to someone else, if I could convince the landlord to take my services directly. 
 
    “You make a good point,” Ozwald said. “Potion Brewing and Healing will always be in high demand. It’s worth asking anyway.” 
 
    As we passed the cage with the white stags in it, I knelt down, pretending to adjust the strap on my satchel. “How long ago did that elf pass by here?” I whispered to the stags. 
 
    They looked at me astonished. The one on the left blurted out, “He was just here. He went that way.” He indicated with a hoof in the direction we’d been going in. 
 
    “Why are you telling her?” The other one put out a hoof to silence his companion. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. “I won’t forget this.” 
 
    I got up again. Some of the other customers here were looking at me a bit funny, so I slipped into another group of passersby and went on my way. It was easier to shake their attention this time, due to my raised Evasion. 
 
    We continued on toward the other end of the square, and I kept a sharp eye out for a tall elf with dark hair. There were all kinds of non-human races here: trolls, goblins, felinx, voidtouched, gnomes, dwarves, halflings, and others I couldn’t name, though I recognized most of them from the books I’d read. But there weren’t many elves in this part of the market and those who were present had blond hair, so hopefully he wouldn’t be hard to spot. 
 
    As we got closer to the end, I saw a crowd gathered around a spectacle. I did my best to push through the crowd to get a better look. 
 
    It was difficult to make my way past the other onlookers, being a short human, but I persisted until we reached a stone pedestal. A merchant was standing beside it, addressing the crowd. 
 
    And on top of the pedestal was a large griffin, bound in chains and pinned to a wooden post. Its feathers and fur were a bright combination of red and blue that drew the eye. Its beauty, however, was marred by its affliction and the fury that burned in the creature’s fierce red eyes as they roved over the crowd. The monster uttered harsh cries. 
 
    The chains pinned the griffin back by the wings, presumably as the most effective way to stop the creature from flying away. As we watched, a drop of blood dripped from the left wing, where the chain was cutting into the leathery skin. My stomach churned. 
 
    “As you can all see, this is a griffin of the highland variety,” the bass voice of the slaver boomed out to the greedy onlookers. “A vicious monster, found in the dungeons of the fire mountains. Properly trained, these savage creatures can make excellent house guards for those wealthy enough to afford them. What do I hear for your bids?” 
 
    Several of the most richly dressed elves present stooped to speak to their servants, who spoke up and began bidding. 
 
    “They sell these creatures as slaves?” I asked Ozwald in a hushed voice. 
 
    Ozwald nodded. “It’s a lucrative trade, one of the biggest sources of wealth from the dungeons.” 
 
    My blood began to boil. 
 
    A voice interrupted the bidding. The slaver held up a hand, silencing the bids, and pointed to the man who’d spoken. 
 
    “My master wishes to know if the beast still has the use of its wings.” The voice belonged to a portly looking man who stood next to a very tall and fair-haired elf. 
 
    I wondered if the elf I was looking for was anywhere in this crowd. But I couldn’t see over the heads of the people in front of me. I had to find a way to get closer. 
 
    The slaver looked perplexed. “Why would you want this beast to have the use of its wings?” 
 
    “We may have need of a guard in the air,” the servant answered tersely. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried the monster would fly away?” the slaver retorted. 
 
    “You said the creature can be trained, did you not?” the servant replied. 
 
    The slaver pursed his lips. “No one has ever tried to train a griffin not to fly away, given the opportunity. What would you be willing to pay for such a service?” 
 
    The servant conferred briefly with his master. “Three thousand crowns.” 
 
    A low gasp went through the crowd. The highest bid prior to this had been one thousand crowns. The slaver’s eyes gleamed. 
 
    “But we must be assured that the wings are still fully functional,” the servant insisted. 
 
    The slaver looked a little put out, but nevertheless reached up to the griffin’s wings and shook them. “They work, see?” 
 
    “They don’t work, you bloody fool.” 
 
    That voice was a gruff feminine voice, and at first, I didn’t recognize who it was coming from. 
 
    “And what about the blood we can plainly see dripping from that left wing?” The servant’s tone was skeptical and unyielding. “If the creature is injured, that must be fixed before a sale can be agreed upon.” 
 
    “How about getting these chains off me? That would be a great start.” That was the feminine voice I’d heard before. 
 
    I was hearing the griffin speak! It shouldn’t have surprised me really, but I wasn’t used to the fact that I could understand these creatures, even when no one else could. The red eyes of the griffin contained a mix of fury and pain. 
 
    Her majestic wings made me all the more furious that they were locking this poor creature up and selling her off like a common household accessory. 
 
    The slaver now looked about him, frustration visible on his features. “Are there any healers present?” 
 
    With a start I realized, this was my chance. I jumped in the air and put up a hand. “I’m a healer!” I shouted. 
 
    Ozwald squawked. “This is a terrible idea! What are you doing?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure this will be fine.” I waved at Ozwald to be quiet. 
 
    I wasn’t really sure it would be fine as I stepped forward amid the hostile stares of the crowd, but looking at the poor griffin, chained up and injured, gave me determination. 
 
    The slaver’s eyebrows shot to the top of his head as I approached the stone pedestal. “You are a healer?” 
 
    I nodded. “I have a poultice in my satchel which should be enough to heal the griffin’s wing.” 
 
    As I stepped up onto the pedestal, I saw a dark-haired elf standing on the other side of the crowd, watching me intently. That was him, it must have been! I looked at the slaver, trying to keep my concentration. 
 
    “Well, get to it then,” the slaver said. 
 
    “Ahem.” I held out my hand. I didn’t know if this would work, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    The slaver grumbled and fished in his pocket, before dropping a silver coin into my hand. 
 
    I was astonished as I felt the weight of the silver in my palm, but I hesitated as I noticed smirks on the faces of several onlookers. I wondered if Perception had made it easier for me to notice them. If this slaver had so much contempt for me, a human healer, he wouldn’t have just handed over the standard fee, would he? 
 
    “I will need the standard fee for healing before starting on a rare creature like this one.” I looked the slaver squarely in the face, resisting the urge to look away from his angry features. 
 
    I heard a couple of low chuckles in the crowd and suspected I was on the right track. 
 
    The slaver grumbled again and dropped two more coins into my palm. Satisfied, I slid the coins into my satchel. I didn’t know what they were worth, but there would be time to work that out later. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Money acquired! 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Commerce: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    New Status (Temporary Buff) 
 
    Tough Negotiator 
 
    Temporarily earn additional Commerce progress 
 
    Folks should think twice before trying to rip you off. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notifications and allowed myself a quiet smile as I turned to face the griffin. 
 
    “You will need to remove the chains before I can heal the griffin,” I said to the slaver, in the most confident tone I could muster. I really hoped I could pull this off. Of course, I could have healed the griffin with chains on, but if she could still fly, this would be her one chance. 
 
    “That’s out of the question,” the slaver said. 
 
    “Then I can’t heal the griffin,” I replied firmly. 
 
    “Are you mad?” the slaver spluttered. “What if the monster escapes?” 
 
    “Have you ever tried healing a griffin?” I shot back. “Surely with so many fine warriors here, the griffin will have no chance of getting away.” 
 
    The slaver grumbled some more, but as he looked around at the crowd, he seemed to see he had no support from anyone. I suspected those in the crowd who’d lost the bid wouldn’t care if the griffin got away, and the elf who’d won the bid just wanted the creature healed. 
 
    Muttering curses under his breath, the slaver unraveled all the chains and removed them from the griffin’s wings. 
 
    The griffin slumped to the ground, no longer pinned to the post behind her. She looked up at me, a quizzical look in her eyes. 
 
    I searched in my satchel and pulled out my healing poultice. I started applying the paste to the wound on the griffin’s wing. 
 
    “Can you fly?” I whispered. 
 
    The griffin’s eyes narrowed, studying me for a moment. A spark of hope blazed in them. The creature nodded her head, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    I stood back, the poultice thickly layered on the wound. 
 
    The slaver came forward to heave the chains back on. 
 
    “You will need to wait for the wound to heal,” I said. “It will take a few more minutes.” 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Deception: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    The slaver cursed again. 
 
    I nodded to the griffin. 
 
    “Your kindness will not be forgotten,” the griffin said to me, in words that no one else could understand. 
 
    “What’s the beast saying?” The slaver looked puzzled. 
 
    Then the griffin turned to face the slaver and screeched in his face. 
 
    The slaver stumbled backward, startled and frightened by the sudden outburst. 
 
    I nodded to the griffin as she began to beat her wings. Ozwald put his feathers in front of his face to protect against the blast. 
 
    “It’s getting away!” the elf who’d bid on her shouted. “Stop it!” He started forward, looking less dignified than he had a moment before. 
 
    But the griffin was fast and didn’t give any of them a chance to interfere. Within moments, she was in the air, reaching the height of the rooftops. 
 
    Some members of the crowd were nocking arrows to bowstrings, but by then the griffin was out of reach. I felt a thrill of satisfaction, knowing that I’d helped free her. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Monster freed! 
 
    The griffin now has +10 loyalty toward you 
 
    10XP received 
 
      
 
    Creature Tending +1 
 
    Healing +1 
 
      
 
    My satisfaction didn’t last long though. The slaver put a rough hand on my shoulder and dragged me backward. 
 
    “You just cost me three thousand crowns!” he spluttered into my face. “I should have known better than to trust a human. Someone call the guards and arrest this girl!” 
 
    Several people at the front of the crowd shuffled a bit, but it looked like no one really had any motivation to summon the guards. I suspected that no one really liked the slavers, since they were simply profiting off monsters that other people did the hard work of capturing. 
 
    A refined sounding voice interrupted from behind us. “If I may, perhaps it would be best if I took the girl with me.” 
 
    The slaver turned around to face the voice that had spoken. He let me go temporarily, so I moved as well to see who it was. 
 
    The voice belonged to the dark-haired elf. 
 
    “And why would I give her to you?” the slaver asked. 
 
    The elf smiled disarmingly. “That’s simple. The guards have no power to deliver real consequences for the terrible injustice you have suffered.” The elf’s expression here took on a look of genuine sorrow, that was very convincing. 
 
    “And you can?” the slaver asked. 
 
    “Indeed, I can,” the elf replied. “I will take this girl to my manor and administer some… correction.” 
 
    I stiffened as I heard his tone. This didn’t sound good at all. I also wondered why the elf was doing this. 
 
    But the slaver didn’t seem interested in motivations. “Very well, take her then.” 
 
    He shoved me in the elf’s direction, and I nearly stumbled off the pedestal. 
 
    As the elf grabbed my wrist and started dragging me through the crowd, a notification popped up in my view. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Try not to die at the elf’s manor 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
    Good luck! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowd parted for us with curious stares as the elf dragged me away by the wrist. He had a firm grip on my arm, but not too rough. As soon as we got back away from the thickest part of the crowd, he relaxed his pace a little. 
 
    He turned to me and whispered, “Pretend I’m still taking you away against your will—it will attract less attention.” 
 
    Ozwald snorted at that, causing the elf to look up in surprise. I had to stifle a laugh myself. He was taking me away against my will. What did he think was going on here? 
 
    It did make me wonder about him. Maybe he didn’t have such bad intentions as I’d suspected? Whatever he had planned, it couldn’t be any worse than being left to the mob in the marketplace, especially the angry slaver. 
 
    It took some time for us to get out of the marketplace, going against the flow of customers, but we finally reached some quieter streets. Eventually the elf brought us to a stop in front of a modest carriage, waiting on the side of a paved road. Two white unicorns were hitched to the carriage, and a scrawny man with a hat pulled over his eyes sat on top. I wondered if this man worked for the elf, or if he was a slave. 
 
    “This is my humble transport,” the elf announced with a flourish, releasing me now that there weren’t so many onlookers present. 
 
    “You call that humble?” I raised an eyebrow. The carriage wasn’t large, but it was adorned with intricate wood carvings, and the wheels contained the very finest of spokes. I guessed the wheeled contraption would cost more than some of the houses in my old village. 
 
    The elf laughed elegantly. “Humble in the eyes of my peers at any rate. If you would be so good as to board the carriage, my dear…” He looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Oh, my name is Kaetlyn,” I stuttered out in response. 
 
    The elf looked perplexed, as if expecting more, but he didn’t hesitate. “Lady Kaetlyn, if you would board my carriage, we can set off for my estate.” 
 
    I couldn’t help tittering at being called ‘Lady Kaetlyn’, but now wasn’t the time to correct him. 
 
    “And what is your name, if I may be so bold as to ask?” I stepped toward the carriage doors, where the driver had alighted to hold them open for me. 
 
    “Goodness, how boorish of me!” The elf’s face dropped in consternation. “How could I forget to introduce myself? My name is Lord Elthloriel of Gembrook Manor.” 
 
    “Lord Elthloriel,” I repeated as I took the elf’s hand, helping me into the carriage, though I could have managed it perfectly well on my own. “That’s quite a mouthful.” 
 
    Elthloriel smiled with his teeth only. “Uh, quite. I assure you though, it is one of the shorter names amongst the nobility of Elandria.” 
 
    The driver shut the door as we both took our seats. Ozwald fluttered his wings and set himself down on the seat next to me. I hoped his claws wouldn’t puncture the leather coverings, but then I remembered that Lord Elthloriel no doubt had enough money to pay for new seats without hesitation. 
 
    Lord Elthloriel, however, had other ideas. His eyes widened as he noticed the owl. “Your, uh, pet, won’t do anything to… befoul my carriage, will it?” 
 
    He seemed rather uncomfortable as he enunciated his words. 
 
    Ozwald screeched in indignation. “Befoul his carriage? I’ll show him befoulment!” 
 
    “Ozwald, please,” I admonished him. “We don’t want to cause Lord Elthloriel any inconvenience.” 
 
    “Are these people really so unaccustomed to animals behaving in a civilized manner?” Ozwald was bristling by now. 
 
    “Please, Ozwald,” I repeated, “we don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    He glared at me. “What, now you think I might befoul his carriage as well?” 
 
    I held up my hands in protest. “Not at all, Ozwald. It’s the screeching I’m worried about, now.” 
 
    “Oh yes, right.” Ozwald went mercifully quiet and contented himself with giving Lord Elthloriel the dirtiest look I’d ever seen from the old bird. 
 
    Elthloriel looked at me with curiosity. “So you can talk to animals.” 
 
    I wondered what I should say in response. Would it be dangerous to confirm that I could do that? 
 
    The elf spread his hands. “Come, there’s no sense denying it—I can hear you speaking some strange language, just as I heard you when you were healing the griffin.” 
 
    Interesting. So other people couldn’t understand me when I was speaking to animals. That was good to know. And Elthloriel must have had a high level in Eavesdropping to hear me whisper to the griffin. I would have to watch what I said when he was around. 
 
    The carriage glided smoothly over the paved road on its way out of Elandria, stopping every so often to inch its way through crowds on the streets. Before long we reached the city walls and passed through the great gates, after a brief exchange between the driver and the city guards, most of whom appeared to be elves of lower social status. 
 
    I noticed that like Elthloriel, a lot of them had dark hair and less angular features than the haughty looking blond elves I’d seen in the marketplace with their servants. It made me wonder if Elthloriel was himself not as high in rank as some of the other nobles. And whether that boded well for my survival or not. 
 
    After a short journey along slightly rougher roads through the fields outside the city, our carriage slowed down once more. We passed through a high set of iron gates, wrought with a splendid design of two unicorns prancing over a cornucopia. 
 
    Then the carriage wound its way over a narrow path through a well-maintained garden, containing mostly plain but precisely trimmed hedges and white stone sculptures. 
 
    As we made our way down the path, I thought I glimpsed a black shadow hovering in the near distance, but when I looked, there was nothing but a low tree line. 
 
    Several people wandered in between the hedges, trimming, and watering them. A couple of beasts plodded beside them, carrying straw or hedge trimmings on their backs. I wondered if all these people and creatures were enslaved to Elthloriel as our driver seemed to be. 
 
    We rounded the final bend, and a giant mansion came into view. 
 
    “Welcome to my manor.” Elthloriel gestured out the window. 
 
    I slid forward to the edge of my seat, bracing myself against the side of the door to avoid sliding off. From here I got my first good view of the manor house. 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “It’s all made of stone!” Even in the city of Elandria, a lot of the houses had been made of wood. The most stone I had seen in my village had been for chimneys on some of the largest houses. There was enough stone in this mansion to build an entire village. 
 
    Elthloriel looked puzzled. “You haven’t seen a house made of stone before? Where are you from?” 
 
    I cleared my throat as I panicked, looking for an answer. My captor didn’t know that I wasn’t from around here. I’d always heard that the elves could be hostile toward outsiders. 
 
    “Uh, yeah I’m from around here.” I gave him what I hoped was my most withering look. “I’m just not used to houses only being made out of stone. I mean, pfft, where’s the gold?” 
 
      
 
    Deception +1 
 
      
 
    Elthloriel looked even more confused. “You don’t look like the servant of one of the high nobles. But no matter. Yes, my house is entirely made out of stone. I hope that is up to your standards.” His tone was defensive, and I wondered if I’d injured his pride. That was not a good idea if I was trying to stay on his good side. 
 
    The house was three stories high, with a tower on each corner reaching another story higher. Giant glass windows gaped at regular intervals. Several menacing stone sculptures peered down from the roof, and a weathervane swung lazily from the middle of the upper wall. 
 
    The whole mansion was intimidating in its size, but it didn’t look as frightening as I would expect from a noble who had kidnapped me to administer ‘correction’. 
 
    As we pulled to a stop under a stone roof in front of the house, the driver got off the carriage and opened the door. Elthloriel nimbly slipped to the ground and held a hand out to me. Ozwald hopped up onto my shoulder before I got off the carriage. 
 
    The roof hanging over the front entrance extended several yards, allowing a carriage larger than this one to pull up in any sort of weather. Under the roof, in front of the great oaken doors, stood a dog. 
 
    This was no ordinary dog. He was huge, and had horns on either side of his head, burning  orange eyes, and saliva that hissed steam as it hit the ground. It had a mangy coat of fur, with a number of bald patches where fur had fallen out. 
 
    I hung back as Elthloriel was reaching the door. He turned to look at me. 
 
    “Oh, you are worried about the dog?” He laughed. “Don’t worry, he’s harmless as long as he knows you’re with me.” 
 
    Somewhat reassured, I cautiously approached. 
 
    The dog gave a low growl but remained seated. “The master won’t even give me a damn break, working me overtime now that my brother’s missing.” 
 
    I looked at the dog, startled. “Did you just say something?” I asked. 
 
    The dog barked and looked up at me. “You understood me?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I’ve never been spoken to by an elfoid before.” The dog cocked his head sideways, considering me. 
 
    “Elfoid?” I asked. 
 
    “You know, creatures that resemble elves. Two arms, two legs, standing upright, no fur.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard such a term before,” I remarked. 
 
    “You might be more familiar with the term humanoid,” Ozwald interjected. “Here of course, elves are the more common frame of reference.” 
 
    I noticed Elthloriel was regarding us with a mix of curiosity and impatience, but he didn’t interrupt. 
 
    “You said your brother is missing, is that right?” I asked. 
 
    The dog nodded morosely. “And the master won’t let me go and look for him.” 
 
    I looked up at Elthloriel. “The dog says his brother has gone missing.” 
 
    Elthloriel looked surprised for a moment, then slapped his forehead. “That’s what’s been bothering him. I knew something was the matter. I’d been wondering why the front door looked a little emptier than usual.” 
 
    “Idiot.” The dog mumbled. “You’d forget your pointy ears if they weren’t stuck to your head.” 
 
    I giggled and then stopped, not wanting to embarrass Elthloriel. “Careful,” I admonished the dog. “Elthloriel might not understand you, but I can.” 
 
    “Yes, but you wouldn’t repeat what I say to him.” The dog looked me in the eye. 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked. 
 
    The dog hunched his shoulders in what was presumably a shrug. “You don’t seem cruel. I’ve seen plenty of cruel elves before, but you’re not like them.” 
 
    I was touched by the dog’s trust, but I saw Elthloriel tapping his foot, and I didn’t want to annoy him by idly chatting with the dog for too long. 
 
    “Does your brother look like you?” I asked. 
 
    The dog nodded. “We are both hellhounds. Well, he doesn’t look exactly like me. His fur isn’t falling out.” 
 
    “What made your fur start falling out?” I could see tufts of fur all over the hound’s body looking thinner. 
 
    “When I started whining about the loss of my brother, the master decided a potion would be just the thing to cheer me up. Doesn’t seem to have worked so well, does it?” 
 
    So, the master could brew potions, though not very well, if the dog was to be believed. 
 
    “And what happened to your brother?” I asked. 
 
    “We both heard wolves howling in the night, and he took off to investigate before I could stop him.” The dog looked even more morose as he explained. “He’s always been a bit headstrong. He never came back, and I’ve been shouting at Elthloriel to let me go and look for him, but he doesn’t understand me of course.” 
 
    “But you understand him?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” the hellhound replied. 
 
    “Most domesticated creatures can understand elfoid language,” Ozwald jumped in. “They have been around humans and elves for long enough to pass on knowledge of the language to each other. So far very few elfoids have made an effort to master Creature Communication, however.” 
 
    So, my skill was even rarer than I thought, it seemed. 
 
    “And why didn’t you just run after your brother without permission?” I asked the hellhound. 
 
    He chuckled, as if I’d said something obviously stupid. 
 
    “Hey, I’m just asking, I don’t know how these things work,” I protested. 
 
    “Sorry, I guess you’re not from around here.” 
 
    Was it really that obvious? 
 
    “I can’t leave the borders of the manor without the lord’s permission,” the hellhound continued. “A hex prevents me from crossing the boundary.” 
 
    “Elthloriel can cast spells?” I asked. If this hellhound could tell me anything useful, I had to get as much information as I could. 
 
    The hellhound shook his head. “No, the spells are cast by a generic spellcaster when a noble buys a domesticated creature, in order to keep us on the property.” 
 
    I felt a bit queasy at hearing this. It sounded far worse than the treatment I’d been subjected to in my village. 
 
    “I wonder why the slaver in the marketplace didn’t cast a hex like that to keep the griffin in place,” I mused aloud. 
 
    It was Ozwald who helpfully replied. “He wouldn’t have needed a hex if you hadn’t tricked him into taking the chains off.” 
 
    “That’s true.” I smiled to myself. 
 
    “Will you be long?” Lord Elthloriel looked distinctly impatient by now. 
 
    I smiled at him. “Sorry, I’m almost done here.” 
 
    The elven noble looked a little put out, but he nodded his assent. 
 
    I turned to the hellhound again. “So, you can’t leave this estate without explicit permission? What if I ask Lord Elthloriel for you?” 
 
    The hellhound looked up at me eagerly. “That would work. But who would guard the manor then?” 
 
    I was surprised at this dog’s loyalty. Elthloriel mustn’t have been a terrible master if the dog was still concerned about guarding his home, although it still didn’t sit right with me that these creatures were forced to serve Elthloriel and couldn’t even leave the manor. 
 
    “Perhaps I could try looking for your brother,” I offered. I was moved by the hellhound’s devotion, and I didn’t like the thought of his brother being out there all alone, possibly in danger. 
 
    “Would you do that for me?” The hellhound’s orange eyes had gone a bit misty. 
 
    I nodded. “I have to explore this region when I start growing crops anyway. If I see any sign of your brother, I’ll be sure to see if I can find him.” 
 
      
 
    Creature Communication +1 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Find the Hellhound’s Brother 
 
    Reward 1: XP 
 
    Reward 2: Loyalty of the Hellhounds 
 
    Better hope you don’t find any wolves with him.  
 
      
 
    The hellhound gave a bark of appreciation and wagged his tail. “You’re very kind.” 
 
    “I hope I’m able to help,” I said. Then I turned to Elthloriel. 
 
    “What did you end up saying?” he asked. 
 
    “I offered to help the hellhound find his brother if I get the chance.” 
 
    “That’s very generous of you,” Elthloriel said. “Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you the inside of my manor and we can get down to business.” 
 
    I noticed that Elthloriel didn’t say one way or the other whether I would get a chance to look for the hellhound’s brother. I was no closer to finding out what he meant to do with me. Still, for now I had no choice but to follow along. I nodded to him, and we stepped through the big front doors and into the manor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The inside of Elthloriel’s manor house was as wealthy but plain in appearance as the outside. We walked down a long hallway of polished stone. Everything was immaculately clean. A functional looking side table stood against the wall. 
 
    Elthloriel led me into a large room off the left side of the hallway. A candelabra hung from the high ceiling, with wax covered fittings that contained short stubs of candles. 
 
    Elthloriel shrugged off his long cloak. “Elizabeth, take my coat would you.” 
 
    A short, stout elf woman emerged from a doorway to my left and looked at Elthloriel. 
 
    Elthloriel extended his arm to give her the coat, but she stepped back and allowed the coat to fall to the floor. 
 
    The elf lord’s eyebrows rose. “Elizabeth, it is part of your job to take my coat when I arrive home.” 
 
    The stout woman folded a pair of well-toned arms and stared at Elthloriel. “First of all, my job is to perform necessary tasks for the upkeep of your household.” The woman had a strong accent and spoke with a slight drawl. 
 
    “But cousin, this is a necessary task.” Elthloriel’s tone sounded whining. 
 
    “Secondly, I told you to call me Lizzie.” 
 
    “We have a guest present, Elizabeth.” Elthloriel sounded even more put out. “I can’t use your childhood nickname in front of guests.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you can’t call on my services at all when guests are present, Elthie.” Lizzie stuck out her tongue. 
 
    I tried but failed to hide a grin at this little exchange. I liked this woman already, and she was doing a lot to humanize Elthloriel for me, though come to think of it, perhaps ‘humanize’ wasn’t the right word for an elf. 
 
    “You’re my butler, Lizzie,” Elthloriel protested. It seemed he’d given up on trying to use her full name. 
 
    “That doesn’t make me your lackey, cousin,” Lizzie retorted. 
 
    “You’re the worst butler ever,” Elthloriel sniffed. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, aren’t you going to introduce the guest to me?” 
 
    Elthloriel sighed and picked his coat up off the floor. “Lizzie, this is Lady Kaetlyn. Lady Kaetlyn, this is my cousin, Elizabeth.” 
 
    Lizzie stepped forward and gave me a broad smile, holding out a hand. “You can call me Lizzie, dear.” 
 
    I took her hand, and she squeezed firmly, but not enough to hurt. “It’s nice to meet you, Lizzie. Just call me Kaetlyn.” 
 
    “Right you are, Kaetlyn.” Lizzie nodded. “And what brings you to our manor house?” 
 
    I glanced at Elthloriel. 
 
    The elf lord cleared his throat. “I rescued Kaetlyn from an angry mob in the marketplace and thought it best to give her refuge at my manor.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Is that so?” Lizzie scrutinized my face. “And what did he make you pay for the pleasure, my dear?” 
 
    I was impressed. Lizzie seemed to see through her cousin quite easily. 
 
    Elthloriel shuffled his feet. “We, uh, we haven’t worked that bit out just yet.” 
 
    Lizzie turned on Elthloriel, bristling. “Now see here, can’t you even do one good deed without expecting payment?” She wagged a finger in the elf lord’s face. 
 
    Elthloriel blanched and took a step backward. “Th-th-the thing is, I think we can work together.” 
 
    Lizzie let up for a moment and turned to look at me again. “And how might that be?” 
 
    I shrugged in response, still not sure what my captor had in mind for me. I was still going to call him my captor until I worked out what he really wanted with me. He hadn’t given me any good reason to think I was safe just yet, although Lizzie’s bossy attitude to him was making me warm to my new situation in general. 
 
    “Kaetlyn has an unusual set of skills,” Elthloriel stated. “At the very least, she has Creature Communication and Healing skills.” 
 
    Lizzie appraised me with new appreciation. “That’s an interesting combination. Give us a look, dear.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, unsure what they meant. Did they want me to heal someone while talking to Ozwald or something? 
 
    “I think they mean your skill readout,” Ozwald prompted. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I said. “Do you think it’s safe to show them?” 
 
    Ozwald nodded, his feathers brushing against my cheek. “The noble’s cousin seems friendly enough—I think it’s safe to assume they both mean well.” 
 
    I let out tension that I didn’t know I’d been holding, ever since Elthloriel had taken me away. It was a relief to finally feel safe for the first time since I’d entered Elandria. 
 
    Lizzie whistled. “You got the Creature Communication part right, Elthie. She sounds like a natural.” 
 
    “You know Creature Communication?” I asked. 
 
    Lizzie shook her head. “Not at all, but I do have a couple of acquaintances in the pubs in Elandria that do. Mostly specialists in working with beasts, although there are a few slayers with a half dozen points in Creature Communication. None of them speak as good as you, though.” 
 
    “In the pubs?” I echoed. I didn’t know much about elven society, but a pub sounded like an odd place for the cousin of an elven noble to frequent. 
 
    “Aye,” Lizzie responded. “Me and the others from the brawler’s guild meet in a different pub every month for a good biff.” 
 
    “A brawler’s guild?” I realized I was starting to sound stupid, echoing everything the stout elven woman said, but I’d never imagined that folk might engage in organized fights every month. The city contained more wonders than I’d ever suspected. 
 
    “Truly, Lizzie, I don’t know what you see in places like that,” Elthloriel said. “Couldn’t you perhaps take up fencing? Or something less violent—ballroom dancing, perhaps? It would be far more becoming of an elf.” 
 
    “I’ll take you to see it one day, dear,” Lizzie assured me, ignoring her cousin. “Now, show us your skills.” 
 
    I focused on the golden light in the corner of my vision and opened up my profile. Lizzie and Elthloriel both walked over to have a look. 
 
      
 
    Kaetlyn 
 
    [Class Unselected] 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Dexterity: 10.5 
 
    Intelligence: 14 
 
    Luck: 9 
 
    Strength: 7 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Active Skills 
 
    Arcane Growth: Beginner 1 
 
    Commerce: Beginner 1 
 
    Cooking: Beginner 5 
 
    Creature Communication: Intermediate 2 
 
    Creature Tending: Beginner 6 
 
    Deception: Beginner 2 
 
    Foraging: Intermediate 1 
 
    Healing: Beginner 3 
 
    Persuasion: Beginner 7 
 
    Potion Brewing:  Intermediate 7 
 
    Reading: Beginner 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Passive Skills 
 
    Eavesdropping: Beginner 3 
 
    Evasion: Beginner 2 
 
    Perception: Beginner 7 
 
      
 
    I waited in silence as Lizzie and Elthloriel read my set of attributes and skills. When they still said nothing, I kept waiting. Finally, I turned my head to look at them, and saw that they were both standing still, with their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “Uh, are these good, or not?” I asked nervously. I was expecting them to burst into laughter at how sad my beginning attributes and skills were. 
 
    Lizzie was the first to speak. “Darling, Elthie said you had Creature Communication and Healing, but you never mentioned Potion Brewing, Reading, Cooking, and Creature Tending. And Foraging too! My goodness, girl, what can’t you do?” 
 
    I flushed. “I guess I’ve always been pretty curious to learn new skills.” 
 
    Elthloriel finally spoke. “It’s rare enough to find a human who can read around here, but someone with all these starting skills, well, you’re on your way to becoming a polymath. And Arcane Growth? What’s that?” 
 
    “Oh that.” I waved my hand dismissively. “That’s just something I’ve been playing around with—it’s nothing.” 
 
    Elthloriel laughed. “A skill I’ve never heard of. Me, a former member of the elven court. That’s nothing, you say?” 
 
    “I guess it might be something,” I admitted. “But it’s still at a very low level.” 
 
    “You’re too modest, Kaetlyn,” Lizzie prodded. “Even apprentices in the elven academies take years to learn as many skills as you have here. And when did you start learning magic?” 
 
    I scratched my head. “Technically yesterday. That’s when I was given a system. But I’ve been practicing these skills for at least two years before that.” 
 
    Lizzie shook her head, staring at me in awe. “Just two years. And you were learning all these skills without even a magic system to aid you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means, you and I will be able to work together even better than I expected,” Elthloriel announced. 
 
    There it was again, the mysterious purpose he had for taking me to his manor. My stomach clenched in anticipation. I wasn’t sure I was going to like what he had in mind. 
 
    “Thank you for showing us your skills, Kaetlyn, it’s been most informative.” Elthloriel stepped away. “Now I think it is time that I explain my business proposition to you. Lizzie, would you be so good as to fetch a bottle of wine for Kaetlyn and myself? A bit of lubrication for business negotiations is always in order.” 
 
    Lizzie squared her shoulders. “You can go get it yourself. What do you think I am? Your slave?” 
 
    Lord Elthloriel coughed awkwardly. “Uh, you are my butler, that is part of your job.” 
 
    Lizzie sighed. “How many times do I have to explain to you, my job includes necessary tasks. You can get your own wine.” 
 
    “Don’t I get to decide what counts as a necessary task in my own home?” The elf lord sounded positively aggrieved by this point. 
 
    Lizzie arrogantly shook her head. “Nope. That’s not in the contract anywhere. Since the contract didn’t specify, I determined that that decision was up to me.” 
 
    Elthloriel groaned. “I will have to fetch the bottle of wine myself. If you’ll excuse me, Lady Kaetlyn.” As he rather heavily stomped out of the room, I heard him muttering. “What do I even pay her for?” 
 
    Lizzie gave me a wink. “You’ve got to be strict with Elthie. If you start doing everything he insists is ‘part of your contract’, he’ll have you running about like his lackey before you know it.” 
 
    “How do you do it?” I asked. I was worried that he might try to trick me into doing far more work than I wanted to. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, deary. I’ll have a look over everything before you sign it. We girls have to stick together.” She gave me a warm smile. 
 
    I smiled back, heartened to know that I had someone on my side in this new realm I’d found myself in. 
 
    Lizzie’s cocky attitude toward her employer did make me wonder about Elthloriel. She almost made it seem like he was easy to boss around. That hadn’t been my impression in the marketplace though. He’d swooped in and taken me away from a vengeful slaver. He must have had at least some influence and respect. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the hallway we’d come from. Elthloriel still hadn’t returned. 
 
    “My cousin will be a little while longer yet,” Lizzie informed me. “The walk to the cellar takes a few minutes each way. Why don’t you have a little look around?” 
 
    I was startled. “Do you… Would that… Can I do that?” 
 
    “Of course. You’ve seen for yourself, this place is furnished like a monk’s tomb—there’s nothing for you to damage around here. Go and have a little wander.” 
 
    This almost felt like a trap, but my old curiosity took over as ever. I cautiously tiptoed out of the large room we’d been standing in and back into the hallway. To my right were the high entrance doors we’d come in through. To my left, the corridor extended into darkness, lit only by a few sconces on the walls. 
 
    I saw a low wooden door on the opposite side of the hallway. Flickering light was coming through it. I could smell the familiar scent of freshly brewed potions coming from that direction, and they smelled every bit as foul as Otto’s concoctions. 
 
    Unable to restrain my curiosity, I walked over to the door and pushed it open. I jumped when the door loudly creaked on its hinges. 
 
    The bad smell of traditionally brewed potions assaulted my nose more strongly than before, bringing a wave of nausea. I half expected to hear Otto scolding me. 
 
    “Gah!” Ozwald gasped. “I fear I may lose my breakfast from the stench.” 
 
    I laughed. “Remind you of home?” 
 
    A set of stairs dropped to a floor several feet below. The room was as long and wide as Otto’s entire house. Benches spanned the walls, with herbs, pots and pans, and various mixing and cutting tools. The flickering light in the room was cast by a dying fire in the stove across from the doorway. 
 
    “So, this is why Elthloriel was so interested in my Potion Brewing skill,” I murmured. An icy feeling clutched at my chest as I said that. Was this his plan? He was going to lock me in this cellar for the rest of my life, brewing potions for him? 
 
    All evidence so far had shown that Elthloriel was reasonable. If anything, he was a bit of a push-over. But the memories of Otto’s cruel jabs and the way he’d worked me to the bone pushed out everything else. 
 
    What if Lizzie was only here to get me to let my guard down? Maybe the conversation with the hound outside had all been a setup too. Was Elthloriel really cunning enough to create such a convincing ruse? 
 
    I felt stupid. I’d failed the fairy. Instead of growing legendary herbs and leveling up my magic to heal people with my potions, I was going to be slaving away as a basic potion brewer until I died of exhaustion. 
 
    The rhythmic clop of footsteps on the marble floor echoed up the hallway. Through the dim torchlight, I saw Elthloriel approaching, a bottle of wine in hand. He saw me looking into the potions room as he approached. 
 
    “Welcome to your new workshop.” Elthloriel gestured at the doorway with his free hand. 
 
    I knew it. He was going to put me to work in here. As the thought of losing the freedom I had only just gained that day started to loom as a reality, my chest tightened. My breath became shallower, and the shadows of the flickering torchlight looked crazier than before. 
 
    “No,” I whispered, turning away from Elthloriel. “No, this can’t be happening.” 
 
    “Lady Kaetlyn, what’s the matter?” Elthloriel put out a hand to stop me. 
 
    I started to run. “I won’t do it!” I cried out, my voice bouncing off the walls. “I won’t be a slave!” 
 
    Lizzie emerged from the dining room where I’d left her, just as I ran past. My boots pounded against the marble floor as I pelted toward the great front doors. Ozwald hooted in alarm and flapped his wings as he struggled to stay balanced. 
 
    “Kaetlyn, wait,” Elthloriel called out after me. “What’s this about being a slave?” 
 
    “Elthie doesn’t want to make you a slave, dear.” That was Lizzie’s voice. 
 
    I put a hand on the heavy iron ring to open the front door. The voices of the two elves came to me faintly over the sound of my blood pumping in my ears. 
 
    “I just wanted to offer you a business deal.” Elthloriel’s voice. 
 
    “Cousin Elthie doesn’t keep slaves,” Lizzie said. 
 
    What was that she said? I let my hand drop to my side and turned, slowly. “He doesn’t?” 
 
    Lizzie shook her head. “We all get paid a fair wage for the work we do.” 
 
    “Even the driver outside?” I asked. 
 
    Lizzie nodded. 
 
    “And the gardeners?” 
 
    She nodded again. “Every single one of us. We all get paid and we have the freedom to leave when we choose.” 
 
    “What about the monsters?” I asked. My resolve to run was weakening, but I still wasn’t convinced. 
 
    “What about the monsters?” Elthloriel echoed, confused. 
 
    “Do they get paid? They’re not free to leave, are they?” 
 
    Elthloriel chuckled. “What would monsters do with money?” 
 
    He might have a point there. I couldn’t imagine them going shopping in the markets. 
 
    “And what do they need freedom for? They’re better off working on my manor.” 
 
    “Have you asked them about that?” I asked. 
 
    “Well no, obviously not. None of us can communicate with them.” Elthloriel’s tone was flustered. 
 
    “She’s a sharp one,” Lizzie remarked. “You’ve got to give her that.” 
 
    “I simply wanted to offer you a business deal, Lady Kaetlyn,” Elthloriel said. “I don’t want you to work as a slave for me, but with your talents and my resources, I think we could make quite a profitable arrangement.” 
 
    “I want the monsters freed,” I replied. “Or at least given the choice to be free.” 
 
    “All in good time.” Elthloriel dismissed this with a wave of his hand. “We can talk about freeing the monsters later. For now, let’s discuss the terms of a deal.” 
 
    I sighed. This was probably the best answer I would get for now. “What do you think, Ozwald?” 
 
    The owl had been listening intently. At my question, he ruffled his feathers. “I think you should discuss the deal. It’s the closest thing to progress we’ve made all day. Who knows, maybe he can get us what we need to start your main quest.” 
 
    I looked at Elthloriel. “All right then, we can discuss a deal. But I’m not agreeing to anything until I’m happy with the terms.” 
 
    Elthloriel let out a sigh of relief. “Good. Come and join us for some wine in the dining room then, while we discuss the terms.” 
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    I smiled at the system’s message and dismissed it, before returning to the dining room with the two elves. 
 
    Lizzie and Elthloriel sat down on one side of the table, and I took a seat on the other side. Ozwald hopped off my shoulder and perched on the back of a chair next to me. Elthloriel gave him a worried glance. 
 
    Ozwald held up a wing defensively. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to befoul your splendidly furnished manor house.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh but said nothing to Elthloriel. I contented myself with staring him down until he finally looked away, seemingly not deeming it fit to make a fuss. Instead, he opened the bottle of wine and poured some out into three glasses, handing one each to me and Lizzie. 
 
    “So, what was the deal you wanted to offer me?” I asked, leaning back in my chair and trying a sip of the wine. It had a strong fruity flavor and left my mouth feeling refreshed. 
 
    “Well, you see the thing is, I have been attempting to corner a share of the sale of herbs and potions in the markets of Elandria, but so far, my product has been… below standard.” 
 
    “And you thought I might be able to produce what you need to establish yourself?” I interjected. I’d got the impression by now that Elthloriel was fond of the sound of his own voice, and I suspected I could see where he was going with all this. 
 
    Elthloriel smiled, impressed. “That is what I’m now thinking, having seen your… impressive set of skills. But initially I saw you heal that griffin and simply thought you might be able to assist me in creating some of the potions.” 
 
    Lizzie spoke up. “You not only have the kind of healing skills required to demonstrate the use of these potions, Kaetlyn. You have skills that can help with brewing the potions, and perhaps even directly with growing and collecting the required ingredients.” 
 
    “And my Creature Communication?” I asked. “You seemed to suggest that that was also a skill that drew your attention.” 
 
    Elthloriel shrugged. “That was just a hunch actually. I’d never seen a human with two such unique abilities, and I suspected you’d have the aptitude for magic. It turns out I was right. There are so few humans with a system. Most have to fumble in the dark, without the divine gift that is a system. Those who do have one typically ascend to quite a high level—something about being a jack of all trades and master of none makes them particularly good at fitting in wherever they can be found. So, you can imagine my surprise and interest when I stumbled upon you, a human with not only magical aptitude but a system as well!” 
 
    “You’re not aware of any way that my Creature Communication skill could be useful then?” I pressed. I merely wanted to understand as much of Elthloriel’s motivations as possible. 
 
    “Not that we know of,” Elthloriel replied. “Although there are rumors of monsters in the wilderlands who have access to potent recipes, that only they can speak of.” 
 
    “So, you see, Kaetlyn, you are uniquely suited to this line of business,” Lizzie said. 
 
    Something wasn’t adding up to me though.  
 
    “What makes you think you can get a foothold in this market?” I asked. “Surely others have done this already.” 
 
    “In a way,” Elthloriel said. “But all the crops are imported from lands at a great distance from here, which makes the price significantly higher.” 
 
    “And there are no farms in this area?” I pushed. 
 
    Elthloriel merely laughed. “Until now, no one has been interested in attempting it. The ground is rather tough and not the best for new growth. It would take a lot of hard work. But you seem like a hardworking young lady. You would have to be, with all those skills you’ve acquired.” 
 
    I frowned. “And if I grow these crops and then you sell them, what’s in it for me?” 
 
    “Ah that’s where we get to the good bit.” Elthloriel spread his hands expansively. “I have recently inherited a parcel of land, not far from here. It ought to be well suited to the purpose of growing new herbs, but as anyone can see from the garden on my estate, my own efforts at growing herbs have been rather… meager.” 
 
    “And you want me to…” I wasn’t sure what the land had to do with me. 
 
    “I want to rent it out to you,” Elthloriel announced. 
 
    “In exchange for what?” I asked. 
 
    “In exchange for your help brewing potions, of course.” 
 
    That didn’t sound like such a bad deal. This was exactly what I needed to start working on my mission for the fairy. I picked up my wine glass to take a sip. 
 
    “And for the small price of ninety-five percent of the crops you grow on the land.” Elthloriel gave me a genial smile, as if satisfied with his own generosity. 
 
    I choked on the wine I was sipping and spent the next half a minute coughing it out of my lungs. “Ninety-five percent?!” 
 
    Elthloriel smiled innocently. “Does this not sound reasonable to you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “You want me to grow all your plants and brew your potions, and in exchange I receive barely enough of my own produce to pay for the seeds required to grow it?” 
 
    Elthloriel’s face fell. “When you put it like that, you might have a point.” 
 
    “Have you no shame, cousin?” Lizzie elbowed Elthloriel. 
 
    He grinned back at her. “You know I don’t.” 
 
    “Thirty percent,” I announced. 
 
    It was Elthloriel’s turn to splutter in disbelief. “Thirty?! You must be joking. You know that the standard price of rent in Elandria is seventy percent of goods produced.” 
 
    Of course I didn’t know, not being from there. This was starting to sound more like the slavery I’d been worried about. 
 
    But Lizzie elbowed her cousin again. “You might not have shame, but I do. Be honest with her.” 
 
    “Fine,” Elthloriel relented. “It’s sixty percent.” 
 
    Elthloriel seemed to see me hesitate. “Wait, I almost forgot,” he continued, “I also have a device that I wanted to give you that will aid you in producing these crops.” 
 
    He reached under the table and pulled out a long glass tube with a metal bowl attached to the base. Inside the bowl was a series of intricate metal mechanisms, springs, and cogs. The tube twisted into an array of other bowls and pipes. The whole device made a heavy thunk as Elthloriel placed it on the table. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s an attribute crystalizer,” Elthloriel announced. 
 
    Ozwald gave a low hoot and stared intently at the contraption. 
 
    “What does an attribute crystalizer do?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s an expensive device,” Ozwald said. “Normally it would be used by enchanters in the city to enchant items. You could use it to synthesize your Perception skill for instance, and impart that property to an item, so that the wearer would have increased Perception.” 
 
    “I take it your pet has just explained the device to you?” Elthloriel asked. 
 
    “Pet? I’m not a pet.” Ozwald sounded livid again. “That’s it, time to do some befouling.” 
 
    I put out a hand to restrain Ozwald before he could make good on that promise. “Ozwald is my companion, not my pet.” 
 
    “Of course,” Elthloriel said. Then he saw the owl’s aggressive demeanor. “My apologies, no offense was intended.” 
 
    “Offense was certainly taken,” Ozwald protested. “This had better be the last time I hear another insult from this petty lord.” 
 
    “My companion did explain the device to me,” I said, ignoring poor Ozwald’s continued grumblings. 
 
    “Excellent,” Elthloriel said. “I have made some modifications to this device.” 
 
    Ozwald stopped grumbling on hearing this. “He can modify a magical contraption? That is a rare talent.” 
 
    “What does the device do now?” I asked. 
 
    “Instead of synthesizing attributes for the use of enchantments, it now creates fertilizer.” Elthloriel pointed at a specific part of the contraption, perhaps expecting me to understand, but I’d never seen one of these before. It all looked like a mess of tiny parts to me. 
 
    I did, however, grasp the intended purpose. “So, you can apply the end result to the plants you’re growing?” 
 
    Elthloriel nodded, a smile on his features. 
 
    “And then the crops will have the attribute as one of their properties?” I asked. I was already imagining how many recipes would be simplified with such a device. 
 
    “You catch on quickly,” Elthloriel said. 
 
    “And why haven’t you used the device yourself?” I asked. 
 
    Elthloriel sighed and looked down at his hands. For a long while he didn’t respond. 
 
    I was about to repeat myself when he looked up at me again. “I do not have magic.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I was sure I’d misheard. 
 
    “I am completely without magical abilities of any kind,” the elven lord repeated. 
 
    I supposed that was entirely possible. I had simply assumed that all elves would have magic. To think I might have more power than this elven noble was a disorienting idea. 
 
    “That’s why I need you to use the crystallizer. It can only be used by someone who has magical powers.” 
 
    “You don’t have the magic to power this device, but you had the ability to modify it?” I asked. 
 
    Elthloriel spread his hands apologetically. “I have a talent for modifying contraptions. A skill considered mundane by my elven peers, and not strictly requiring magical ability. It’s typically gnomish work, tinkering. Or the trade of goblins. Not fitting for elves. Enchanting, magery, possibly spellscribing. But not ‘tinkering’ as my kin like to call it.” 
 
    It sounded like Elthloriel had a serious case of resentment toward the other elves for his lack of magic and his chosen interest in modifying magical objects. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him, but my curiosity about the device drove me onto more questions. 
 
    “You can modify the device, but you can’t power it?” I queried. 
 
    “The device draws on the magical abilities of the user,” Elthloriel explained. “That’s why I can’t use it myself.” 
 
    “So, it can only give attributes I already possess to the crops?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s correct, once again,” Elthloriel confirmed. 
 
    I looked covetously at the device. The potions we could make if I could directly infuse my own attributes, would no doubt sell for a very high price. I started to feel more confident in my own position in our negotiation. Elthloriel stood to gain a lot from this deal. 
 
    “I’ll take the land for fifty percent,” I responded. 
 
    Elthloriel smiled and was about to respond, but I held up a hand. “And, you will supply me with all the seeds I require for standard herbal and potion production. I understand that I will need to source anything unique that I require for my own work, but the rest will come from you.” 
 
    Elthloriel hesitated. “You drive a hard bargain.” 
 
    “I have skills that you need. And for more than just selling at the market. I saw the state of the hellhound guarding your door. His fur is falling out after that potion you gave him. You are in desperate need of my assistance.” 
 
    Elthloriel gave me an awkward smile. “You’re right about that.” 
 
    He paused and took a deep breath. After a few moments, he stretched out a hand. “Deal. You’ll have all the seeds you need to grow my crops and yours, and you’ll visit my manor on a regular basis to assist me with the production of new potions.” 
 
    I glanced down at Ozwald. 
 
    He nodded to me. “It sounds like a sensible deal to me. Actually, you’ve driven quite a hard bargain really. I’m impressed.” 
 
    Satisfied, I shook Elthloriel’s hand. “Deal.” 
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    Quest Update! 
 
    Land acquired 
 
    10XP received 
 
      
 
    You have been awarded land. Gain skill proficiency and progress your land as you would yourself. 
 
      
 
    I decided to investigate this further once I was alone. For now, I dismissed the notification. 
 
    “Lizzie, would you be able to fetch all the seeds we currently have available from the workshop for Kaetlyn?” Elthloriel asked in his most polite tone of voice. 
 
    “Right away.” Lizzie got to her feet and bustled out of the room. I assumed she deemed this a necessary task. 
 
    “I’ll need some tools to work the ground as well,” I said. “And I may need other supplies once I’ve seen the land.” 
 
    “You may take whatever we have available from my stores,” Elthloriel said. “The rest can be purchased in the markets.” 
 
    That sounded like a good start. 
 
    “The tools were not included in agreement however,” Elthloriel went on. “You will need to pay for those separately.” 
 
    “Bastard,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    Ozwald chuckled. 
 
    I reached into my satchel for the money the slaver had given me for healing the griffin. “Will these silver coins suffice for everything?” 
 
    Elthloriel smiled. “That will be plenty. If you need anything else, you can send word to my manor, and I will see that it is delivered to you.” 
 
    I handed the coins to Elthloriel and a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Acquire sundry farming supplies 
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    “I will have my driver take you with the seeds and supplies to your new estate,” Elthloriel said. “Oh, don’t forget this.” 
 
    Elthloriel handed me the attribute crystallizer. 
 
    As I put my hand on the glass tube, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Attribute Crystallizer 
 
    Property of [name] 
 
    Initializing… 
 
      
 
    “Was there a previous user who farmed attributes with this device?” I asked, using Creature Communication. 
 
    Ozwald nodded. “I should say so. In fact, I think it may have had a good many previous users, judging by the scratches on the metal bowl at the base.” 
 
    At that moment the notification from the crystallizer blinked and the text changed. 
 
      
 
    Attribute Crystallizer 
 
    Property of Kaetlyn 
 
    Choose from the following attributes to crystallize: 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Charisma 
 
    Dexterity 
 
    Intelligence 
 
    Luck 
 
    Strength 
 
    Vitality 
 
      
 
      
 
    Passive abilities: 
 
    Eavesdropping 
 
    Evasion 
 
    Perception 
 
      
 
      
 
    It could also synthesize any of my passive abilities? That was useful to know. 
 
    “Why do you think Elthloriel didn’t mention previous users?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald shrugged. “I couldn’t say for certain, but I will say, I don’t entirely trust him.” 
 
    “I agree with you there,” I said. We both had an agreement that would be useful to us, but I didn’t trust him to do anything except out of self-interest. 
 
    “I also suspect that farming could be more difficult than you suspected, Kaetlyn,” Ozwald went on. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I responded. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Elthloriel asked, his face the picture of innocence. 
 
    “Oh yes,” I hastily assured him. “We were just discussing the attribute crystallizer.” 
 
    “Very good,” Elthloriel said. “It will be important to familiarize yourself with its workings as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “That’s what I intend to do.” I pushed my chair back and got to my feet. Ozwald fluttered up to my shoulder, creating a breeze that caused the chandelier above to sway slightly, much to Elthloriel’s consternation. 
 
    “If the carriage is ready, perhaps we should be leaving for the new piece of land then,” I said. 
 
    “Certainly.” Elthloriel grinned. “I will have my driver take you there now.” 
 
    We followed Elthloriel outside, where Lizzie was waiting with the necessary supplies. A few shovels and hoes of different sizes were present, along with a light plow and some hand tools. It was everything I would need to get started on planting. Lizzie had also collected some blankets and pots and pans for the house. 
 
    We said our goodbyes, and I got into the carriage with Ozwald. The driver lashed the reins, and we set off for my new farm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We bounced down a bumpy road toward my new estate. Ozwald sat on the seat beside me, his head rocking back and forth with the motion of the carriage. 
 
    The driver had curtly and efficiently loaded all my things into a compartment in the back of the carriage, along with some other items that he said were for other deliveries. Every so often I heard him mumbling to the two unicorns pulling our carriage as they navigated a bend in the road. 
 
    The sun was edging toward the horizon. It had been a long day already, and I still had much to accomplish before we could rest for the night. 
 
    “It will be a busy afternoon, Ozwald,” I remarked. 
 
    The owl nodded. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to offer much assistance.” He held out his two wings forlornly. “These wings are not made for hauling tools.” 
 
    I smiled. “Not to worry. As long as I can find the necessary supplies, I’m confident I can get everything done.” 
 
    “What’s on your list?”  
 
    “Well, I’ll need to make sure our supplies are protected from the weather.” I started counting off on my fingers. “Then I’ll need to find water and food.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll need a fire as well?”  
 
    “Probably. That’s a good point.” 
 
    Ozwald ruffled his feathers. “I’m sure I can cope with whatever weather we encounter, but we don’t know how cold it might get.” 
 
    “That’s true. We are far from home.” 
 
    Ozwald snorted. “Home!” 
 
    “You’re right. This is our new home.” 
 
    “And may we never see the old one, or that grouch of an alchemist again.” 
 
    “I’ll second that,” I said. “You’re right about the weather though. I didn’t exactly dress for unexpected cold snaps.” 
 
    I felt the fabric of my dress in my hands. In my old village it was the height of summer, and I always dressed for comfort. This dress was not exactly thin, but it did breathe well. The way it swished against my skin as I walked always felt almost like a summer breeze. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can find some wood,” I concluded. “Then I can make a fire.” 
 
    “Do you have flint and tinder?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “You’re always the practical one, aren’t you, Ozwald?” 
 
    I couldn’t quite tell Ozwald’s expression on his feathery face, but if I had to guess, I would have said it was a shy smile. “I do try my best, Lady Kaetlyn.” 
 
    I laughed at hearing him use such a formal title for me. “So far I think you’re doing a great job, Lord Ozwald.” 
 
    The owl chortled in reply, making me laugh again. It was a fuller laugh than I had ever experienced when I was working in the village. My heart was feeling lighter already. 
 
    “Ozwald, I have a feeling things are going to get a lot better for us in the future,” I said, ruffling his feathers. 
 
    The old owl smiled at me again. “I do believe you’re right. But back to the matter at hand…” 
 
    “Of course, Ozwald, don’t let me get distracted!” I gave him a cheeky grin. 
 
    Ozwald put a wing tip to the spot where his chin would be, looking thoughtful. “In addition to gathering food, water, and wood, I would recommend doing a short scan of the perimeter of the property. It’s always a good idea to know that everything is safe before turning in for the night in a strange place.” 
 
    “You’re quite right, Ozwald. Although I don’t know how large the property is. That could take a while.” 
 
    “I would be happy to volunteer for that task, Kaetlyn,” Ozwald offered. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Can you fly for that long?” 
 
    Ozwald sighed. “It would seem that I need to get back into practice. No better time to start than the present.” 
 
    “Well just let me know if it gets to be too much for you,” I said. 
 
    “You’re most kind.” 
 
    I stared out the window as we bounced along. It looked like it would be easy to collect wood. While there was no forest in sight, there were still plenty of lone trees growing in and around the fields in this area. 
 
    Between a couple of the trees, I thought I saw a shadow pass in the distance, but it disappeared before I could get a better look. 
 
    “I wonder what the land will look like,” I mused aloud. 
 
    Ozwald hopped up onto the windowsill and stared outside. “Much like these fields, I should imagine. I don’t think we’ll be traveling much further today.” 
 
    “I’m sure Elthloriel would have warned us if that was the case,” I agreed. “But these fields look well-tended. There are already several crops planted.” That and there were people and animals working in the fields, more servants no doubt. 
 
    “You’re right,” Ozwald said. “I did get the feeling others had worked the land before, though.” 
 
    I allowed my mind to roam, imagining what might be waiting for us. “Do you think we might have a garden like Elthloriel’s?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “If I had a garden like that, I wouldn’t just be planting plain hedges and some herbal crops. The whole property would be a feast for the eyes, with flowers and fruit trees, fountains and creeping ground growers. You’d hardly be able to move without ducking under or stepping over some blooming thing.” 
 
    “It sounds picturesque, my lady,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    Before I could speculate any further, the carriage came to a stop. I’d been too busy dreaming of what might be waiting to actually notice where we were going, but now was my chance. 
 
    The driver opened the door for me. “This is your stop, Lady Kaetlyn.” 
 
    This was it. My chance to see my new farm. 
 
    Through the open carriage door, I could see a few tall pine trees rising up among an expanse of tall grass. Boulders were dotted through the grass, and a low stone wall could just be seen above the grass in the distance. 
 
    I stepped out of the carriage. My boots clopped against the stony ground, and I had to wade the first few steps through long blades of grass. Ozwald hopped out and fluttered onto my shoulder. 
 
    The driver had already gone to the back of the carriage and was pulling out my things. I walked around to the front of the carriage to see what my new dwelling would look like. 
 
    About fifty yards off I saw the house. If you could call it a house. 
 
    “Oh.” That was all I could think to say. 
 
    “Not quite what you were expecting?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “No, not really.” I hadn’t exactly been expecting a mansion like Lord Elthloriel’s, but this was a ruin. 
 
    The walls were made of stone, like Elthloriel’s mansion, but unlike his dwelling, the stones were not all on top of each other. Gleaming white stone lay scattered across the ground around the house, and what roof there was had caved in in places. The wooden front door was hanging off its hinges, and the windows were smashed. 
 
    “Looks like the house will need some repairs,” Ozwald drily remarked. 
 
    I smirked. “You could say that.” Inside I was feeling the beginnings of despair, however. “How on earth am I going to fix all that?” 
 
    At that moment I heard the driver slam the door of the back compartment. He must have finished unloading everything. I would need to work out where to put it all, given the state of disrepair the house was in. 
 
    A short distance from the house was another stone building. It was wide and long and looked well suited to housing food supplies. Or like it had been well suited. It was just as much a ruin as the house. 
 
    I turned to the carriage to ask the driver’s help in moving everything into the barn. The driver was just getting onto his seat at the top of the carriage. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked. “Are you not able to help me move everything into the barn over there?” 
 
    The driver shook his head. “Sorry miss, I mean, Your Ladyship. I’ve got some other deliveries to make before the day is over.” 
 
    He tugged the reins. 
 
    “But, you haven’t finished your delivery here. You just dumped all my stuff in the middle of the field.” 
 
    The carriage began to move as the two unicorns put their weight into pulling away. 
 
    The driver gave me an apologetic look. “The master pays me for every delivery I make, and if I want to earn enough to live on, I’ve got to get another three deliveries done in the next hour. Leave a good word for me with Lord Elthloriel, if you’d be so kind!” 
 
    The last bit was shouted over his shoulder as the carriage sped up and away, quickly receding into the distance. 
 
    I walked over to the pile of stuff. “What are we going to do, Ozwald?” 
 
    “Can you lift any of the supplies?” he asked. 
 
    “Some of the tools probably, but not everything.” 
 
    I grabbed one of the bags of seeds and tried to lift it, but it wouldn’t budge. The plow also looked far too heavy to lift alone. 
 
    “We can’t leave these bags of grain outside. If it rains, they’ll spoil, or worse, start sprouting before I can plant them.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ozwald agreed. “Perhaps if you can’t move them though, you can move shelter to them.” 
 
    I looked over at the ruined barn. “You mean grab some of the wreckage and drag it over?” 
 
    “It’s worth a try. “Better than leaving everything unprotected.” 
 
    “You might be right,” I said, grabbing the blankets and a couple of other items. “I’ll move what I can first and then see what we can do about the seeds.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I will take this opportunity to survey some of the land, Kaetlyn.” Ozwald stretched his wings and shifted his position to the edge of my shoulder. 
 
    “That would be very helpful, thank you. Just don’t fly too far until you feel confident.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry about me.” 
 
    I dropped what I was carrying and held out my arm to allow Ozwald to clamber out a little way. His claws pricked my skin, but I was used to the sensation, and I knew the aging bird would need a little help. 
 
    Ozwald gave a weary groan and flapped his wings several times. It took quite some beating before he got enough air under him to lift off. 
 
    His flight path dropped sharply toward the ground, and I nearly jumped out to catch him, but he kept going, and rose into the air. His talons brushed the grass as he swept over the fields, but it wasn’t long before he gained enough height to start coasting. 
 
    I picked up the blankets again and carried on walking toward the house. Looking around the fields as I walked, I noticed that it wasn’t just grass filling the landscape. Amongst the tall grasses were myriads of weeds. Thistles abounded as did bracken. It was nothing like the well planted fields we’d passed along the way. 
 
    I let out a long sigh. I really did have my work cut out for me. Lord Elthloriel was a sneaky businessman. I didn’t exactly feel conned as he’d never said what the land was like, but it would have been nice if he’d made some mention of the state of it. 
 
    When I thought about it though, it was just like him to dress up a place like this as a great deal. I had to admire his cheek. 
 
    I thought about how Lizzie dealt with him, and resolved to give back as good as I got. Lord Elthloriel was dependent on me for learning Potion Brewing. I might just make him aware of how thoroughly at my mercy he was. 
 
    The stone steps leading up to the house had weeds growing up through the cracks in the mortar. Moss grew on the shady side, and mushrooms sprouted up in the darkness behind the stones. At least I wouldn’t lack for material to forage. 
 
    I carefully climbed the steps, dodging fallen debris. The house was much smaller than Elthloriel’s, but still larger than any of the houses in my old village. I tried to picture it all done up again, but my mind was too tired after the day’s long events to give me much of an image. 
 
    Angling my body to fit past the open door, I made my way into the house. 
 
    My dress created a light breeze as it swished with my movements, throwing up clouds of dust. The light streaming through the collapsed roof shone through the flurry of motes. 
 
    I tried not to breathe too deeply, to avoid inhaling too much dust. That and the funky smell of mildew. 
 
    The first room was some kind of small parlor, a room where guests could take off their coats. Several busted up doors led off the sides to other rooms. The floor appeared to have an intricate design in the stone, but it was obscured by equal layers of dust and fallen roof tiles. The walls were painted, but the color had mostly peeled away. 
 
    I carefully placed the blankets on the floor, having nowhere else to put them, and pushed past the front door again. I climbed back down the steps to return to the supplies in the middle of the field. 
 
    As I walked back, I scanned the horizon to see where Ozwald was. If he’d flown behind the house, I wouldn’t be able to spot him, but I suspected he wouldn’t have made it that far. 
 
    Then I caught sight of movement, higher in the sky. Ozwald was hovering above the trees several hundred yards away. 
 
    I was surprised. He must have relearned how to fly very quickly. Hopefully he’d be able to tell me quite a bit about the state of my property then. 
 
    Just as I reached the pile of supplies though, I glanced up to see Ozwald again, and spotted a dark shadow emerging from behind the trees, to the left and above Ozwald. It was angling directly for him. 
 
    My heart stopped. The old owl hadn’t seen what was coming, and he was by no means quick enough to avoid whatever it was. The shadow was coming closer and closer. 
 
    It was a large, winged beast, with claws outstretched, curled and ready to seize my only companion, my only friend in this new world I’d entered. 
 
    “Ozwald!” I screamed. But the breeze was against me, and my voice barely traveled. 
 
    The shadow collided with Ozwald, and the old bird disappeared from the sky. Fear clutched my heart as I stood motionless, waiting to see what would happen next. 
 
    The shadow was still diving toward the ground, and its flight path seemed to be heading toward me. The creature leveled out and swooped along the grass, its flapping wings beating the grass below it. 
 
    I trembled, but I couldn’t seem to make myself move. I just waited, transfixed as the beast sped toward me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as I was sure I was going to be struck by the flying creature that had attacked Ozwald, it angled its wings to catch the air, and started to settle toward the ground in front of me. 
 
    It was a griffin. Ozwald perched on top of its  sleek back, gripping the creature’s muscled shoulders with his talons. 
 
    “Ozwald,” I cried out, running toward the griffin. “I thought you were hurt.” 
 
    Ozwald had a pleased smile on his face. “Not at all, my lady. The good griffin here merely gave me a ride home. Most kind of you, I must say.” He looked down as he said the last part, addressing the griffin. 
 
    “And who are you?” I asked, looking the griffin in the eye. “Are you…?” 
 
    The griffin nodded. “I’m the griffin you rescued in Elandria. My name is Coramir.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Coramir,” I said. I could feel my heart rate beginning to settle again after the scare of seeing something flying at Ozwald. 
 
    I looked at the owl again. “Ozwald, you really had best avoid flying far from the house until you have all your strength back again. I can’t risk losing you like that—you scared me!” 
 
    Ozwald bowed his head graciously. “I’m touched by your concern, Lady Kaetlyn. I will see to it that I gain my strength back quickly. I must say, the flight was rather invigorating, and I am eager to get back in the air once more.” 
 
    Coramir cleared her throat. “If it puts your mind at ease, Lady Kaetlyn, I will be happy to keep watch over Ozwald when he is flying.” 
 
    “Please, Coramir, you may call me Kaetlyn,” I said. “That would be most kind of you. Are you planning on staying with us then?” 
 
    “If you will have me,” the griffin said. “It has been a very long time since our folk have had a friend among the elfoid people. When you healed me, I resolved to help you in return if I could.” 
 
    “Have you been following me this whole time, then?” I asked. “Ever since we left the marketplace, I have seen a shadow following us on the horizon.” 
 
    Coramir’s face screwed up in disgust. “That was me. But if it pleases you, Kaetlyn, I would not call that place a marketplace.” 
 
    The griffin sounded like she had more to say, but she didn’t. I reflected on her words for a moment, and realized that from her point of view, it was not a marketplace at all. Monsters were being trapped and sold off as slaves there. 
 
    “I can understand that, Coramir,” I said. “For now, we can simply speak of Elandria, and make no mention of what takes place there. At least until I can form a plan to rescue the other creatures being sold there.” 
 
    The griffin’s red eyes blazed. “You intend to rescue the others?” 
 
    I nodded. “I worked as a slave for many years, and I will not stand to see others toiling without their freedom.” 
 
    Coramir gave a low growl. “I had a feeling I’d chosen well when I followed you. I will help you with anything you need until that time.” 
 
    A small notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Coramir: +40 loyalty 
 
    Coramir’s loyalty to you is now 50/100 
 
    Status Update: Coramir is now your Ally. She will aid you as long as you have a common cause 
 
      
 
    I smiled and dismissed the notification. “I’m glad to know we can work together.” 
 
    Coramir‘s eyes brightened with mirth, then she glanced behind me. “It does look like there’s a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “There is,” I said. “The driver who delivered me here dumped all of my things and left, before I could ask for help.” 
 
    Coramir reared up on her hind legs. “Ozwald, it would be best if you could find a perch elsewhere. I will move these things to a safe place.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Ozwald spread his wings and flew over to my shoulder, landing in a flurry of feathers and almost toppling off. His earlier flight must have exhausted him. 
 
    “Where do you need these things?” Coramir asked me. 
 
    I looked behind me. “Let me just check the inside of that barn. It might be a good spot to store everything.” 
 
    I picked up some of the lighter hand tools and walked briskly over to the stone structure. I pulled on one of the rotting wooden doors. It creaked loudly on its hinges and scraped against the dirt. 
 
    When I managed to get it open, I saw that the inside was in as much disrepair as the outside. Crumbling stones lay in small piles on the ground as did roof tiles, and collapsed roofing beams. 
 
    A pile of crates lay stacked in one corner, mostly intact. I would have to investigate their contents later. 
 
    Fortunately one corner of the roof remained wholly intact. That would have to serve as shelter for the seeds and tools for the time being. I walked over and leaned the tools against the wall, then walked back outside again. 
 
    “You can store everything in here,” I yelled back to Coramir. 
 
    She launched her sleek feline body into the air, beating her wings slowly enough to hover above the supplies. A cloud of dust rose underneath her. 
 
    She stretched out the claws on her hind legs and picked up two sacks of seeds. With her front legs she picked up the plow. With slow, deliberate wingbeats, she lifted herself higher into the air, until she was able to carry everything over the top of the barn. 
 
    I marveled at her strength. She seemed to carry everything without effort, while I’d been unable to move a single sack of seeds. 
 
    Carefully lowering herself into the barn, she flew over to the corner, where she delicately deposited the plow and the two sacks, before returning to the air. Dust and straw filled the air in front of us. 
 
    A second trip was all she needed to carry the remaining tools and the last sack of seeds to the barn. 
 
    As I started to walk away from the barn, I asked Ozwald, “So, what did you see while you were up in the air?” 
 
    Ozwald replied hesitantly. “Uh, to be honest, I was a little too focused on staying airborne to take in much detail.” He chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    “Not to worry,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll gain more confidence before long.” 
 
    Coramir landed beside me. “Did you want me to take you up there so you can see for yourself?” 
 
    “You can do that?” I asked. “Won’t I be too heavy?” 
 
    Coramir laughed. “Not at all. I used to carry fighting monsters on my back while navigating the narrow passages of the dungeon I called home. This will be like a leisurely stroll.” 
 
    I was curious to know more about Coramir’s past life in the dungeon, but I decided now was not the best time to start that conversation. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I’d be delighted if you could take me up there.” I quickly dashed toward the house and deposited my satchel on the front steps before returning to where the griffin was standing. 
 
    Coramir crouched down, pressing her stomach as low to the ground as she could. “I’ve been told that flying on my back can be a challenge. You’ll need to be careful.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, Kaetlyn, I might wait here.” Ozwald hopped off my shoulder to the ground. “I’ve had enough flying for one day.” 
 
    “I can understand that, Ozwald.” I smiled at the old owl. For several years he’d barely flown at all while he was cooped up in Otto’s basement. “Perhaps you can explore the house for me while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Will do, my lady.” The owl set off at a hop toward the house. 
 
    I approached Coramir from the side, putting a hand on her back and attempting to clamber on. Her hide was slippery and difficult to grip. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to grab a handful of my fur,” she said. “I assure you, I’m used to it. It doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    Somewhat reassured, I got a good grip on her hide and hauled my weight up and over her flank. I allowed my dress to bunch up in front of me, and I gripped her sides with my legs. My little boots dangled off in the air, but they were tight around my ankles, so I didn’t worry about them falling off. 
 
    “Have you got a good grip?” Coramir asked. “Put your hands just above the joints of my wings, that’s the best spot.” 
 
    I leaned forward, so that my torso was almost in contact with Coramir’s muscled lower back, and reached up to where the griffin’s long wings stretched out from her sides. I put a hand on each side, gripping the joint just before the spot where the wings began. The feathers were soft under my touch. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I said. I was starting to feel slightly nervous at all this preparation. 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Coramir said, but I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    Her whole back rose as she leaped forward in a slow lope, lifting both front paws. Then her rear legs rose, tipping me up until I could see the ground underneath me. Then her motion shifted again, throwing my weight backward and bringing the orange afternoon sky into view. 
 
    I felt like I was going to be thrown off, but I held on for dear life, and I didn’t slip. 
 
    Coramir took a few more strides, beating her wings in time with her step. As we picked up speed, the wind began to whip my hair back behind my ears, which were filled with the whistling sound of our motion. 
 
    I’d never been moving this quickly before as I’d never had the chance to ride a horse. The sensation made my stomach feel like it was going to be left behind. 
 
    Then Coramir’s legs sprang powerfully, launching us skyward. The beating of her wings grew faster, and I felt the flexing of those mighty muscles under my hands as the griffin put as much distance between us and the ground as she could. 
 
    The ground was invisible to me as we flew. All I could see was the sky, with nothing stable to lock my eyes onto. 
 
    I craned my head to the side, straining to see the ground, but as I felt my weight shift slightly, I jerked myself back onto Coramir’s back, too nervous to risk falling off. 
 
    I decided to wait a little longer until I could become comfortable. That’s when I noticed a notification in my view. It had blended into the sky before, so I hadn’t seen it. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Flying Mount: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    I felt my muscles relax slightly, and it was almost, as if my body was taking over the task of flying, without me having to concentrate so hard. Just as well. I would have locked all my joints if it had gone on as it was for much longer. 
 
    The griffin turned her head. “I’m going to tilt slightly toward the right, so that you can see down below.” 
 
    Her shout carried over the wind in my ears. I nodded slightly and gripped tighter again. 
 
    Coramir tilted her body ever so slightly, and we started to turn. In between beats of her wings, I could see the ground beneath us. 
 
    As I tipped my head to the side, the wind whipped my hair in front of my face, stinging my eyes, but I was too nervous to reach up and move it. I flicked my head so that the hair was forced to the side and I could see. 
 
    Coramir tipped her body a little more, but I panicked and clenched my fists in her shoulders. She seemed to get the message and kept her body at a slight angle. 
 
    Down below us I could see swathes of long grass and weeds, broken by the odd tree, and by clumps of boulders. We were about a hundred feet above the ground, so everything was a little smaller. The tops of the trees were still out of reach. 
 
    The ground sped by as we flew, but with my high level of perception, I could still make out a stream in the distance to the north, where vegetation grew more thickly. The stream curled around to the east and ran quite close to my house behind us. That was good. That would solve the water issue, though I’d need a way of getting it to the crops as well. 
 
    Further to the east I saw the dark outline of a forest, with the trees growing more thickly the closer to the forest they got. 
 
    The ground everywhere was broken up by stones, some of them large boulders. 
 
    Coramir tilted her body to the other side, giving me a view of the west. There was a particularly thick clumping of boulders over that way. Some of the stones appeared to be part of an old ruin, and beside them was a deep black hole in the ground. I thought I spotted movement by the hole, but Coramir’s wing blocked my view, and by the time it dropped again, I couldn’t see anything moving. We’d have to investigate later. I did, however, get a notification. 
 
      
 
    Perception +1 
 
      
 
    I tapped the griffin’s shoulder, quickly putting my hand back where I could keep a grip. 
 
    Coramir turned her head to look at me. 
 
    “Can we pick up some wood and food?” I yelled. 
 
    She nodded and tipped her body toward the ground. 
 
    The landing was rough as my body was jolted back and forth, but I held on until Coramir stopped moving. As soon as I relaxed my grip, I tumbled off her back and spilled out on the ground. 
 
    Untangling my dress from around my knees, I got to my feet. I was shaking. 
 
    “How was your first flight, Kaetlyn?” The edges of the griffin’s beak shifted strangely, in what seemed like a smile. 
 
    “Exciting!” I said, keeping my tone positive. 
 
    “Really?” the griffin asked. 
 
    “All right, well it was also terrifying.” 
 
    Coramir chuckled. “I could tell. Your grip was like iron. Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    I smiled ruefully. No doubt I would, especially if I could increase the level of my new Flying Mount skill. 
 
    “What do you need us to collect?” Coramir asked. 
 
    I quickly got to foraging. I found some edible plants and mushrooms in and around the rocks and trees in the area. I didn’t have anything to carry them in, so I had to simply cradle everything in my dress, hoping I could get it all back without losing any. I thought of walking back to the house, but we were far away by this point, and I couldn’t see the building above the tall grass around us. 
 
    Coramir gathered some small logs so that I’d be able to make a fire. For tonight I would have to be content with boiling up a broth. I could work on gathering more food supplies tomorrow. 
 
    Once we had everything, I mounted Coramir’s back once more, and we flew back to the house. 
 
      
 
    Flying Mount +1 
 
      
 
    The second level in Flying Mount made holding on much easier, though I still didn’t feel safe taking a hand away to hold onto the herbs I’d gathered. I had to be content with pinning everything between my torso and Coramir’s back. 
 
    The griffin dropped the wood she was carrying in front of the house before landing. I managed to get off without tumbling this time, and we both approached the house. 
 
    Ozwald was circling in the air in front of the house, no doubt practicing. He landed as we did. “Good to see that you made it back safely.” 
 
    I nodded, still a little shaken by the experience of flying. 
 
    “She’s a natural,” Coramir said. “Kaetlyn still has a lot to learn, but I’ve never seen anyone catch on so quickly.” 
 
    I beamed. “You were a very gentle teacher, Coramir.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” the griffin said. 
 
    At that moment, my stomach rumbled. 
 
    “It sounds like you’d better get down to cooking,” Coramir said. “You’ve had a long day, I’m sure. Don’t worry about me—I caught something to eat after you set me free today.” 
 
    I was relieved by that. I suspected that the griffin would not be satisfied with an herbal broth. Ozwald, on the other hand, would eat anything I offered. I knew from his responses in Otto’s basement, that he liked my cooking. 
 
    “Let’s get settled then,” I said. “We’ll need a good sleep tonight. Tomorrow will be a busy day.” 
 
    As I settled in for the night, beneath the open ceiling in the greeting room, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Shelter found 
 
    Well, it’s not much, but at least it’s home.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up tangled in blankets on the floor. I pulled my head from the coverings enough to blink up at the ceiling. Or where a ceiling should have been. 
 
    Early morning sunlight streamed through the gaping hole in the roof above me. Through the hole I saw the edge of a long brightly colored wing pressed against the remaining tiles. 
 
    I stirred and sat up, scattering dust around me. It got in my nose, making me sneeze. 
 
    “You’re awake?” Coramir’s head poked through the hole in the roof, and she gathered her long wings together. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    I put a hand to my mouth as I yawned. “I did, thank you. Though I’m sure I’ll sleep better once I have a proper bed.” 
 
    “We’ll find something for that soon enough,” the griffin said. 
 
    I heard a noise to my right and looked up. Ozwald was perched on a shelf not far from my rudimentary sleeping place. 
 
    The owl fluttered his wings and opened his big eyes. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    I looked up at Coramir. 
 
    The griffin shook her head. “I didn’t see anything unusual in the night.” 
 
    “Did you get any sleep?” I asked. 
 
    Coramir smiled. “Don’t worry about me. I was able to let part of my brain sleep while the other part was keeping watch. It’s an old trick that some of us monsters can do when we need to guard the rest of the tribe for the night.” 
 
    “We’re most grateful to you, Coramir,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I added. “It’s good to know we don’t need to worry about being surprised while we sleep.” 
 
    “Who knows what could sneak up on us in this place otherwise,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    I glanced at him. “That’s true. After Elthloriel gave us no warning about the state of this estate, I don’t know what else I should be worried about.” 
 
    Coramir stretched her wings. “We can look into that later today. I’ll properly scout the property and ensure that there are no threats lurking.” 
 
    “That would be very kind of you,” I said as I got to my feet, trying to minimize my movements so as not to stir up more dust. I really needed to clean the house. 
 
      
 
    New Subquest! 
 
      
 
    Clean your house 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
    Not what you thought you got a magic system for? 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification and ignored its cheeky message, though looking around, I suspected it was right about the difficulty. “I think I’ll get breakfast going.” 
 
    Ozwald’s stomach rumbled, causing him to cover it with a wing. I suspected he was embarrassed, although his face would never show it. 
 
    I laughed. “You’re hungry, Ozwald?” 
 
    “Perhaps just a little, ma’am,” Ozwald replied. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll get something ready in no time.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before I had a fire crackling outside the house. I foraged some roots and cut them up, frying them until they were crispy. In another pot I was able to put together a sauce that went nicely with the fried vegetables. 
 
    As I was serving breakfast to Ozwald and myself, I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Cooking +1 
 
      
 
    I smiled with satisfaction. It was good to know that my magic system would help with practical matters as well. 
 
    While we ate, Coramir flew around the house and barn lifting stones and piling them up. It wasn’t easy for her to move them with her talons, but her powerful wings allowed her to get airborne and bring the stones closer together. 
 
    I wondered if we could repair the walls with Coramir’s help. Lifting the stones would be a very valuable form of assistance in that task. 
 
    As I thought about that, I got another notification. 
 
      
 
    New Subquest! 
 
    Repair the walls and roof of the house and barn 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: 20XP 
 
      
 
    We finished breakfast, and I washed the pots and plates in a bucket of water Coramir had fetched from the stream the night before. 
 
    “What’s first on your agenda today?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I took a look around me. The wreckage and mess threatened to overwhelm me, but I stayed focused and started counting off on my fingers. 
 
    “I’ll need to clean the house, repair the house, repair the barn, sort through the contents of the barn, remove the weeds, clear the ground, plant some crops, water the crops.” I almost ran out of breath, and as I named each task, a notification popped up with a subquest update. 
 
    “That sounds like plenty to begin with,” Ozwald remarked. “I will do my best to be of assistance.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ozwald. Though I’m not sure what you’ll be able to do.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can help with the cleaning.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I paused to think as I tried to imagine Ozwald with a bucket and mop. 
 
    Ozwald seemed to sense my hesitation. “If you give me something to dust with, I can get the shelves and corners up near the ceiling.” 
 
    The mention of dust concerned me. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. You’ll create a tornado of dust if you’re flying around in there.” 
 
    “Actually, I have an idea on that front. Have you considered wetting the entire house first?” 
 
    “Wetting it?” I echoed. “Won’t that just make it muddy?” 
 
    “Correct,” Ozwald confirmed. “But mud is easier to get rid of than dust, and the end result is much cleaner.” 
 
    “And you know this from your extensive experience as a maid?” I teased. 
 
    “Aha, not exactly, Kaetlyn.” Ozwald looked defensive. “I had plenty of time in Otto’s laboratory to observe, since I didn’t have anything else to do down there. Any time I watched you cleaning up a mess on the benches, if you had spilled liquid, it always came up cleaner.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting observation. In that case, I think we should try it and see how well it works.” 
 
    “Very good, my lady. I shall find some suitable plant material to use as a scrubbing device for myself. Perhaps you can ask Coramir to fetch the water for us.” 
 
    I did just that, and we began the difficult work of cleaning the house. Coramir doused the floors and walls with buckets of water, and then Ozwald and I scrubbed and swept, and then used more water to drive the muck out of the house. 
 
    There was plenty of sunlight and airflow coming in through the collapsed walls and roof, so the wet surfaces dried quickly, looking much cleaner than before. It didn’t take long for the air to become much more breathable. 
 
    I started to feel a little exhausted from scrubbing and carrying junk out of the house, but a short rest was enough for my stamina to refresh. I was carefully piling roof tiles outside. Some of the roof beams were also in good condition, and with Coramir’s help, I stacked them outside as well. 
 
    The rotten ones just had to be dropped in the field to decompose. Smashed roof tiles also had to be dumped in a pile. 
 
    Some of the crockery in the house was smashed, and had to be disposed of, but some of it was still intact. I put the good crockery to the side to be washed. Some of the furniture was also in good condition and would just need a bit of care to restore it. 
 
    Aside from the front parlor, where I’d slept the night before, the house had a bedroom, with the splintered remains of a bed frame but no mattress in sight. Then there was a kitchen with a woodfire stove and a long bench top. I’d be using this kitchen for more than just preparing food, at least until I got a laboratory of my own. 
 
    There was also a bathroom, with a half barrel and a sink. Both were coated in rust and grime. I’d be using the stream to wash until I could properly clean them both out. 
 
    And the last room was a large sort of dining room, with a small table and chairs near one end, but with plenty of space at the other end, where I could potentially put a couch for a more comfortable seating arrangement. 
 
    I moved the table out of the way and noticed a small pile of junk in one corner. I stooped to clear it all away. Most of it consisted of fallen roof tiles. But underneath the roof tiles stood a stone urn, which reached up to my knee. 
 
    “Ozwald, what’s this?” I called out as I knelt closer to examine the urn. 
 
    The owl fluttered over from where he’d been cleaning. His control when flying inside the house had markedly improved. 
 
    “Don’t touch that!” Ozwald called out in a sharp tone, arresting my fingers, which were about to brush the stone surface. 
 
    “Why not? What is it?” 
 
    “I believe that is a Soul Urn,” Ozwald said, flapping his wings and landing on the ground beside me. 
 
    “A Soul Urn? What is a Soul Urn? And how can you tell?” 
 
    “If it is indeed a Soul Urn, it should have runes carved on the outside.” Ozwald flapped his wings vigorously in front of him, creating a flurry of dust. 
 
    I coughed. “Ozwald! Could you warn me next time?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He inclined his head, sheepishly. “I got a bit carried away.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Let’s have a look.” I peered at the stone. “You were right—there are little carvings on the urn.” 
 
    “Those are runes, designed to trap a soul inside,” Ozwald explained. 
 
    “Trap a soul inside?” I echoed. “You mean a person’s soul? That doesn’t sound right, we should free the soul.” I reached out to touch the urn again. 
 
    “No no no no no!” Ozwald panicked and reached out a wing to stop me. 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling at how ineffective that was, but I stopped nevertheless and gave him a look, beckoning him to go on. 
 
    “Whatever was trapped inside the urn must have been put there for a reason. If you release it, you might unleash some terrible evil on the world.” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose you’re right, Ozwald.” 
 
    “I usually am.” The owl put a wing to his chest in feigned humility. 
 
    I frowned. “I still want to know what’s inside the urn. If someone has been unjustly imprisoned there, we should release them.” 
 
    “I agree. Just don’t touch the urn until you actually know what’s inside.” 
 
    “All right, I won’t.” 
 
    Ozwald appeared satisfied with that and fluttered off to finish the last of the cleaning. 
 
    As I mopped out the last of the dirty water and wrung out the mop, a notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    You have cleaned the house! 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification and was about to step back into the house to take another look around, when another notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Level Up! 
 
    You have reached Level 2! 
 
      
 
    I dismissed it with amusement. 
 
    “Ozwald,” I called out. “What does it mean to level up?” 
 
    Before Ozwald could reply, another notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    You have unlocked new classes. It’s time to make a selection. 
 
      
 
    Ordinary Alchemist 
 
    Use your skill with the cauldron to transmute substances and win friends and alliances. 
 
      
 
    Ordinary Forager 
 
    Find herbs and treasures in the wilds that no one else would think to discover. 
 
      
 
    Ordinary Healer 
 
    Cure ailments and repair wounds in exchange for wealth and respect. 
 
      
 
    I was scrolling through the list of classes offered to me, unsure which one would be the best choice. They all looked useful, and they each took advantage of my existing skills in some way, but none of them really offered what I’d been hoping for from a magic system. I had such vivid creative visions for my magic in the future, but none of these classes promised to allow me to explore those visions. 
 
    Finally I read the last class description. 
 
      
 
    Auramancer 
 
    You have brought out the potential in your new home—to go from dirty to clean. Learn to bring out the best in others all around you. 
 
      
 
    “Well that’s vague,” I muttered to myself. “Bring out the best in others.” 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Ozwald asked. He’d perched on the steps beside me while I was busy reading the class descriptions. I sat down so that he could read them as well. 
 
    Ozwald stared at the list and shook his head. “Auramancer. I haven’t heard that name in a long time.” 
 
    “What do you know about it?” I asked. “I remember reading about Auramancers in a very old tome once, but they were said not to have been seen for an age.” 
 
    “At least that long. When I was still acting as a guide many years ago, Auramancers were already the faintest of memories.” 
 
    “Why is my system recommending that class, then?” I wondered. “Surely if Auramancers died out, they couldn’t have been very useful.” I spoke my dread out loud, but secretly I was hoping that might not be true. 
 
    “It’s hard to be sure. I’ve heard so little about Auramancers. I’d completely forgotten about that class until today.” 
 
    We were interrupted by the arrival of Coramir. She settled on the ground in front of us, creating a disturbance in the air with the flapping of her wings. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “We’re simply investigating the options for my new class. The system has suggested Auramancer as an option.” 
 
    Coramir focused on the golden screen in front of my face. “So, this is what a magic system looks like.” 
 
    “Monsters don’t have them?” I blurted out my question, then put a hand to my mouth. “I’m sorry—do you call yourselves monsters, or is that an insult?” I knew that among humans, ‘monster’ was hardly a compliment. 
 
    Coramir smiled. “Don’t worry, the name doesn’t offend me. Many of our kind have taken to using the name for ourselves. There’s a certain power in wielding a name that causes such fear…” 
 
    I pondered the griffin’s words. “I will continue to use that name for you then as long as that is what you prefer.” 
 
    Coramir nodded. “I can tell you bear our kind no ill will. You may use that name for us freely. And no, in answer to your question, we don’t have visible magic systems like the elfoid folk.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “Then how do you increase your magical ability?” 
 
    Coramir laughed. “That’s like asking me how I grow, or how my muscles increase in strength. I don’t think about how to bring out the best in my body or mind, I simply use them, and the improvements happen of their own accord.” 
 
    Ozwald sat up straight at hearing the griffin’s words as did I. 
 
    “Bring out the best in your body or mind…” I repeated. 
 
    “Learn to bring out the best in others all around you,” Ozwald read aloud from my class selection screen. 
 
    Coramir tilted her head to the side. “I’m sorry, am I missing something?” 
 
    “Not at all.” I shook my head. “But you may have just given me a clue in making my decision. I just received some options for a class to select, and one of those is an Auramancer.” 
 
    “What does an Auramancer do?” Coramir asked. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure. But the description says it is about bringing out the best in others.” 
 
    Coramir furrowed her furry brow. “That sounds vague.” 
 
    “I know!” I said. “I can’t work out what the class would allow me to do. It just came up when I finished cleaning the house. Is it going to turn me into Elandria’s most powerful cleaning maid?” 
 
    Ozwald barely repressed a snort. “If I may, Kaetlyn, I should think the class has less to do with cleaning, and more to do with generally improving your environment. Cleaning the house was merely the trigger for the system to offer you a class for which you are already clearly suited.” 
 
    “What makes you say I’m suited to be an Auramancer?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald spread his wings in front of him in a gesture suggesting that the answer was obvious. “You’ve been improving things ever since you started working for Otto.” 
 
    “Aww thanks, Ozwald. I know you didn’t like it much living with that old alchemist, but I’m not sure what that has to do with my magic system.” 
 
    Ozwald waved his wing to dismiss what I was saying. “Of course, you did improve things in a general sense in Otto’s laboratory, but I am speaking more specifically.” 
 
    “What are you referring to?” 
 
    “You improved the potions that you brewed.” Ozwald started counting off feathers on one wing. “You improved the state of the laboratory, maintaining a clean work area. You improved that herb that you attempted to enhance in the woods. Well, after a fashion…” 
 
    I chuckled as Ozwald appeared to ruefully remember the thorns that he’d landed on. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” I said, hardly daring to believe the hope that was rising inside me. “Do you think that means becoming an Auramancer would allow me to perform those tasks even better? Could I learn to magically enhance crops as I’ve been trying to do for so long?” 
 
    “That is what I’m suggesting. And possibly more, though we can’t be sure without testing to see what the class allows you to do.” 
 
    I stared at the selection screen, pondering my options. 
 
    “If I may interrupt,” Coramir said. “You mentioned other class options? What are they?” 
 
    I sighed as I read them out. “Alchemist, forager, or healer.” 
 
    “Those are certainly respectable choices,” Coramir said. 
 
    “I know. I just can’t help thinking I could be capable of so much more. But what if Auramancer does turn out to be a poor choice? What if there’s a reason the Auramancer class was forgotten?” 
 
    Ozwald spoke up. “If the class does do what I suspect it does, I would suggest that the reason it died out was not so much because it was useless as because people didn’t understand how to use it, or didn’t care to learn.” 
 
    “And you think I could learn to use it?” 
 
    “You’ve always had a gift for seeing room for improvement in the systems others have handed down,” Ozwald reminded me. “The alchemical recipes were a good example of that.” 
 
    “Do you think I can try the class out and then change it later if it doesn’t suit me?” 
 
    Ozwald shook his head. “I knew one student who tried that once, and the cost for him to choose a different class later on was prohibitive. I hardly think you need worry about that, however. The system has offered this class to you because you have already demonstrated a particular aptitude for the work of an Auramancer.” 
 
    Encouraged by Ozwald’s words, I leaned forward. My finger hovered in front of the Auramancer class. I didn’t need to physically touch the menu option to select it, but for such a momentous occasion, it felt right to confirm my choice this way. 
 
    I looked over alchemist, forager, and healer once more. Each of these classes promised some of the work I’d enjoyed the most as an apprentice, but it also cut me off from other possibilities, and I couldn’t bear the thought of being so restricted. I just had a feeling that Auramancers wouldn’t have such limits. With a vague description also came fewer restrictions. 
 
    “Here goes,” I whispered. I felt a tingle in my finger as it touched the Auramancer description. 
 
    The whole screen flashed a more brilliant gold and disappeared. 
 
    Another notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Discover what the forgotten Auramancer class allows you to do 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
    This is a compound quest. The reward may be earned more than once as you gain new knowledge. 
 
      
 
    That was a new sort of quest. I wondered how a compound quest was supposed to work. I was also eager to see what my new class allowed me to do. Before I could try anything out, however, a low rumbling sound came from the field, and it became obvious that some disturbance was making its way through the long grass toward us. 
 
    About half a dozen large rocks rolled onto the ground in front of the house, forcing Coramir to hop to the side and out of the way. 
 
    Then the rocks stood up on stumpy stone legs. My heart seized in my chest as eyelids suddenly opened, and they glared at us with their strange eyes.  
 
    Before I could do anything, the foremost rock brandished a stone wand. 
 
    Were we being attacked by animated boulders? 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stone creatures all gathered in a circle facing each other, as if Ozwald, Coramir and I didn’t exist. Their weathered and pockmarked round bodies looked like giant eggs on short legs. 
 
    The only flexible joints they had were their stumpy arms, though I suspected that these weren’t used for wielding weapons. The only threat they appeared to pose was of throwing the weight of their chunky bodies against their opponents. 
 
    “What do we do now?” one of the stone creatures asked. “We didn’t expect an elf in the big rock pile.” 
 
    The creature’s head had a large flat spot. It looked like a chunk had been knocked off the side of his head. 
 
    His voice was thick and gravelly. I had to strain to understand, but a Creature Communication level of Intermediate 2 allowed me to pick up what the voice was saying. 
 
    The largest of the creatures, the one brandishing the thick stone wand, replied. “That’s not an elf. That creature is a human. See, its ears are round.” 
 
    “Human schmuman,” the creature with the chipped head answered. “It looks like an elf to me, that’s close enough. So what do we do about it?” 
 
    “Maybe we can trap it in the rock pile,” another creature volunteered. 
 
    I looked around me. Were they referring to my house as a rock pile? Technically that was correct, but I didn’t know how they meant to trap me in there. 
 
    “The elf isn’t the only problem though,” the other stone creature said. “What do we do about the big dog with wings over there?” 
 
    The creature with the wand sighed, a deep gravelly sigh. “That’s a griffin, not a dog. And you’d be wise not to piss it off. If it has wings, it can fly.” 
 
    I wanted to interrupt their plans of trapping me and attacking Coramir before it was too late, but I also needed more information about these stone creatures. If only there was some way of getting that information from my system. 
 
    I stared at the leader of the little circle intently. A little message popped up above its head. 
 
      
 
    Stone Golem 
 
    Matriarch of the stone golems 
 
    Level 4 
 
    Active Abilities: 
 
    Crushing Charge: Intermediate 1 
 
    Petrify: Beginner 5 
 
      
 
    You have acquired a new skill! 
 
    Evaluate: Beginner 2 
 
    Evaluate will scale with your level, allowing you to evaluate creatures 5 levels or less above your own 
 
      
 
    Well, that was handy. I glanced over at the other creatures, and they were all listed as Lesser Stone Golems. None of them had Petrify as an ability, but they all had Crushing Charge. I assumed the wand was what allowed the matriarch to cast Petrify. 
 
    Out of curiosity, I glanced to the side and tried evaluating Ozwald. 
 
      
 
    Ozwald 
 
    Wise Owl 
 
    Level ?? 
 
    Active Abilities: 
 
    Unknown 
 
      
 
    “That is not considered polite, my lady,” Ozwald whispered. “You should generally ask permission before evaluating other sentient beings.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Thank you, I’ll bear that in mind next time.” 
 
    “Nothing for it but to crush them all then.” That was the golem with the chipped head, who’d insisted that I was an elf. 
 
    It was time for me to intervene. 
 
    “Hello,” I called out, standing on the edge of the top step. 
 
    A series of gasps rumbled through the circle of golems, and they all turned to face me. 
 
    “It speaks.” That was the golem who’d suggested trapping me in the house. 
 
    “I do speak,” I responded. 
 
    Their eyes all went round as they stared. 
 
    “I didn’t know elves could talk,” said the one with the chipped head, who kept calling me an elf. 
 
    The matriarch sighed. 
 
    “My name is Kaetlyn, and I am the custodian of this estate. If you come in peace, you are welcome on my estate as visitors.” 
 
    “Should we talk to it?” one of the other golems asked. 
 
    They all turned back into their circle and conferred in whispers. 
 
    “Maybe we should crush it to death,” said the golem with the chunk missing from his head. “It is intelligent enough to speak. It must be far more dangerous than the dumb elves who can’t speak.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the matriarch acknowledged. “But we don’t know what the human wants.” 
 
    “You keep insisting that it is a human,” the chipped golem complained. He turned to look up at me. “What are you?” he shouted. 
 
    “Don’t be so rude!” the matriarch scolded. “We don’t know what powers it has.” 
 
    “I am a human,” I replied. 
 
    “See!” the matriarch hissed. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” the other golem replied. 
 
    “If you could do me the courtesy of introducing yourselves, that would be much appreciated,” I said, trying my best to keep my language polite and formal. I didn’t want to upset half a dozen rolling boulders who might smash my house, or worse. 
 
    The matriarch turned back to face me. “My apologies, I did not realize that you could communicate with us, or I would have introduced myself sooner. My name is Medusa, and this is my tribe of golems.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you all,” I said. 
 
    A notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Creature Communication +1 
 
      
 
    “The pleasure is mutual, I’m sure,” Medusa rumbled back at me. “And may I ask, how did you come to speak our tongue?” 
 
    “Exactly how, I’m not sure,” I said. “But Creature Communication is one of my strongest magical abilities.” 
 
    “We have never heard an elfoid creature speak our language,” Medusa said. “I am impressed.” 
 
    “So, we don’t crush the elf?” the golem with the chipped head asked, impatiently. 
 
    Medusa sighed. “For the last time, she is a human, and no, we are not going to crush her, nor her pile of rocks.” 
 
    The chipped golem kicked the dirt and mumbled. 
 
    Medusa looked up at me. “Please excuse Hengus, he is a little overzealous when it comes to defending our tribe, but he has been a faithful assistant to me for many years now.” 
 
    I smiled. “No harm done, I can understand his suspicion. So, tell me, what brings you to my estate?” 
 
    “We had to flee our homes, only two long darknesses ago,” Medusa explained. “The elves who attacked our dungeon killed or captured many of our folk, and we only narrowly escaped.” 
 
    “Long darknesses?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “I suspect the golems are referring to nighttime, my lady,” Ozwald whispered. “If these creatures typically live underground, they will be unfamiliar with the cycle of day and night.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you escaped the elves,” Coramir interjected. 
 
    The golems turned to her in surprise. 
 
    “Did you get captured?” Medusa asked. 
 
    Coramir nodded. “I was auctioned off to be sold to the elves as a slave.” 
 
    The golems gasped. I could almost feel the rumble of their low voices from where I stood. 
 
    “Then how did you get free?” Medusa asked, wonder in her voice. 
 
    Coramir inclined her head in my direction. “Kaetlyn rescued me.” 
 
    Another gasp. 
 
    “Maybe the human isn’t so bad after all,” I heard Hengus muttering. 
 
    “What will you all do now that you’ve escaped?” I asked. 
 
    “We need shelter.” Medusa stated this, as if it was obvious. 
 
    “Shelter…?” I echoed, unsure if I’d heard right. 
 
    “Well we can’t just live out here under the stars,” Medusa said. “We need protection from the elements.” 
 
    “But…you’re rocks,” I blurted out, before I could stop myself. 
 
    I knew I’d messed up when I heard a collective huff. Medusa frowned and put her stumpy arms to her … well, where her hips would have been if she’d had hips. 
 
    “We’re stone golems,” she said. “And who led you to believe we just lie about on the ground like those rocks over there? Did your mother teach you nothing about how other monster breeds live?” 
 
    I had the feeling she’d forgotten that I was a human. “My mother died when I was young,” I said. 
 
    Medusa’s mouth fell open. “Oh, I’m so sorry my dear, I shouldn’t have assumed. Well, I suppose that explains why you are so uneducated.” 
 
    I bit back a rude retort. Then I bit back the explanation that I’d read more books than these golems had ever laid eyes on, and was hardly uneducated. 
 
    Instead I swallowed my pride and went for the diplomatic approach. “What do you need shelter from?” I asked. 
 
    “From wind and rain, mostly,” Medusa explained. She looked mollified. 
 
    I looked at the field in front of me. “Those rocks look fine in this weather.” 
 
    “Fine?” Hengus interrupted. “They look fine to you? They’re withered fragments!” 
 
    “Now, now Hengus,” Medusa said. “She’s clearly never seen a healthy rock before, you can’t hold that against her.” 
 
    Hengus grumbled. 
 
    Medusa looked up at me. “Those rocks have been weathered and worn by the wind and the rain. If we’re not careful, we’ll suffer the same fate in only a few years. You see that chip on Hengus’s head?” 
 
    I nodded. Hengus scowled. 
 
    “One of the elves got him with the side of a mace,” Medusa explained. “If he’d been lying out here in the open air for a few years, that blow might have been the death of him.” 
 
    “Pooff!” Hengus made a shattering motion with his fingers. 
 
    I stifled a laugh. “I didn’t realize how damaging the weather could be for your folk,” I said. “What kind of shelter do you need?” 
 
    “It must be underground,” Medusa said. 
 
    “To protect us from sun and wind,” Hengus interjected. 
 
    “Yes, I was getting to that, Hengus,” Medusa said. “You’re so impatient.” 
 
    “I can’t help that the human knows nothing about a golem shelter,” Hengus retorted. 
 
    Medusa sighed. “The entrance will have to be on a slope, to prevent rain from rushing down into the cavern. And we will need plenty of stones to line the floor.” 
 
    “We don’t like living in dirt,” Hengus explained. 
 
    “But don’t you have a problem with trampling on other stones?” I asked. It might have been a naive question, but I was curious and couldn’t help myself. 
 
    Hengus huffed. “Is the lady stupid? For the last time, we’re not rocks. Rocks can’t talk and they can’t think, so no, we don’t have a problem trampling on them.” 
 
    “A little more gently next time, dear,” Medusa admonished. “She was only asking.” 
 
    Hengus crossed his stumpy arms and glared. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I have a suitable hill on my estate,” I said. “But if I do, I will happily offer it to you in exchange for some help with my own shelter.” 
 
    “I can scout to have a look for you, Kaetlyn,” Coramir offered. “I was going to have a closer look at the property anyway.” 
 
    “That would be very kind of you,” I said. 
 
    Coramir took off, startling the golems with a swirl of dust. I noticed that none of them coughed though. Perhaps they were used to dust, living underground. Or perhaps they didn’t need to breathe. 
 
    “I have some tools for digging,” I explained to Medusa, after Coramir had left. “If we find a suitable location, I’m sure I can help you with excavating a suitable cavern.” 
 
    “If I may, my lady,” Ozwald interjected. “It would not be wise to expend so much of your energy on such taxing labor.” 
 
    The golems looked up at the owl with curious eyes for the first time. 
 
    “The human is friends with a bird,” Hengus muttered. 
 
    “Maybe that means we can trust her,” Medusa added. 
 
    “Maybe,” Hengus conceded. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how the golems had missed seeing Ozwald before, but then they had been rather focused on deciding whether or not to barricade me in my own home. 
 
    “I don’t intend on digging out an entire cave by myself,” I replied to Ozwald. “But I’m sure I can offer some assistance.” 
 
    “And what kind of help would you be needing in return?” Medusa asked, glancing around her. 
 
    “Help with reconstructing my own dwelling.” I gestured behind me. “I too need protection from the elements.” 
 
    Medusa nodded, appraising the run down building behind me. “The house is in need of repairs,” she murmured thoughtfully. 
 
    “We’re to become construction workers?” Hengus complained. “We’ve always been warriors.” 
 
    “That was before the elves destroyed our home, Hengus, you know that,” Medusa replied. “And if this human is prepared to offer us a new home, and she has already rescued another monster, I think we can safely trust her. She deserves our help in return.” 
 
    Hengus muttered again, but I suspected it was more to save face than anything. His scowl looked distinctly half-hearted this time. 
 
    Medusa looked up at me. “Our people do have some skill in working with stone. I can see that that will be necessary to repair your home. As you can see, we are very short though. We won’t be able to reach the heights of this dwelling.” 
 
    “I’ll see if we can make some sort of structure to allow you to reach those parts of the walls,” I said. I’d seen men in my village plenty of times using wooden structures around the houses to allow them to work on the upper walls and roofs. I was sure we could do something similar here. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Medusa said. “If you can offer us a shelter, we will help you to repair your dwelling.” 
 
    At that moment Coramir swooped in, stirring up another cloud of dust and startling the golems once more. 
 
    As she folded her wings, she spoke, hardly out of breath after her flight. “I have found a suitable hill a short way to the east of here,” she said. “It is not far from the entrance to your property.” 
 
    That was even better. I might be able to persuade the golems to act as guards for me in the future. 
 
    “And are there stones readily available?” Medusa asked. 
 
    “Plenty,” Coramir assured them. 
 
    “Then it’s a deal,” I said. “Medusa, I would like to offer you and your people shelter on my estate.” 
 
    The golems cheered lustily, their deep voices reverberating across the fields. 
 
    Two notifications popped up in my vision. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Help the golems build a shelter 
 
    Reward: increased golem loyalty 
 
      
 
    Golem tribe: +30 loyalty 
 
    The golem tribe’s loyalty to you is now 30/100 
 
      
 
    The golems are especially grateful for your kindness in their time of need. They will assist you as far as they are able in reconstructing your new home.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I gave Coramir some tools to carry for me for digging in the hillside. I flew on her back out to the hill she had mentioned as I wanted to practice my Flying Mount ability. 
 
    Coramir circled back a few times so that the golems would be able to follow. Ozwald also flew, though considerably closer to the ground than Coramir, and less steadily. 
 
    The golems all tucked in their arms and legs and rolled along the ground at high speed. I watched them go and realized that they could really do some damage if they decided to charge an enemy. 
 
    It didn’t take us long to reach the hill that Coramir had mentioned. It was not far from the drive that Elthloriel’s servant had taken us in on. 
 
    “Are you satisfied with this location?” Coramir asked as I unsteadily slid off her back to the ground. 
 
    “I am,” I said, smoothing out my dress and inspecting the surrounding area. “It looks quite defensible.” 
 
    “That was my thought as well,” Coramir said. “As one of the airborne defenders in my dungeon, I’m used to thinking about such things.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” I said. “Perhaps you’ll be able to advise me on other decisions like this in the future.” 
 
    “Of course,” Coramir agreed. 
 
    At that moment Ozwald came in for a landing. I brushed my hair away from my shoulder and turned my head to ensure that he had room to land. His claws latched onto the leather patch on my shoulder, but all the same he nearly toppled off. 
 
    “You’re getting better at landing,” I said. 
 
    “Flying is still exhausting though,” Ozwald complained, out of breath. “But thank you. I’m pleased with my progress too.” 
 
    Then the golems arrived, barreling through the grass and popping onto their feet in one smooth motion. 
 
    “This is the spot then?” Medusa asked. 
 
    “It is,” I said. “I hope you like it.” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” Medusa gave me a big craggy smile. The other golems murmured approval as well. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Let’s get to work then.” 
 
    I’d never dug anything larger than holes in the garden for planting, let alone a cave, but I figured there was only one way to start. I grabbed a shovel from where Coramir had deposited the tools and thrust it into the dirt in the middle of the hillside. 
 
    “I’ll let you work,” Ozwald said. He took off from my shoulder and flew over to Coramir, landing on her back to watch. 
 
    It took some effort to get through the grass, but once I got past it, the shovel sank into the earth nicely. Levering the shovel up again to break the grass that was trapping it took more effort, however. 
 
    Medusa quickly noticed my predicament. “We need to get the grass out of the way of the entrance,” she said to the other golems. 
 
    I expected them to grab the scythe or another tool from my collection, but instead they all walked straight up to the spot where I was standing and just started grabbing fistfuls of grass with their stumpy arms to yank out of the ground. Dirt and plant matter flew everywhere. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a patch of earth several feet across was cleared. It looked a bit ugly, having been created so haphazardly, but I was sure that would be fixed once we’d dug the cavern itself. 
 
    Digging was much easier with the grass removed. I scooped whole shovelfuls of dirt out of the ground and tossed it behind me. The golems jumped in and helped, scraping the dirt out with their hands and flinging it onto the growing pile. 
 
    “You will need some way to dispose of all that dirt,” Ozwald commented as he watched. 
 
    I took a quick break from digging and looked behind me. After only a few minutes, the pile reached my knees already. We were going to have a second hill in front of the first one if we weren’t careful. I suspected the golems didn’t really want a hill of dirt right in front of the entrance to their home. 
 
    “Perhaps we can use the dirt elsewhere for the garden,” I said. 
 
    “That was my thought as well,” Ozwald said. “The ground in some places is considerably harder than it is here.” 
 
    “How are we going to get it there though?” I shuddered at the thought of carrying one shovelful at a time across the fields. 
 
    “Maybe I can be of assistance,” Coramir offered. “If you’re able to make some kind of large scoop, I can carry large amounts of dirt.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find,” I said. If there was a scoop like that in the barn, or a barrel, or anything of the kind, we could fill it up and Coramir could fly it to where we needed it. 
 
    I would check the barn soon. For the time being, I kept digging, finding a patch for myself where I wouldn’t hit any golem arms with the shovel by mistake. 
 
    As we dug, Ozwald practiced his flying skills and scouted the nearby area as he couldn’t help in any other way. Coramir left to fetch buckets of water for us to drink, which was just as well as I was quickly growing tired. 
 
    The golems didn’t let up, however, continuing to furiously scoop out dirt, as if they’d only just started. 
 
    “Tell me more about the dungeon,” I said to Medusa as she was working beside me. “What was it like living there?” 
 
    Medusa glanced up from her work and frowned. “You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head. A few loose strands of hair fell into my eyes. They were damp with sweat, and stuck to my forehead as I pushed them back. 
 
    “I only arrived in Elandria yesterday,” I said, between breaths. 
 
    “So, you’ve never been in a dungeon before?” Medusa asked. 
 
    “Nope. Isn’t a dungeon like a prison?” That’s what I’d read about the term ‘dungeon’ in my studies. “That doesn’t sound like a very nice place to live.” 
 
    Medusa was just about to answer when I cut her off with a sigh. “Does this mean I’m going to have to rescue all the monsters in the dungeons as well as the ones who get captured by the elves?” 
 
    Medusa stopped her work for a moment. “You have a good heart, don’t you? You would really consider rescuing all the monsters in the dungeons if they needed it?” 
 
    “Ah… well… I…” That task sounded ambitious even for me. 
 
    “It seems we chose well in trusting you, Kaetlyn,” Medusa said. 
 
    I saw a notification. 
 
      
 
    Medusa the Matriarch: +10 loyalty 
 
    Medusa the Matriarch’s loyalty to you is now 40/100 
 
    She is impressed by your goodwill 
 
      
 
    “Life in a dungeon is complicated,” Medusa began. “It could be a grueling life, defending the dungeon from attackers every day, never knowing what new tortures the adventurers might have cooked up for us.” 
 
    “So, wait, do you actually attack adventurers when they enter the dungeons, or is that just one of those scary stories people make up to paint monsters in a bad light?” I had to ask. For all I knew, monsters might have been pacifists. 
 
    Several golems laughed. 
 
    “Oh, we attack them,” Medusa said. “That’s part of our job.” 
 
    “Your job?” I asked. 
 
    “We were hired by the dungeon lords to protect the treasures of the dungeons. Or at least, our ancestors were hired. We simply inherited the contract,” Medusa scowled. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Ozwald descending toward the hillside. He settled on the upper side, careful to stay clear of flying dirt. 
 
    “Who are the dungeon lords?” I asked. 
 
    Medusa shrugged. Or rather, she put her hands up in a gesture indicating that she didn’t know. She had no shoulders to shrug with. 
 
    “None of us have ever seen the dungeon lords,” she said. “But they must be powerful beings to have control over so many dungeons.” 
 
    “More powerful than elves?” I asked. 
 
    “Much more powerful,” Medusa assured me. 
 
    “I thought elves were the most powerful beings there were,” I said. 
 
    Ozwald snorted. “I’m sure the elves would love you to believe that they are the most powerful beings in existence. Unfortunately for them, they are not.” 
 
     My worldview had just been shattered. 
 
    “So, these dungeon lords want you to protect the treasures in the dungeons,” I said. 
 
    Medusa nodded, which looked like her whole body bobbing back and forth. “Before monsters were hired, the adventurers used to pilfer all the treasures a dungeon had to offer. The dungeon would be depleted and would run out of resources, causing the whole thing to decay.” 
 
    “I can see why that would be a problem,” I remarked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Medusa said. “So, we protect the treasures and ensure that adventurers can only ever acquire a small amount every time they visit. That allows the dungeon to replenish its resources. But the price for us is high.” 
 
    “You have to pay to live in the dungeon?” I was shocked. That would have been like Otto forcing me to pay to work for him. 
 
    But Medusa’s face was grim. “We don’t pay money. The price for us is getting killed by the adventurers, or worse, getting captured.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” I said. “Getting captured is worse than getting killed?” 
 
    “It’s more permanent,” Medusa said. 
 
    Hengus paused in his ferocious digging. “We’ve never heard back from a monster that gets captured. We don’t know what happens to them, but we do hear them screaming as the elves drag them off.” 
 
    “That’s awful.” I put a hand to my mouth as I tried to block out the images that Hengus’ words conjured up. 
 
    “We’re like one big family down there,” Hengus went on. “It’s not right, carrying us off to be sold.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “That’s why I want to put a stop to it. But wait, you said that getting captured is more permanent than getting killed. I thought getting killed was pretty permanent.” 
 
    “I suppose if you consider sleep to be permanent then it is,” Medusa said. “But we come back the next day, so it’s not nearly as permanent as getting captured.” 
 
    “You come back the next day?” I echoed. 
 
    “Well yeah,” Hengus responded. “The dungeon regenerates us.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. It’s not like that in our world, here, I mean.” 
 
    “What happens when you die here?” Medusa asked. 
 
    “We dig a hole in the ground and bury you in there and no one ever sees you again.” I pointed at the ground as I spoke. 
 
    “No regeneration?” Hengus asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “That is troubling news,” Medusa said. “From now on, all of you are to take care not to get killed.” 
 
    The other golems murmured assent. 
 
    “So, you weren’t afraid of dying when you were in the dungeons?” I asked. 
 
    “Not as afraid,” Medusa said. “Getting killed was still painful.” 
 
    “Dying hurts like you wouldn’t believe,” Hengus interjected. “And getting regenerated is about ten times worse. The headache can last for a week.” 
 
    “I guess that explains why you escaped the dungeons,” I remarked. 
 
    “It does,” Medusa agreed. “After so many other monsters were being captured, we just didn’t want to stick around and see if we would be next.” 
 
    “I hope to be able to rescue as many of those monsters as I’m able to,” I said. 
 
    “We would be honored to help you when the time comes,” Medusa replied. 
 
    “I would be glad of your help,” I said. “But you mentioned a contract earlier. The dungeon lords obligated you to stay in the dungeons to defend them. What will they do now that you’ve escaped?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure.” Medusa’s stony brows furrowed in worry. “Our forebears passed down stories, warning us that we would not survive the madness long if we ventured into the outside world.” 
 
    “Madness?” I asked. 
 
    “We suffer from madness in the presence of intruders,” Medusa said. 
 
    “Makes us go crazy and attack anything that moves,” Hengus added. 
 
    “But that only happens when you’re in the dungeon, right?” I asked. 
 
    Medusa shook her head, well, her whole body. “We encountered a small patrol of elves yesterday, out in the fields, and we lost control.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “We all simply rolled toward them as fast as we could and broke their limbs, before continuing on our way,” Medusa explained matter of factly. 
 
    I gasped. “What will happen to the elves?” 
 
    Medusa waved a stumpy hand in dismissal. “They were within sight of the city walls. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You got sympathy for the elves?” Hengus asked, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Not particularly.” I held up my free hand defensively. “I just don’t like the thought of them lying in the fields to die. They might be cruel, but they still don’t deserve a fate like that.” 
 
    “Hmmph.” Hengus kept on digging. 
 
    I sensed that we might have a disagreement when it came to hurting elves, but I could understand where the golems were coming from. 
 
    “So, the madness is still with you,” I confirmed. “Why didn’t you attack me when you saw me then?” 
 
    Medusa put a hand where her chin would have been. “I’m not totally sure about that. Might be that you don’t have malice or aggression in your heart.” 
 
    I reddened. “That’s such a nice thing to say to me.” 
 
    Medusa chuckled. “It’s hardly flattery. You meet the bare minimum of moral decency.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “Still, I’m glad none of you went crazy and flattened me.” 
 
    “I’m glad of it too,” Medusa said. “I have a feeling our cooperation will bear good fruit in time.” 
 
    “I think so too.” I started shoveling dirt again. “What will you all be doing once you have made a shelter then?” 
 
    “Finding a way back home,” Hengus said. 
 
    “Home?” I asked. 
 
    “Legends tell of the home our ancestors came from,” Medusa explained. “If we can find a way back there, we may be able to end the contract the dungeon lords formed with us, and we will be safe from the elves.” 
 
    “The elves can’t find you there?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s in another realm,” Medusa said. “Far away from here.” 
 
    “You won’t be staying here then?” That would spoil my plan of using their help on my estate and to rescue the other monsters. I couldn’t blame them for escaping to a safe place though. 
 
    “We would almost be tempted to stay here,” Medusa said. 
 
    “If only this damn madness could be cured,” Hengus added. “The madness is terrible to experience.” 
 
    “I wonder if there is a way to cure it,” I mused. 
 
    A notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Cure the golems’ madness 
 
    Reward: Complete loyalty 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Yet another task to add to my list, which was growing quite long by now. I’d have to see if there was a way to cure the madness before the golems got fed up and left for their old realm. 
 
    “Kaetlyn, take the bucket,” a voice called from above my head. 
 
    I looked up and saw Coramir dangling a bucket of cool water over me. I reached up and took hold of the handle, allowing Coramir to let go and land near the digging site. 
 
    I took a long draft of water, refreshing my parched throat. I dipped my hands in and splashed some over my face and neck as well. 
 
    My dress was dusty and beginning to stick, but there wasn’t enough water to cool my whole body down. I urgently needed to head into town for some more shopping. 
 
    The golems shook their heads as I offered them water. 
 
    “We don’t need food or water,” Medusa explained. “We get nutrients simply from standing on solid ground under the earth.” 
 
    It seemed being made of stone had some benefits. 
 
    Ozwald on the other hand, did take me up on the offer, and perched on the side of the bucket, sipping up as much water through his beak as he could manage, and then splashing more of it over his body with his wings. 
 
    As we kept working, I thought more about what the golems had told me of life in the dungeons. The thought that any of these creatures could be possessed by madness was troubling, though at least it would only occur if intruders were present. 
 
    “Coramir, did you, I mean, do you experience madness?” I asked. “Dungeon madness, or whatever you call it?” 
 
    Coramir nodded. “I see the golems have explained it to you. Yes, I experience it when raiders or hunters are present, or really just elves in general. Most people bring it on actually.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go mad in the marketplace when I freed you then?” I asked. 
 
    Coramir fixed her red eyes on me, startled. “You couldn’t tell? I was raging.” 
 
    “You were?” 
 
    “It took all my strength to fly out of that place. I was so close to ripping that slaver’s head off, followed by the elf who tried to buy me.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize,” I said. “I just saw you fly away.” 
 
    “I knew that that was my only chance at getting to safety,” Coramir said. “But it’s not what I wanted to do.” 
 
    She wrapped her wings around her as though she was cold, though the sun still beat down on us relentlessly. 
 
    I could see this was a sensitive topic for the griffin, which I easily understood. Thinking of being back in the village, berated by one villager or another for not working hard enough, would be enough to make me go quiet too. 
 
    We pressed on with digging, but it was getting harder for me to work with a shovel alongside the golems. Medusa expertly directed her people in widening the hole, which was by now turning into a tunnel with a shallow slope. 
 
    So, I stepped out of the tunnel and got out of the way. 
 
    As the tunnel was taking shape, I could see that it was very low. It was three feet deep already, but also only three feet from top to bottom. The golems could easily reach the ceiling and keep scraping dirt down, which periodically showered their heads, but it was far too low for me to enter. 
 
    “Doesn’t the tunnel need to be higher?” I asked. 
 
    “What for?” Medusa countered. “It’s high enough for us to enter, and no one else. We have no need of extra space. This is actually a better arrangement than the dungeon we lived in.” 
 
    I shrugged. That seemed like sound reasoning. 
 
    “It’s slow work though,” Medusa said. “At this rate, it will take several days for us to excavate a living chamber, not to mention any other rooms we might want.” 
 
    “What sort of other rooms could you need?” I asked, intrigued about what golems might get up to in their spare time. 
 
    “I’m not entirely certain yet,” Medusa replied. “But there are legends that say our ancestors used to be skilled in much more than simply bowling over enemies. Such tasks as crafting with stone are mentioned.” 
 
    “But we can’t do crafting anymore,” Hengus said. His voice was muffled over the scoops of dirt he was piling out behind him, so I had to strain to hear him. 
 
    I walked over and started scooping the dirt out behind them with the shovel. 
 
    “We can’t do crafting at the moment, that’s true,” Medusa said. “But now that we have time to do more than just defend our homes from invaders, we might be able to learn.” 
 
    Now that was something I’d be interested to see. 
 
    “Our people also used to be able to dig much more quickly,” Medusa said. “When we first arrived in the dungeons, they were sometimes as small as a single chamber. With our help they grew to massive proportions.” 
 
    “I didn’t know your people were involved in the shaping of the dungeons,” Coramir said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Medusa said. “The original stone golems transformed the dungeons from functional caverns into splendid underground palaces.” 
 
    “I had no idea they were so magnificent,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, you should see them then,” Medusa said. 
 
    “You won’t believe your eyes,” Hengus huffed. 
 
    “I too have heard tales of their brilliance,” Ozwald added. He was still preening himself above the tunnel, and now he had to peer down to even see the golems underneath the hillside. 
 
    “Maybe one day I will see them,” I said. “But you said you’re not as capable of digging as your ancestors were?” 
 
    Medusa nodded. “We’ve lost some of their abilities. Now the only skill left to most of us is Crushing Charge. And we’ve lost physical traits as well.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    Medusa held up her stumpy arms with a look of disgust. “Our hands and arms have shrunk, for one thing. And our legs used to be longer, giving our bodies far more flexibility.” 
 
    “So, your bodies have shrunk over time?” I asked. 
 
    “They have. Our bodies have evolved to be smaller and more compact, designed for combat and nothing else.” Medusa’s voice was heavy. 
 
    “At least it means your cave doesn’t need to be as big,” I offered, trying to be helpful. “So, it shouldn’t take as long to dig.” 
 
    Medusa shook her head. “The hands on some of our forebears’ bodies were the size of shovels. They could have dug a tunnel twice this size in half the time.” 
 
    “Can you get any of those traits back?” I asked. 
 
    Medusa shook her head. “Evolution is a slow process, spanning over generations. It would take decades for golems to develop the bodies we used to have, and only in the perfect conditions.” 
 
    “Did you say evolution?” I asked. 
 
    Medusa raised a stony eyebrow. “I did. Why?” 
 
    “No matter,” I mumbled, hardly paying attention. There was a blinking icon in the corner of my vision. I focused on it, and a notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Auramancer’s Toolkit 
 
    Evolution Available: 
 
    Upgrade the hand size of Lesser Stone Golems

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I took a few steps away from the dig site and stared at the notification for a few moments. I felt a mixture of apprehension and excitement in my stomach. So, this was one of the new skills available to me as an Auramancer? 
 
    Ozwald must have noticed me standing there with a golden screen in front of my face. He flew over and landed on my shoulder. 
 
    “I just got this notification after talking to the golems about the skills their ancestors used to have,” I indicated the screen as I spoke. 
 
    “Auramancer’s Toolkit,” Ozwald read aloud. He studied the screen intently. 
 
    “Does this mean I can enhance the bodies of the golems?” I asked. 
 
    “It would appear that way,” Ozwald said. “I’m afraid I’ve never seen such a message, however. I can’t give you any advice about it.” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of a magic user being able to enhance living creatures?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald shook his head. “That would make sense though, given that the Auramancer class has been lost for so long. Nobody knows what skills they have.” 
 
    “This would be fitting for the class description we got too,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right.” Ozwald nodded. “Bring out the potential of the golems.” 
 
    “There are some other options here too.” I scrolled further down, revealing other menu options. They were blurred out, and each began with ‘Evolution not yet Available: Skill Requirements not met’. 
 
    “It would seem that you can upgrade the golems further once your skill has increased,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “I’ll have to gain more experience soon then,” I said. “I can’t wait to see what else this class allows me to do.” 
 
    “Well, nothing for it but to try it out,” Ozwald said. He fluttered his wings. I suspected he was a little impatient too. 
 
    I stepped closer to the digging site. “Medusa, if you could have your people stop working, I would like to try something.” 
 
    Medusa called the other golems to attention. They all stood in a row facing me. 
 
    “What are you planning to try?” Medusa asked. 
 
    “I have a skill that should allow me to enhance your digging abilities. If you could just stand still, I’ll try it out now and see how it works.” 
 
    Medusa raised one stony eyebrow. “Sounds risky, but if it allows us to dig faster, we’ll take all the help we can get.” 
 
    Coramir met my eye from above the digging site and nodded. Her eyes smiled. I nodded back, encouraged. 
 
    “I appreciate your confidence,” I said to Medusa and the others. I looked back to the golden screen in front of me and confirmed the evolution. 
 
    Light flowed from me, reaching out in tendrils to touch each of the golems. The light swirled around them, covering their stony bodies, and sparkling around all the little craters on their surfaces. The light concentrated around the fists of each golem. 
 
    Then there was a flash and a small bang, and the light disappeared. Each of the golems toppled backward into the dirt. 
 
    I stifled a small scream. “Did I just kill them?” 
 
    Ozwald fluttered over to the site in alarm, and I rushed over behind him. Coramir leaned down from the top of the hillside. 
 
    “Oh no, what have I done?” I groaned as I knelt down beside Medusa. 
 
    “I can’t imagine that your system would have given you a skill that killed the golems,” Ozwald said. I wanted to allow myself to believe his words, but the golems were still lying there, motionless. 
 
    Then Medusa opened her eyes. She looked up at me and her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You’re alive!” I clasped my hands in gratitude. 
 
    “Maybe I trusted you too soon,” she grumbled. “I’ve half a mind to slap you for that.” 
 
    “No please, don’t!” I caught the golem’s hand. “I’m not made of stone, remember?” I suspected Medusa’s slap would be enough to break my cheekbones. 
 
    Medusa sighed. “Quite right. I’ll let it slide this time.” 
 
    “Hey, your hand is bigger,” I said, holding up her stony fingers. 
 
    Medusa sat up and looked at both her hands. “You’re right. They’ve nearly doubled in size.” 
 
    The other golems sat up and groggily rubbed their eyes, before looking at their hands in shock. Hengus clapped his together happily. 
 
    “How do you all feel?” I asked. 
 
    Medusa rubbed her head as she got to her feet. “Fine, actually. A little groggy at first, but it’s wearing off quickly. A warning would have been nice though.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” I smiled apologetically. “I’ll get you to sit down next time.” 
 
    “Next time?” Medusa asked. 
 
    “I appear to have more evolutions available,” I said. “I just haven’t unlocked them yet.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Medusa pondered this. “You might be able to restore all the powers our ancestors used to have.” 
 
    “That’s my hope,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I look forward to it,” Medusa said. “For now, I’m keen to test out this new development.” 
 
    I stepped out of the entrance, to allow them to keep digging. As I did so, I realized how weary I felt. My throat was parched, my stomach grumbled, and my limbs were weak. 
 
    “I think I used up a lot of energy using that skill,” I said aloud. 
 
    “Most likely you did,” Ozwald said. “You did perform it on six subjects at once.” 
 
    “I think I need to go and eat.” I started walking back toward the house. I glanced back and saw the golems digging. The flurry of dirt flying out of the digging site was much heavier than before. I was excited to see how much faster their progress would be. 
 
    As I turned back again, I noticed another notification waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Monster Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
    This is a subskill belonging to the Auramancer class 
 
      
 
    I wondered if that would make a difference to how it leveled up. I would have to wait and find out. 
 
    The ground seemed to be coming up to meet me as I stumbled back toward the house. I feebly put my hands out in front of me and landed on Coramir’s back. I hadn’t even felt the rush of wind I would expect when she landed in front of me. 
 
    “You look exhausted, Kaetlyn,” the griffin said. “Let me carry you back.” 
 
    I gratefully climbed up to a suitable position, and the griffin flew me the short distance back to the house. 
 
    Ozwald followed us back and landed on the steps. I sat beside him and ate some leftovers from the morning’s breakfast. Coramir took to the air again to look for some food for herself. 
 
    As I ate, I noticed that another notification was waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Discover what the Auramancer class allows you to do 
 
    You have discovered the first skill granted by the Auramancer class 
 
    10XP received 
 
      
 
    I decided to check my profile again, to see if anything else had changed. 
 
      
 
    Kaetlyn 
 
    Beginner Auramancer 
 
    System Level: 2 
 
    XP: 10/100 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Dexterity: 10.5 
 
    Intelligence: 14 
 
    Luck: 9 
 
    Strength: 7 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
      
 
    Mana: 23/200 
 
    Mana Regeneration: 0 per second 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Active Skills 
 
    Arcane Growth: Beginner 1 
 
    Commerce: Beginner 3 
 
    Cooking: Beginner 7 
 
    Creature Communication: Intermediate 3 
 
    Creature Tending: Beginner 6 
 
    Deception: Beginner 2 
 
    Evaluate: Beginner 2 
 
    Foraging: Intermediate 1 
 
    Healing: Beginner 3 
 
    Persuasion: Beginner 8 
 
    Potion Brewing: Intermediate 7 
 
    Reading: Beginner 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Auramancer Sub Skills 
 
    Monster Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Passive Skills 
 
    Eavesdropping: Beginner 3 
 
    Evasion: Beginner 2 
 
    Perception: Beginner 7 
 
      
 
    “Mana?” I spoke my half-formed question aloud. 
 
    Ozwald hopped over to look at my screen. “You have mana now?” 
 
    “Just there, under my attributes.” I pointed. 
 
    “Ah yes, I see it. Mana is what magic users normally consume to cast magic,” Ozwald explained. “You must have acquired a mana pool recently.” 
 
    “But I was using magic before,” I said. “Why didn’t I have a mana pool before?” 
 
    “The only thing that’s changed recently is that you now have a class,” Ozwald said. “My guess is that before you chose a class, you were consuming your body’s energy when you used magic.” 
 
    “Why do I feel more tired now than I did back then?” I was puzzled by this change. 
 
    “None of your previous skills used much energy,” Ozwald said. “I suspect that you never used enough to wear yourself out. But your mana pool has now been seriously depleted. That would be why you feel so tired now.” 
 
    “My mana’s increased, look.” I pointed at the skill screen again. 
 
      
 
    Mana: 40/200 
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Ozwald murmured. “You have no regeneration though. Perhaps the food you’ve eaten is being converted to mana. I have heard of this taking place when a student has no ability to regenerate mana.” 
 
    “I still feel just as hungry as I did before.” I put a hand to my stomach. “Does this mean I’ll have to keep eating until my mana is filled right up again?” 
 
    “At least to a certain level,” Ozwald said. “Usually once your mana reaches a safe level again, it will just sit there.” 
 
    I kept eating. Once I’d finished all the leftovers, I had to fetch more vegetables and cook again. 
 
    “Having to eat so much is going to get frustrating quickly,” I said. “How do I refill my mana pool without having to eat all day?” 
 
    “Short of learning regeneration, you may have to brew potions to do it,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Potions I can do.” I perked up. “I don’t know a recipe for that though. I’ll have to find one.” 
 
    A notification appeared in my view. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Find the recipe for mana potions 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: 20XP 
 
      
 
    “I imagine I’ll have to make a trip to Elandria for shopping soon,” I said to myself. “I have to do that anyway to get new clothes and supplies.” 
 
    “Assuming they have such potions in Elandria,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “I hope they do,” I said. “I’m not sure where to look if they don’t.” 
 
    By the time I’d finished eating, my mana had reached 75/200, which appeared to be as high as eating would bring it. I walked back over to the digging site where the golems were. Coramir swooped down from the sky to join us before long. 
 
    The golems had made a lot of progress. I couldn’t see any of them by the time I got back. A huge pile of dirt obscured the entrance, with handfuls of soil rapidly being thrown out to add to the pile. 
 
    I called out for them to stop before I got closer. I didn’t feel like getting a handful of dirt thrown in my face. Medusa emerged from the tunnel, which I could now see was several yards deep under the hill. 
 
    “You’ll all get trapped in there if you’re not careful,” I said. 
 
    “That’s true,” Medusa agreed. “We need to get all this earth shifted to somewhere else.” 
 
    “I’ll get Coramir to help,” I said. “I need to find somewhere to put all the dirt though. I’d like to start planting near the house as it’s closer to the water, and closer to where I’ll actually be using all the herbs.” 
 
    “I can shift all the dirt over there now if you find me a vessel to carry it,” Coramir said, spreading her wings. 
 
    “The only problem is that there are so many stones lying around that area.” I gestured over toward the house. 
 
    “Those all come from your dwelling, do they not?” Medusa said. “Were they not the stones that you needed our help putting back?” 
 
    “Some of them are,” I said. “But not all of them. There are a lot of rocks scattered throughout these fields.” 
 
    “We can gather the ones that are not needed for your house and use them for our cavern,” Medusa said. “As mentioned before, we want to line the whole cavern floor with stones.” 
 
    “That would be very helpful,” I said. “Just leave the large white stones. Those are for the house.” 
 
    “Understood,” Medusa said. 
 
    “Speaking of lining the cavern though, how are you preventing the ceiling from collapsing?” I asked. I didn’t know much about digging underground, but I couldn’t see what was stopping the dirt above from simply collapsing. 
 
    Medusa’s face broadened into a grin. “I forgot to mention that. As soon as we started digging into the hill, I acquired an old skill, one that must have been lost with our ancestors after they finished working on the dungeons.” 
 
    “What’s the skill?” I asked. I could have used Evaluate to find out myself, but Ozwald had told me that was impolite. 
 
    “It’s called Fortify,” Medusa explained. “I can cast it on earthen surfaces to give them the fortitude of stone. It turns the entire ceiling into a solid mass, preventing it from collapsing.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful.” I started imagining possible applications of the skill. “Does that mean you could build entire earthen walls around an area and turn them into stone?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Medusa replied. “But that would take a tremendous amount of energy from me. As it is, I can only fortify small sections of this ceiling at a time.” 
 
    “Maybe your skill will get stronger over time,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Medusa said. 
 
    The golems set off and started gathering stones, starting near the house. They worked quickly and efficiently, heaving rocks, big and small, out of the ground and passing them in a chain up to the top of the hill. 
 
    As soon as they had begun that task, I accompanied Coramir to the barn, where I found a large steel bucket. It had a rigid construction. I suspected that it had been used previously for washing or perhaps for brewing. I could clean it out later, but for now it would do nicely for transporting the earth from the digging site. 
 
    Coramir began flying bucket loads of dirt from the hill to the house, dumping them in a spot that I designated, where I would begin gardening. It didn’t take long before the pile of dirt had shrunk considerably, and the pile of rocks was growing. 
 
    As I walked over toward the house, I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Farming: Beginner 1 
 
    Farming requires far more than planting crops, and you have taken the first steps toward becoming skilled in farm management. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Plant your first crop 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
      
 
    That was intriguing. It didn’t say anything about being part of the Auramancer class, so I wondered if it would be part of a different class, or a standalone skill. 
 
    I grabbed a scythe once I reached the house and started clearing grass and weeds. I cleared several square yards just beyond the barn, which seemed like a good place to start. The area would receive morning sun, but not too much afternoon sun, and it was close to the stream. 
 
    With a hoe, I chipped up most of the grass at the roots and piled it up a short distance away. The sun would cause it all to wilt and rot into the ground, hopefully providing fertilizer in the process. 
 
    That reminded me, I needed to try out the fertilizer from that attribute crystalizer soon as well. For now, what was most important was to get started on the planting. I didn’t know how soon Elthloriel was going to need me to deliver the first crop. I also needed something to sell if I was going to be buying at the markets. 
 
    It was slow going, removing all the grass and tilling the soil with a hoe, but I couldn’t move the plow on my own. I knew that in my village they used the help of oxen to pull plows. Maybe I could find a monster to help me at some point. 
 
    Once I had enough of the soil tilled, I used a rake to push the dirt from the golems’ cavern out over the patch. This soil appeared to be richer. I knew good quality topsoil would give the herbs their best chance at growth. 
 
    Ozwald spent some of the time practicing flight overhead. He was getting much better at staying in the air and was even able to hover over a single point for a few minutes at a time. The warm air above the stony ground further out in the fields made it especially easy for him to stay aloft. 
 
    Once I finished hoeing and started planting seeds, he settled down on my shoulder again while I worked. Planting involved moving my body less than hoeing did, making my shoulder a more stable perch. 
 
    “What do you think of my arrangements with the monsters so far, Ozwald?” I asked as I pulled another handful of seeds from the sack. I put the seeds in one of the pockets on the front of my dress and crouched in front of the row, planting each seed a finger’s length below the soil. 
 
    “I think your arrangements so far have been excellent, Kaetlyn,” the owl said. “I don’t have experience with these sorts of negotiations myself. Monsters have always been shunned by people. But to my mind it seems like a sound approach.” 
 
    “That’s encouraging to hear,” I said. “It’s a new situation for me as well.” 
 
    “I think you’ve handled it admirably,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    I flushed with the owl’s praise. It was nice to hear that I was handling such new challenges well. 
 
    “The loyalty of the monsters will be very valuable in the future,” Ozwald said. “If you continue rescuing other monsters, we can only expect that their loyalty will increase.” 
 
    “Even more so if I can enhance their abilities,” I added. 
 
    “Indeed,” Ozwald said. “We have no idea how far your skill in this regard will reach.” 
 
    “I’ll be able to restore all their lost evolutions for one thing,” I said. 
 
    “I suspect that will be the least of your accomplishments,” Ozwald replied. “We don’t know what further evolutions these monsters are capable of.” 
 
    I went silent as I tried to comprehend what this could mean. 
 
    “With enhanced abilities, the monsters will be able to perform far more labor than you ever could too,” Ozwald added. 
 
    A pang of worry pierced me. “You don’t think I’ll be exploiting them, do you, Ozwald? I don’t want to enslave them.” 
 
    I felt Ozwald’s feathers brush my cheek as he shook his head. “I don’t think you need to worry on that account. The monsters will happily work for you as long as you provide them shelter.” 
 
    “They mentioned wanting to go back to the realm their ancestors came from, though,” I said. 
 
    “They also said they would consider staying if you helped banish their madness,” Ozwald reminded me. 
 
    I remembered the quest the system had given me. I had a long list of tasks to accomplish now. It was tempting to worry that I wouldn’t be able to accomplish it all in time, but I had to stay focused on what I could achieve in the present moment. 
 
    Ozwald seemed to sense the tension in my shoulders. “Don’t forget how much you’ve accomplished in only two days. And how powerful your abilities were before you even got a system.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I acknowledged. 
 
    “Even if it takes a while to solve this quest for the monsters, I am sure they will be loyal to you in the meantime,” Ozwald continued. “You have already proven yourself to be dedicated to their cause.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ozwald,” I patted him on the shoulder. “If they are even half as loyal as you’ve been to me, I’m sure we’ll do just fine.” 
 
    “Indeed, my lady,” the owl replied. 
 
    I placed the last seed in the soil, having planted the entire square that I’d prepared. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed that all the hoeing and planting had been easier than it would have been previously. I wondered if my Farming skill was helping in that regard. 
 
    I picked up a bucket and went to the stream to get some water. I had to be very careful dribbling water onto the soil, so that I didn’t wash the seeds away. Once I’d finished watering the entire patch, I stood up and took a look. 
 
    “That’s my first crop planted.” 
 
    “It looks splendid, my lady,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I think so too.” 
 
    The little rows of dirt were raised up, with furrows in between. Every few inches, I’d put a small divot and poked a seed into the soil. 
 
    A notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Farming +1 
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    First crop planted 
 
    10XP received 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sighed. “I can’t wait for them to grow. I want to try out Arcane Growth again.” 
 
    “You don’t have any other herbs on hand that you can plant?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I used the only one in the forest yesterday.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could try it out on a weed,” Ozwald suggested. 
 
    I glanced out over the fields. There were certainly plenty of thistles. 
 
    “But that could end badly, couldn’t it?” Images of huge, twisted masses of poisonous thorns entered my mind. 
 
    “If they do grow out of control, I’m sure you can kill them easily enough.” The owl chuckled. 
 
    “Hey!” I gave him a shove, nearly dislodging him from my shoulder. “That was mean.” 
 
    “Apologies, my lady, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity for a little mirth at your expense.” 
 
    “If you’re not careful, I might just pass up the opportunity to make your dinner this evening.” 
 
    “Oh please, no.” Ozwald put up his wings in protest. “I fear I have angered the good mistress beyond what was wise.” 
 
    “No more mirth,” I admonished. 
 
    “No more,” Ozwald agreed, his voice solemn. 
 
    Satisfied, I walked out into the field. Although I was apprehensive about the results of using Arcane Growth on thistles, I was also eager. At the very least, if my skill had increased in strength enough to not kill everything I touched, it would make growing crops much easier, not to mention much more interesting, in future.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I found a suitable looking thistle a short way out in the field. It stood alone, about two feet in height. It had several purple flowers sprouting from the upper stem, and thorny, leathery leaves. 
 
    “Now you won’t try landing on the plant after I augment it this time, will you, Ozwald?” I admonished, with a soft laugh. 
 
    Ozwald held up his claw, no doubt remembering the thorns he’d landed on last time, and chuckled. “No, I won’t do that this time.” 
 
    I smoothed down a patch of grass and sat in front of the thistle. If I was being honest, the plant already looked vicious and withered. I couldn’t imagine it getting any worse through my magic. 
 
    I placed my left hand on the dirt at the base of the stem, careful to avoid the spiky skin of the weed. I tried pushing power through my hand into the plant, like I had back in the forest. 
 
    After a few moments of straining, I gave up. “It’s not working.” 
 
    “You’re trying to use a skill through your magic system this time,” Ozwald reminded me. “You haven’t done it this way before. Treat it like it’s a new skill and take your time.” 
 
    “You’re such a good teacher, Ozwald,” I said. 
 
    The owl puffed up his chest. “I know.” 
 
    I laughed. A little mirth helped in clearing my mind a bit, even if I had forbidden it only moments ago. I took several deep breaths and closed my eyes. 
 
    A breeze wafted through the field, stirring my hair and drying sweat against my forehead. It brought with it the smell of grass baking in the heat. 
 
    I felt the heat of the sun beating down on my neck as I sat in the field. I also felt the scratch of dry grass against my legs and the sensation of hard dirt under my fingers. Then I felt the warmth of magic in my chest, waiting to be channeled. It was a blossoming feeling, like hope in liquid form. 
 
    The magic prickled through my left arm, raising the hairs and forming goosebumps, despite the heat of the afternoon sun. The bones of my fingers went rigid as the power flowed through them, out of my body and into the dirt. The dirt heated and softened under my touch, and I felt the stem of the weed pulsing. 
 
    As much as I wanted to open my eyes and see what was happening, I was afraid to interrupt the flow of magic. I kept concentrating on feeding my power out of my fingers and into the earth. 
 
    I even heard the moist crackle of leaves expanding and changing shape. In my mind’s eye I saw a terrible monster made of spiny leaves rearing above me, thorn filled jaws opened wide to devour me. 
 
    Finally, the flow of magic waned and I allowed myself to open my eyes. A low whistle escaped my lips. Ozwald gave a hoot of surprise. 
 
    The weed had doubled in height. The leaves were twice as long and broad as they had been, and the flowers too had massively increased in size. 
 
    But those weren’t the only significant changes. The thistle’s surface was now smooth. The spikes had been absorbed, although a few elegantly curved thorns still adorned the trunk here and there. 
 
    The flowers were more vibrant than before, the leaves greener, their surfaces smoother and less leathery. And a fragrance wafted from the plant that was not sweet, but still savory and not sickly as it had been before. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I murmured. 
 
    “It is,” Ozwald agreed. 
 
    “I never realized how beautiful a weed could become.” I looked around the field and noticed some of the same beauty in the other thistles, in a way that had never been visible to me before. 
 
    Perhaps I’d been too quick to write off the thistles, simply because they didn’t conform to what I imagined a plant should look like. 
 
    “It’s like my magic allowed me to bring out the beauty that was already present in the thistle,” I said. 
 
    “One could perhaps say that you brought out its potential,” Ozwald said, his voice tinged with mirth. 
 
    I laughed. “Yes, I think you could say that.” 
 
    A notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Plant Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Plant Evolution? I wondered how that differed from Arcane Growth.  
 
    Another notification cut my musing short. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Discover what the Auramancer class allows you to do 
 
    You have discovered another skill granted by the Auramancer class 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
      
 
    “So, the Auramancer class allows me to evolve plants and monsters,” I said. 
 
    “As far as we know,” Ozwald added. 
 
    I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “For all we know, there might be more things that you can do with this class,” Ozwald explained. “You got a long-forgotten class with a mysterious description. I doubt that you have discovered all it has to offer yet. But so far, we know of two skills that the class grants.” 
 
    I was excited to think that there might be even more possibilities unlocked later on. But I didn’t let my mind wander just yet. 
 
    “What can this thistle be used for now?” I wondered aloud. I focused hard on the plant, and eventually a notice popped up above the plant. 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Thistle 
 
    Uses: none 
 
    Properties: unknown 
 
      
 
    “So, it’s useless then,” I said. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Ozwald replied. “It said the thistle’s properties are unknown.” 
 
    “You can see when I Evaluate something?” I asked. 
 
    “A perk of being an instructor,” Ozwald said. “Your system has recognized me as your instructor and grants me a view of all your notifications, not just the general screens which are for everyone to see.” 
 
    “That’s useful,” I said. “So, we don’t know what the thistle can be used for…yet?” 
 
    “No,” Ozwald said. “But I would venture to say that it may be useful in your potions at some point. You will have to learn what its properties are and when they can be used.” 
 
    “Maybe instinct will guide me when I brew my next potion,” I said. 
 
    “That could well be the case,” Ozwald agreed. 
 
    My stomach growled. “I’m hungry again already!” 
 
    “Check your mana pool,” Ozwald advised. “You may have depleted the pool again in enhancing the thistle.” 
 
    Ozwald was right. My mana sat at 21/200. 
 
    I groaned. “So, it’s going to be like this until I work out how to regenerate mana?” 
 
    “It would seem so,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Guess I’d better go and eat then.” 
 
    “That would be wise, my lady.” Ozwald spread his wings and took to the air, flying above me as I walked back to the house. 
 
    I suspected that he simply enjoyed the freedom of being in the air after he’d been trapped in Otto’s laboratory for so long. 
 
    After returning to the house, I cooked something and ate an afternoon meal. It took quite a lot to satisfy me. I would have to sort this mana problem out soon. 
 
    After eating, we walked over to the hillside to check on the golems’ progress. 
 
    Coramir had removed the vast majority of the dirt using the large bucket we’d found, but the pile was already up to my shoulders again. The big bucket was waiting next to the pile. There was a giant pile of stones next to the tunnel entrance. 
 
    I couldn’t even see the golems anymore, just an unending flurry of dirt flying out the entrance. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out, not wanting to get a faceful of dirt. 
 
    The shoveling stopped and Medusa emerged from the tunnel. “How did your planting go?” Medusa clapped her hands together, and large clods fell to the ground. 
 
    “It went well, thank you.” I pointed to the patch of dirt I’d just planted over by the house. “We’ll have to wait a few days to see if it all sprouts. How is your progress with your new home?” 
 
    “Excellent.” Medusa gave me a big grin and held up her hands. “The enhancement you gave us has considerably improved our speed.” 
 
    “Indeed, it has,” Ozwald remarked, peering off my shoulder into the cavern. 
 
    She indicated the tunnel entrance, and I stepped over to take a look. I could just make out the white bodies of the other golems, standing and taking a breather at the back of the hole. It was roughly five yards deep by now and already widening out into a chamber. 
 
    “That was quick,” I remarked. “Will you be laying the stones in there soon?” 
 
    “Once we’ve finished,” Medusa explained. “We don’t want to get them covered in dirt.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I can understand that. Hopefully I can give you some more enhancements soon, and that will improve your speed even more.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Medusa exclaimed. “I do hope you can do that soon.” 
 
    “As soon as I gain access to those enhancements, you’ll know,” I said. 
 
    “If we can gain the long limbs our forebears had, we will be able to move faster and dig faster, even fight better.” 
 
    I pictured the enhancement Medusa was describing. “Won’t that make it harder for you to fit into the cavern you’re digging?” 
 
    Medusa shook her head. “We will simply make it bigger. It will be a simple matter for us once our bodies are better suited to digging again.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll be able to arrange that soon.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Medusa said. “For now, we shall keep on digging.” 
 
    “I imagine you’ll want to get as far as you can before nightfall,” I said. 
 
    “Nightfall?” Medusa questioned. 
 
    “Kaetlyn is referring to the long darkness you experienced after leaving the dungeon,” Ozwald explained. 
 
    Medusa chuckled. “Perhaps the darkness is enough to stop you from working, but it will hardly bother us golems. If anything, the darkness is more comfortable for our eyes than this bright light out here.” 
 
    “I see,” I replied. “Well, I’ll let you get back to it then.” 
 
    Medusa rejoined her fellow golems and they continued hurling dirt onto the pile. 
 
    As we stepped out of the way, Coramir returned. She picked up the bucket in her talons and scooped up some dirt from the pile in front of the cavern. 
 
    “How did the planting go?” she asked me as she prepared to take off again. 
 
    “Well, thank you,” I replied. “Though we won’t know for sure until they sprout, in a few more days.” 
 
    Coramir launched herself into the air and disposed of the bucket of dirt over on the pile by the barn. We continued conversing in spurts, interrupted by her trips over to the barn. With the golems’ enhanced digging speed, she was now only keeping up with them. 
 
    “I have been scouting the land to the north of your estate,” Coramir informed me. 
 
    “What have you seen?” I asked. I would have to scout this area for myself on her back at some point, but it would be good to get some advance notice of what was awaiting us. 
 
    “There are wild lands to the north,” Coramir said. “The forest in these parts has been pushed back by the elves, expanding their agricultural efforts, but your estate is on the very frontier.” 
 
    The griffin left again to dispose of more dirt. 
 
    “Wild lands,” I said. 
 
    “Those sound dangerous,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps that would explain why Elthloriel told you so little of this property,” Ozwald speculated. “Maybe that’s why the house is so rundown, and why the Attribute Crystalizer had a previous owner.” 
 
    “You mean you think the wild lands might have produced some danger that killed them?” Fear clenched my heart at that idea. 
 
    “That could well be the case,” Ozwald agreed. “Or they may have fled in fear.” 
 
    Coramir returned for more dirt. 
 
    “Can you tell me anything more about the wild lands?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a lot right now,” Coramir said. “But the forest growth is much denser there, and there are wild creatures living in the woods.” 
 
    “Monsters?” I asked. 
 
    “Similar,” Coramir said. “These creatures haven’t been forced to live in dungeons, but many of them are sentient creatures, just like the monsters in the dungeons.” 
 
    “What can we do about them?” I asked. “Will we be safe living here?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” Coramir said. “Some of them may be aggressive, if they suspect you of trying to destroy their homes.” 
 
    She left with another load of dirt. 
 
    “That sounds ominous,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “It does,” I said. “If they are afraid of losing their homes, I can’t say I blame them though.” 
 
    “You have a surprising amount of empathy,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “You didn’t think I would go into the forest and start burning down the nests of defenseless monsters, did you?” 
 
    “Not at all, my lady,” Ozwald assured me. “But few would be so quick as you to think of their perspective.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” I said. I only hoped the other elves hadn’t stirred up the monsters and then left me to deal with the consequences. 
 
    Coramir returned again. 
 
    “Coramir, I have decided to try to deal with the creatures in the wild lands peacefully,” I said. “If they can be negotiated with, and perhaps helped if they’re in need, I want to know what can be done to maintain peace between us.” 
 
    Coramir’s red eyes widened in surprise for a moment. “I’m glad to hear that, Kaetlyn. That’s what I was hoping you would say, though my previous experience with elfoid people did not leave me with much confidence.” 
 
    “I will be relying on you for advice in treating with the creatures in the wild lands, should any conflicts arise,” I said. 
 
    Coramir nodded. “I would be honored. You can count on me.” 
 
    A notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Coramir: +10 loyalty 
 
    Coramir’s loyalty to you is now 60/100 
 
      
 
    Coramir left to dispose of more dirt. At that moment I heard a clattering in the distance behind us. 
 
    Turning to look in that direction, I saw a cloud of dust rising from the road. 
 
    “We have visitors?” I asked aloud. 
 
    “It would seem so,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Who could it be?” I wondered. 
 
    A carriage appeared on the crest of the hill. 
 
    “That carriage looks familiar,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “It does,” I said. “What could Elthloriel’s driver be doing here?” 
 
    It wasn’t just his driver though. The carriage continued on toward the house. It barely came to a stop before Elthloriel himself swung the door open and jumped out. Lizzie followed shortly after. 
 
    “Checking up on me already, are they?” I felt apprehensive. The estate was nowhere near ready, and my landlord was already doing an inspection.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elthloriel looked around at the house and called my name a couple of times, before Lizzie got his attention and pointed out that we were on the hill. I’d known they would spot us, but I had been hoping for a little more time. My thoughts were racing. 
 
    Was he here to change the terms of our agreement? Did he want immediate payment of rent? Worst case scenarios started swarming my mind. I could be kicked off this land, perhaps dragged before court for illegally taking up residence, made homeless, or worse. 
 
    What would happen to Ozwald and the monsters on the estate? Would they all be sent into slavery? Or fight until they were wiped out? 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Try not to get evicted 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
      
 
    I tried to get a grip on myself. Elthloriel was looking at me with a quizzical expression as they walked the hundred yards to the digging site. I reminded myself to wave. I didn’t want to appear unfriendly. 
 
    I was bracing myself for Elthloriel to start berating me for not giving him the welcome that a noble deserved, even though it was his fault that my estate was so badly prepared. The injustice of it was overwhelming. 
 
    Not for the first time, I was going to be the one blamed for everything not being up to standard. This was just like when I was living with Otto. He would never miss an opportunity to snap at me over every little thing, blaming me for things that I had seen him do himself with my own eyes. And now Elthloriel was going to do the same. 
 
    And that’s when something inside me snapped. I had come to this place to escape slave labor and abuse. When the fairy had given me a choice, I had not looked back on my old village for an instant. 
 
    I was not about to put up with the same mistreatment here. Becoming homeless was better than working for a taskmaster who thought he could trick me with some fine words and then show up demanding payment without giving me any time to prepare. 
 
    I would grow herbs for the fairy in pots by the side of the road if I had to, or go and live in the wild lands with the monsters. They didn’t seem so bad after all. 
 
    Elthloriel was just climbing the hill by now, Lizzie following close behind. He had his arms stretched out in a friendly gesture of greeting. Perhaps he was going in for a hug. I thought that was a bit familiar given that we’d only met yesterday, but in keeping with his careless attitude. 
 
    As he got to the top of the hill he reached his hand out. So not a hug, but he did want to take my hand and, what, kiss it or something? 
 
    “Kaetlyn, so good to see you. How has your first day been?” His voice was jovial. 
 
    I slapped his hand away. “Shame on you!” 
 
    His mouth fell open in shock. Lizzie stifled a laugh. 
 
    “Shame on you for tricking a vulnerable woman into agreeing to such a ruinous contract.” 
 
    Ozwald made a low hoot of surprise. 
 
    “What… er… what seems to be the problem?” Elthloriel stammered. 
 
    “Look around you!” I pointed behind me. 
 
    Elthloriel glanced. “A wonderful estate, is it not?” 
 
    Lizzie frowned. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but I dared to hope that she was on my side. 
 
    “Wonderful!” I could feel my blood rising now. Was he being intentionally stupid? “Have a good look. The roof of my house is caved in, and the fields are full of weeds.” 
 
    “I suppose there are one or two minor problems,” Elthloriel acknowledged. 
 
    “And you’ve sent me to an estate on the borders of the wild lands, surrounded by monsters who have no doubt been enraged by your fellow elves clearing their land.” I pointed vaguely to the north. 
 
    Elthloriel coughed and shuffled his feet. “Yes… er… I can see how that would present some issues.” 
 
    I spluttered. “Issues! You send me to live in a dirty, broken down house with no roof, you demand exorbitant rent when I can’t even plant any crops without backbreaking labor, and all in a remote location, in danger of being overrun by wild beasts. I’d call that more than ‘some issues.’” 
 
    By now Lizzie was going red holding in laughter, which still occasionally escaped. 
 
    Elthloriel looked down at his feet. “I see your point. I can see how one might interpret my actions as having been somewhat careless.” 
 
    “I’d call it reckless disregard of human life, or elfoid life, whatever you want to call it.” I folded my arms, sensing that I had the upper hand. 
 
    “Yes, quite.” Elthloriel’s voice was quiet by now. “That’s certainly not an ideal outcome from our hopeful negotiations.” 
 
    “You mean, not ideal that I’m calling you out on it?” I queried. 
 
    “Not the ideal reception when we came to offer assistance and check on your wellbeing,” Elthloriel muttered. 
 
    I was speechless. 
 
    Lizzie was threatening to burst into laughter at any moment. She made an effort to get herself under control. 
 
    “If I may intercede on my cousin’s behalf,” she said. “We came here at my suggestion to ensure that you had settled in without any problems. I hadn’t expected my cousin to receive such a tongue lashing for his negligence, but it’s a bonus I’m happy to accept.” 
 
    Elthloriel made, as if to protest, but Lizzie held up a hand to silence him. “As we can see, everything is not exactly in order, but you seem to have received some help.” She nodded at the golems and griffin standing behind me. 
 
    Something didn’t quite make sense about this explanation. “Why now?” I asked. “If you’ve never visited previous tenants, why are you visiting me this time?” 
 
    Again, Lizzie shushed Elthloriel. “Because I’m here now. I wasn’t working for Elthloriel before, when the previous tenants all returned the attribute crystalizer and reneged on their contracts. I didn’t like the thought of you coming out here all alone without any way to call for help if things went wrong.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to warn me that the previous tenants had all fled this place?” I asked. 
 
    “My cousin didn’t think to warn you.” Lizzie shot Elthloriel a glare. “I only found out last night when he was expressing his satisfaction at finally having another tenant.” 
 
    I was glad Lizzie was here to express disapproval at Elthloriel. I didn’t think I’d be able to restrain myself at this point. He had sent me off to my fate without so much as a warning. 
 
    “I’m sure this venture will be run to satisfaction with my cousin’s new… er… moral direction,” Elthloriel said. 
 
    “Too right it will.” Lizzie aimed a kick at Elthloriel’s shins. 
 
    The elven noble nimbly dodged the kick and glared at his cousin sullenly. 
 
    Lizzie looked away again. “We’ve brought some supplies with us.” She indicated the carriage, still standing in front of the house, with an impatient driver tapping his foot outside. “Do you want to come and have a look?” 
 
    “I’d love to,” I replied. 
 
    We both turned to walk back down the hill, Elthloriel awkwardly following behind. 
 
    “In my defense,” Elthloriel said as we neared the carriage, “I did insist on including some extra food supplies when we left for your estate.” 
 
    We both turned to look at Elthloriel. Lizzie managed to raise her eyebrow so high, I thought it would touch her hairline. 
 
    “And that makes up for sending me to an abandoned estate surrounded by wild beasts?” I asked. 
 
    Elthloriel sighed. “You’re right. I was only thinking of the profit I might be able to make off your harvests when I made that contract. I spared no thought to the conditions you’d be living in. I was blinded when I saw how powerful your magic was.” He gave me the most ingratiating smile at this last part. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Try not to get evicted 
 
    You were successfully not evicted 
 
    10XP received 
 
    Alright, so I might have overestimated the danger again that time, but how was I supposed to know? 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling. “An apology and then flattery? A winning combination.” 
 
    Lizzie’s eyebrow remained raised. “I’ve never heard an apology like that from you before, Elthie. Something’s changed about you.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s your influence, cousin.” Elthloriel shifted his gaze from his cousin to me. “I am truly sorry I sent you here with such little preparation. I can see now what a difficult situation it placed you in.” 
 
    “Your nice words don’t repair my house.” I was pleased by his apology, but I had to avoid losing sight of the real practical difficulties that still faced me. 
 
    “I understand,” Elthloriel said. “I tell you what, I’ll have some of my monsters sent over tomorrow to assist you with repairing the house.” 
 
    I mulled over Elthloriel’s offer. “You know, really that’s the least you can do, given that you told me I could live on the estate without mentioning that the house was a ruin.” I worried that perhaps I was being greedy, but I had no other way to get what I needed. If Elthloriel wanted me to pay rent, the only way he would get it was by properly assisting me. 
 
    “She’s right,” Lizzie said. “You weren’t honest at all when you created that contract.” 
 
    Elthloriel sighed. “I will also give you enough money to buy anything you need from Elandria that you can’t produce here.” 
 
    “Anything?” I asked. 
 
    “My purse will be at your disposal.” Elthloriel gritted his teeth. 
 
    I clapped my hands. “I can buy clothes at last.” A whiff of my dress told me I desperately needed more. “Maybe some soap, and some proper kitchen supplies.” 
 
    “I have some clothes for you too, dear,” Lizzie said. “They’re not much, but they’ll keep you going until you get the chance to buy some more.” 
 
    I thanked Lizzie and turned to Ozwald, who’d been patiently waiting on my shoulder throughout this exchange. “Ozwald, can you take some notes for me? There are so many things I need to purchase.” 
 
    Elthloriel groaned. 
 
    “Actually, I have a better suggestion, my lady,” Ozwald replied. “Your system actually allows you to take notes for later use.” 
 
    “Really?” I opened my profile and found a section for taking notes under System Tools. Simply thinking of the items I wanted to buy was enough to add them to a list for me. 
 
    As I started typing, there was a glittery flash, and a small, animated wand appeared on the screen. 
 
    A little text bubble appeared next to the wand. “It looks like you’re writing a shopping list. Do you want me to include prices next to the list entries?” 
 
    I selected yes, and the number of crowns required for each item was displayed next to them. 
 
    “I’m impressed at your offer, cousin,” Lizzie said, looking at Elthloriel. “You actually seem to have had a change of heart this time.” 
 
    “It’s not like either of you would have left me alone until I did,” Elthloriel grumbled, though his lips were half smiling as he spoke. 
 
    “I am sure Kaetlyn will be better able to produce bountiful harvests if you supply her estate properly too,” Lizzie added, reassuringly. 
 
    “A silver lining to every cloud,” Elthloriel muttered. 
 
    “Well, now that that’s settled, perhaps we should be preparing dinner,” I said. The sun was setting, and I was already famished again from the day’s work. I was feeling very satisfied that my challenge to Elthloriel’s behavior had paid off. 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent idea,” Lizzie replied. 
 
    Elthloriel appeared to hesitate. 
 
    “The least we can do is stay long enough to ensure that Kaetlyn has everything she needs. We might as well stay the evening,” Lizzie pointed out. 
 
    Elthloriel relented with a nod. 
 
    I was even more pleased. If they had to spend the night in my ruined house, it would no doubt give them more motivation to properly help me with supplies. 
 
    The driver hurriedly unloaded everything from the carriage as soon as he got the go ahead from Elthloriel. He dumped everything in front of the house, though I noted he was a little more careful with his employer watching. 
 
    “Won’t you be joining us for dinner tonight?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Can’t do that, sorry ma’am. The chef back at the manor has recently started a small enterprise, selling prepared meals to the farmers in this area. Elven Eats, he calls it. I have to be back soon to start deliveries for him. I’ll be back for you in the morning, Lord Elthloriel.” 
 
    Elthloriel approached the driver and gave him instructions about sending over some of his monsters in the morning to assist me with repairs. 
 
    He climbed aboard the carriage and whipped the unicorns into motion. “A good evening to you all,” he called out as they rattled up the driveway amid a cloud of dust. 
 
    “You really ought to give that driver a bit of a break,” Lizzie admonished. 
 
    Elthloriel shrugged. “He works of his own volition. I can’t help it if he is so motivated.” 
 
    Lizzie huffed. “There are other ways of making his workload easier, don’t be obtuse.” 
 
    Elthloriel looked blank. “I can’t imagine what you’d be referring to.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lizzie replied. “We’ll talk about this later.” 
 
    I smiled to myself, seeing the disagreement between the two. It was encouraging to know that I wasn’t the only one frustrated with Elthloriel. 
 
    With the food supplies Elthloriel had brought, I began preparing a stew to feed Elthloriel, Lizzie and me. Ozwald would no doubt partake, but he didn’t have a huge appetite. 
 
    Ever since living with Otto, and not leaving the house that often, Ozwald had grown accustomed to eating the same food I did. He found it difficult these days to catch anything in the wild. 
 
    As I started cooking, Lizzie showed me some clothing she’d brought for me as well. I thanked her profusely as I had nothing of my own to change into. 
 
    None of the clothing looked like it would fit very well. Lizzie was a similar height to me, but a very different build. She had a muscular frame, no doubt from her martial arts training in Elandria. Fortunately, she had included a couple of belts too, so I could still hold the clothing up. 
 
    It wasn’t my style, mostly several pairs of trousers and loose tunics, but it was practical clothing that would be useful for wearing on the estate while working. It would save me from needing to wash and dry my one dress every day. 
 
    The golems helpfully rolled several large stones up to our fire to allow us to sit in a circle. The warmth of the fire was welcome as the night air began to take on a chill. 
 
    Coramir excused herself and took off into the night sky to catch something for her own meal. 
 
    “We will be sitting in the house once the meal has been prepared, will we not?” Elthloriel asked. He looked a bit askance at the stone, brushing dirt off the surface. 
 
    I laughed. “Have you seen the inside of the house?” 
 
    Elthloriel shook his head. I pointed to the door. He took the hint and went inside with Lizzie. After only a few moments they came back outside. 
 
    “Ah. I see what you mean,” Elthloriel said. “The condition of the house is hardly fit to sit in, let alone live.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “We’ll sit outside this evening.” 
 
    Elthloriel hung his head as he took a seat by the fire. “I hope my assistance in purchasing needed supplies will suffice to make up for my negligence up till now. I can see what a difficult situation I put you in.” 
 
    I smiled. “I appreciate your assistance. But what matters more to me now than money for purchasing stuff, is the knowledge that I can trust you in the future. Prove your good intentions by being honest with me next time. That will do more to repair the damage done than money ever could.” 
 
    “I understand,” Elthloriel said.  
 
    “I should hope that you do,” Lizzie added. “Don’t worry, Kaetlyn. I’ll see to it that Elthie keeps your trust better next time.” 
 
    “As a gesture, however,” Elthloriel said, “I’ll waive your first two months of rent. That’ll help you find your feet, I trust?” 
 
    I nodded gratefully and turned back to tending the stew as it bubbled over the crackling branches I’d gathered earlier. 
 
    The stew was beginning to thicken when Coramir landed again near the campfire, in a quiet rustle of wings and a puff of dust. She’d gotten quite good at landing without creating too much of a disturbance. 
 
    Elthloriel glanced furtively in her direction. “Is that the griffin you rescued from Elandria?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, not as quietly as Elthloriel. “Her name is Coramir.” 
 
    Elthloriel shook his head. “Already got your own slaves. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “What?” I was sure I’d misheard. 
 
    “You’ve managed to enslave the griffin and the golems as your pet monsters, haven’t you?” Elthloriel grinned broadly. 
 
    I opened my mouth and closed it a couple of times, trying to find the right words. “No!” My eventual response was simple. 
 
    “No?” Elthloriel repeated. 
 
    “No, I haven’t enslaved the monsters,” I said, regaining my composure. “They are working for me voluntarily. We have a common cause. In fact, with their help, I’m intending to free more of the monsters from the elves.” 
 
    Lizzie made an ambiguous sound in response to that, though I hoped it signified approval. 
 
    Elthloriel put his chin in his hand. “That will certainly cause a stir. Many elves will not be pleased with you interfering with a lucrative trade and a valuable source of labor.” 
 
    Did Elthloriel include himself in that number? I had a sinking feeling as I realized I might have just exposed my plans to someone who might not be sympathetic at all. After just overcoming the worry that he was here to evict me or demand rent immediately, I now started to worry that he would get me arrested for conspiring against the elves.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shivered, although the fire was keeping me quite warm. Lizzie and Elthloriel were both quiet. The crackle of burning logs was all that punctuated my panicking thoughts. 
 
    I’d told myself being made homeless was better than serving an abusive master, but was I prepared to be arrested for my convictions? I would hardly be of any use to the monsters from a prison cell. 
 
    Lizzie clapped her hands together, nearly startling me off my stony seat. “I think what you are doing is wonderful. I’ve always thought the monsters deserved the same freedom we do.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Elthloriel muttered. “You don’t depend on their labor to keep your manor functioning.” 
 
    Lizzie snorted. “You lead a difficult life, don’t you, cousin?” 
 
    “Thank you!” Elthloriel exclaimed. “Finally, someone understands—oh, you were joking…” His voice trailed off forlornly. 
 
    I couldn’t help laughing at the exchange. At least Elthloriel’s voice didn’t sound too menacing. 
 
    “You should be looking at Kaetlyn’s example,” Lizzie said. “She’s somehow convinced the monsters to help her without enslaving them.” 
 
    “Sure she has.” Elthloriel sounded skeptical. 
 
    “You think we are working here as common slaves?” Medusa spoke up from behind us, her voice filled with disdain. 
 
    I knew that the elves couldn’t understand the monsters, so I spoke on their behalf. “The monsters are working for me in exchange for shelter and assistance. I offer them a fair trade in exchange for their help.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Elthloriel said. “I didn’t think monsters were smart enough to negotiate with.” 
 
    “How about you negotiate with this, you arrogant elf!” Coramir lunged over our circle of stones, toward Elthloriel. 
 
    All Elthloriel heard was a growl of course, but he threw his hands up in a panic as the giant winged form of the griffin swooped toward him. 
 
    “Coramir, no!” I stepped in front of Elthloriel. It was a risky move, but I didn’t think Coramir would lose control and attack us both. 
 
    The fire blazed to one side as Coramir’s wings billowed out a gust of air underneath her. She stopped her body midflight and landed to the side of us both with a snarl. 
 
    I turned to face Elthloriel, who was paralyzed in shock. “You might want to apologize.” 
 
    Elthloriel’s mouth dropped open. His face was as white as stone. “Apologize…?” 
 
    “Why do you think the griffin just attacked you? She can understand every word you’re saying, and you just insulted all the monsters.” 
 
    Elthloriel looked at me, then at his cousin, who had her hands on her hips, and a frown on her face. Coramir was still snarling just outside our circle of stones, and the golems were all standing in a menacing row. Even Ozwald was staring intently at Elthloriel. I couldn’t see his face, but I knew the golden gleam of his irises in the firelight would be every bit as intimidating as the red eyes of the prowling griffin. 
 
    Elthloriel sighed and threw up his hands. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have spoken in such a demeaning manner.” 
 
    Lizzie snorted. “And you call them beasts…” 
 
    “Point taken.” Elthloriel hung his head. “I assumed that these monsters were working for you as slaves, like mine do. I can see that I was wrong.” 
 
    “I suppose that will do as an apology for now,” Coramir muttered, turning tail and stalking off into the shadows just out of reach of the firelight. All the elves heard was a discontented growl. 
 
    “It’s just that this sort of arrangement is new to me,” Elthloriel explained. “I’ve never considered offering the monsters anything in exchange for their labor.” 
 
    “Never considered treating them like sentient beings, you mean?” I couldn’t help letting Elthloriel know exactly what I thought of his previous conduct. 
 
    “Well… I… er… I hadn’t thought of it that way before.” 
 
    “Of course you hadn’t,” Lizzie interjected. “But it might be time to start doing so. They are sentient, after all.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” Elthloriel sighed. “The arrangement you have made is no doubt a noble one.” 
 
    Coramir snorted from where she was sitting in the distance. “Noble.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should be doing the same, cousin?” Lizzie asked. “The monsters don’t deserve to be bound to your manor against their will.” 
 
    “I would be willing to consider adopting a similar arrangement myself,” Elthloriel continued. “As long as it doesn’t cause any inconvenience to the operation of my manor.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that’s better than nothing,” I relented. “Anyway, it’s time for dinner.” I turned to the pot of stew still simmering over the fire. 
 
      
 
    Cooking +1 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t have ash in it from the griffin’s outburst,” Elthloriel muttered. 
 
    “If it does, you’ll be eating the ashy part,” Lizzie said. 
 
    “That’s only fair,” Elthloriel said. “I admit, my prejudice was misplaced. I am learning much from your new approach to treating with the monsters, Kaetlyn.” 
 
    “I’m happy to provide an example,” I replied as I spooned out stew onto plates. There was no ash in the pot, fortunately for Elthloriel. 
 
    Lizzie helpfully put a couple of extra logs on the fire and stoked it, causing the flames to leap higher. The night air was beginning to take on quite a chill, so I was grateful for the warmth. 
 
    I handed out plates of stew and we started eating. Ozwald took a few mouthfuls from the edge of my plate. 
 
    “So, tell me, Elthloriel, how did the elves come to be the dominant power in this region? How did they end up enslaving the monsters?” I asked. 
 
    Elthloriel puffed up his chest. “I’m glad you asked.” 
 
    But I hadn’t finished my question. “How did they become such tyrants and start mistreating all of the other races?” 
 
    Elthloriel frowned, his brow thrown into stark relief by the flickering firelight. “That’s a bit of a loaded question, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I’m just curious about how this power imbalance came to be in the first place,” I asked innocently, although in truth, I knew well that this was hardly an innocent question. 
 
    Lizzie nearly choked on her stew as she softly laughed at my question. “Do tell us, cousin, how did the elves grow so mighty?” She smiled sweetly. 
 
    “Ahem, well, I suppose it all started because the elves were the first to start delving into the dungeons,” Elthloriel began. 
 
    “So, you’re saying they were the first to start stealing resources that belonged to everyone?” I clarified. 
 
    “Do you want to hear the story or not?” Elthloriel sounded annoyed. 
 
    “Sorry.” I stifled a laugh of my own. “Do go on.” 
 
    Elthloriel looked offended but regained his composure. “The elves were the first to arrive in this region in sufficient numbers to be able to risk the perils of the dungeons and plunder their treasures.” 
 
    “I thought the dungeons were initially undefended,” I said. 
 
    “Much less defended,” Elthloriel replied. “There were no monsters, but it was still possible to be killed by collapsing stone or by contact with poisonous plants and the like.” 
 
    “And the elves had the numbers to sacrifice their people to these dangers?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Elthloriel said quietly. 
 
    “A charming people,” I muttered. 
 
    “They may have had their faults,” Elthloriel answered. “But they were the most powerful folk in the region. It was their right to conquer this territory and decide how it should be developed.” 
 
    The golems behind me muttered in discontent, but Medusa cautioned them to restrain themselves. I held my tongue, waiting for Elthloriel to continue. 
 
    “When the more effective dungeon defenses were introduced, the elves were the only ones who had developed magical powers,” Elthloriel continued. “No other creatures, elfoid or otherwise, could even enter the dungeons.” 
 
    “But not all the elves,” I added, knowing that Elthloriel himself remained incapable of magic. 
 
    “No, indeed,” Elthloriel’s face fell. “Only some of our ancestors developed magical abilities. Some of us remained as primitive as the folk who surrounded us.” Elthloriel spoke the last few words with disdain and, I suspected, a dose of self-loathing. 
 
    “So, some of you have never been involved in plundering the dungeons and capturing monsters,” I said. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Elthloriel sighed. 
 
    “I haven’t heard it put that way before,” Lizzie said, smiling at me. “I’m impressed at how you’re able to see the positive side of this problem.” 
 
    “Maybe it is a good thing,” Elthloriel acknowledged. “But you’ll never convince the other elves of that.” 
 
    “The elves would never recognize your value without magic?” I asked. “Your entire people had no magic in the beginning.” 
 
    “That was centuries ago,” Elthloriel said. “Nowadays, if an elf is known to be born without magic, they will be shunned.” 
 
    “What happened to you, then?” I asked. “You still have a manor. You’re not shunned by the other elves, are you?” 
 
     “I have a manor, but my parents have a palace in the city,” Elthloriel scoffed. “I am tolerated in the public places of Elandria, but I am never allowed to mingle with the nobility at private events. I was only granted the manor because of the high standing my family has. I would have been exiled or enslaved if my birth had been any lower.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. I had difficulty feeling sorry for Elthloriel, given that he still had a manor and a number of slaves, but I did know what it was like to lose family. That was a feeling that hurt no matter how much wealth one possessed. 
 
    “The curse of fate that left me without magic has almost debased me as low as the ordinary people of Elandria,” Elthloriel complained. “The elven folk are rightly meant to rule over the others. At least I will never sink as low as the enslaved monsters.” 
 
    I held up a hand to steady the golems as they started forward, muttering enraged comments against Elthloriel. 
 
    “You might want to choose your words more carefully when those very monsters are listening to every word you say, Elthloriel,” I cautioned. 
 
    He looked surprised. “But it is the rightful place of the elves to rule over everyone else. We are endowed with more wisdom and intelligence than all other races.” 
 
    I felt my jaw drop open. “You really believe the elves are better than everyone else.” 
 
    “Of course,” Elthloriel replied. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    Lizzie was fidgeting, looking agitated at the conversation that was taking place. “You’ve never made such arrogant claims in front of me before, cousin.” 
 
    “You come from a country farm, Elizabeth,” Elthloriel answered. “You wouldn’t have understood the pressure of maintaining the status of an elven noble.” 
 
    That last comment was particularly interesting to me. I wondered if it provided the key to understanding Elthloriel’s motivations. 
 
    “Elthloriel,” I started, in my most diplomatic tone. I didn’t want him to misunderstand me. 
 
    He looked at me, about to speak, but stopped when he saw my face. 
 
    “The elves have not treated you well,” I said. 
 
    Elthloriel opened his mouth to protest, but I held up a hand, silencing him. 
 
    “Your own parents banished you from their home,” I continued. “The other elves won’t associate with you. That is not good treatment.” 
 
    “I suppose you might be right about that,” Elthloriel admitted. 
 
    “Why do you keep defending the elves?” I asked. “Why do you take so much pride in being associated with the elven nobles?” 
 
    “To be an elf is a glorious honor,” Elthloriel countered, his tone rough. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem so glorious when they ostracize you for an accident of your birth,” I gently responded. 
 
    “What nonsense is this?” Elthloriel asked. “Do you deny that elves are the most powerful race in Elandria and all its surrounding districts?” 
 
    Lizzie was on the edge of her stony seat by now, watching me intently. 
 
    “I don’t deny that the elves have a superior political position,” I said. “But how does that make them better than the other folk in these districts?” 
 
    “They are more powerful,” Elthloriel stated. “More powerful equals better.” 
 
    “It’s that simple,” I laughed.  
 
    “It is ‘that’ simple,” Elthloriel said. 
 
    I sighed. “And where would you be without the help of your slaves?” 
 
    The golems quietly cheered behind me. I smiled, knowing that they were rooting for my success in this discussion. 
 
    Elthloriel was stumped. 
 
    “You could never maintain that manor on your own, could you, Elthie?” Lizzie asked. 
 
    “Not entirely,” Elthloriel admitted. 
 
    Lizzie snorted. “Not at all! You’d be living in squalor, unable to even drive the carriage out of a ruined driveway without the help of your slaves. Not to mention that you’d have to pull the carriage all by yourself.” 
 
    “Hmm, you might be right,” Elthloriel said. 
 
    “So maybe the elves need the help of everyone else just as much as we need the elves?” I suggested. 
 
    We all went silent, and allowed Elthloriel to ponder these words as the fire crackled away. 
 
    I allowed my thoughts to drift as I watched the sparks rising into the night sky, mesmerized. 
 
    Eventually, Elthloriel interrupted my thoughts. “So, what would the monsters contribute to Elandria if they were allowed to live there freely?” The rough edge in his voice was gone. 
 
    “Why, you arrogant elf!” Hengus started forward. 
 
    Medusa put out a giant stony hand and restrained him. “I think the elf is asking in good faith this time.” 
 
    Elthloriel looked at the golems, one of whom had almost charged him. “I don’t understand what you’re saying, but I mean no offense. I have never considered how different Elandria might look without slaves.” 
 
    “If golems weren’t busy trying to fight off invading elves and avoid capture, we could transform your city,” Medusa replied. 
 
    I translated for her. 
 
    “Legends tell of the mighty palaces our people constructed from stone in our old world, before we were placed in the dungeons,” Medusa continued. “They would make the structures in your city look tiny and squalid.” 
 
    Elthloriel managed to banish the outrage from his face at this statement. “If your claim is true, why haven’t the enslaved golems already done this?” 
 
    “Because they are slaves!” Medusa responded. Her gravelly shout was enough to startle Elthloriel, even if he didn’t understand the words. 
 
    He nodded in understanding when I translated for him. 
 
    “If our people were allowed to freely live alongside yours, we could do far more for your city than we do now,” Medusa concluded. 
 
    “I suppose I can understand that,” Elthloriel said. “Perhaps slavery is not the only viable form of cooperation between our peoples.” 
 
    “Cooperation,” Ozwald laughed. “This elf is a slow one. I cannot believe how long it’s taken for him to grasp such a simple concept.” 
 
    I couldn’t help agreeing with Ozwald, but I could sense that Elthloriel was coming around, and I didn’t want to jeopardize that by saying anything that might make him defensive again. 
 
    “And what of the other monsters?” Elthloriel asked. “How would they make Elandria a better place?” 
 
    I couldn’t help noticing that Elthloriel’s only concern was how the monsters could be useful, with no thought as to whether they deserved their freedom regardless of how useful they could be. But we’d already made more progress in one day than I had hoped for in changing his mind. 
 
    Coramir had crept closer to the circle of our fire as the conversation progressed, and she spoke up. “You need only look around you to see how ‘useful’ I have been in one day on Kaetlyn’s farm.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said, translating the griffin’s words. “I could never have planted that first crop today without Coramir’s help.” 
 
    “According to legend, griffins used to occupy the high places in my old world,” Coramir said. “We lived in eyries on high wooden structures or at the top of mountains, keeping watch over the land, and protecting our friends.” 
 
    “I can see how that would be useful too,” Elthloriel said. “Maybe I have been wrong in assuming that monsters should always be subjugated by the elves.” 
 
    I was too pleased with Elthloriel’s change of heart to bother pointing out how obvious that statement was. The monsters too seemed to be content for now with this progress. 
 
    “It’s been a long evening,” I said. “Perhaps it is time for us to turn in for the night.” 
 
    Lizzie and Elthloriel both murmured assent and we began tidying up from dinner. The fire had died down, so there was no risk of it catching anything in the night. 
 
    Coramir took up her post on the roof to keep watch. The golems departed for their shelter. They intended to keep digging through the night as they didn’t need as much sleep as the rest of us. Coramir had removed enough dirt before dinner that they would be able to keep digging without issue for a while. 
 
    The house was much more pleasant inside now that Ozwald and I had cleaned the dust out of it. We all set up our sleeping gear in the front room, while Ozwald took his perch on the shelf above where I slept. 
 
    As I lay down in the darkness to sleep, I checked a couple of notifications that had come up during conversation. 
 
      
 
    Charisma +1 
 
    You used your Persuasion to change Elthloriel’s mind on a very controversial topic. Your Charisma has increased. 
 
      
 
    Golem tribe: +10 loyalty 
 
    The golem tribe’s loyalty to you is now 40/100 
 
    The golems are pleased that you defended them. Their loyalty to you has increased. 
 
      
 
    The change to my charisma was certainly unexpected. As I drifted off to sleep, I wondered what other changes to my attributes I could expect in the future.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elthloriel’s driver returned early the next morning. We were awakened by him loudly knocking on the front door. He called out to Elthloriel repeatedly, insisting that they had to get moving so that he could make his next delivery on time. 
 
    I smiled to myself as Elthloriel groggily stumbled around getting dressed and rolling up his sleeping gear. He was on the receiving end of his driver’s irritating impatience this time. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Elthloriel and Lizzie were ready and packing everything onto the carriage. I stood outside with Ozwald on my shoulder and Coramir by my side, saying goodbye. 
 
    We waved them off as the carriage pulled away up the driveway. Then I got dressed. I’d slept the night before in my dress, but it was a relief now to peel it off. It was caked in dust and dirt from the previous day, but I hadn’t had a chance to change into anything else. 
 
    The clothes that Lizzie gave me were a bit stiff. The material was rough, but at least it was baggy so it didn’t trap my skin. It would serve me well until I could get something that fit better for outside work. 
 
    Then I went about making breakfast. Knowing how important it was to keep my energy up in case of high mana use, I cooked a larger breakfast than usual. 
 
    Coramir took off to scout the skies while I was cooking, but she landed again soon after I’d started eating. She swooped in low and landed just outside the circle of stones, with a frown on her feathered features. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Ozwald asked. He had identified her expression sooner than me, no doubt because their faces had more in common. 
 
    “There is bad weather on its way,” Coramir stated. 
 
    “Oh dear,” I mumbled, around a mouthful of food. “How bad?” 
 
    “The clouds are dark, but not too large. They’re hovering over the northern forests right now,” Coramir indicated that direction with a wing. 
 
    Ozwald held out his own wing to feel the air. “I don’t sense any change in pressure yet.” 
 
    Coramir nodded. “There is a slight southerly breeze in the heights, but it will take several days at least for the storm to reach us.” 
 
    “A storm?” I asked. 
 
    “I would expect moderate winds, some thunder and lightning, and heavy rain,” Coramir said. 
 
    “Judging by the warm weather, I should say the storm will grow in size a little by the time it reaches us too,” Ozwald said, looking up at the sky. 
 
    “I have my own weather experts here,” I laughed. 
 
    “When you’ve spent as much time in the air as we have, you learn to read the signs,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Well I’m glad you have,” I said. “I would have been caught completely by surprise.” 
 
    “As it is, you do have some time to prepare,” Coramir said. 
 
    I looked around me. The crops hadn’t yet sprouted, so they wouldn’t be damaged as long as the rain didn’t wash the entire field away. The golems would no doubt finish their shelter by the time the storm arrived. That just left my house and the barn. 
 
    “What are we going to do about the roof?” I asked aloud. “I really don’t want the rain to damage the house any further after we’ve just cleaned it. And I’ll have nowhere to take shelter in the rain.” 
 
    “Nor will I,” Ozwald morosely added. 
 
    “You’ve grown accustomed to the comforts of the laboratory, Ozwald,” I teased. 
 
    “That I have,” he chuckled wryly. “And the discomforts.” 
 
    “All our things will get spoiled too,” I realized, with a small amount of panic. “How do we protect the bags of seeds and my clothing from the rain?” 
 
    “Is there any way you can repair the roof in the next few days?” Coramir asked. 
 
    I looked up at the house with a sinking feeling. “That would be a lot of tiles to lay even if I could get up there. And some of the beams have rotted and need to be replaced.” 
 
    “Didn’t Elthloriel say he would send help?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “He did, you’re right.” I remembered him speaking to the driver about it the night before. “But I forgot to ask him about it again this morning. And now he’s back at the manor.” 
 
    “I could fly there and ask him myself,” Coramir suggested. 
 
    I shook my head. “He won’t understand you. I would need to come with you.” 
 
    “Then we should be leaving right away.” Coramir spread her wings. 
 
    “Damn,” I exclaimed. “That will take away valuable time I was planning on spending on other tasks. I wish Elthloriel was a bit more reliable.” 
 
    “Can the golems repair the house?” Coramir asked. 
 
    “They did promise to help,” I said. “They are a bit short, so I doubt they can work on the roof, but I’ll ask them and see what they can do.” 
 
    When I explained the situation, Medusa called her people together and got them to start work on the house. Their new home would not be damaged by rain, she said, so they would start repairing my house first. 
 
    Coramir took that opportunity to shift all the dirt from in front of the golems’ shelter so that they’d be able to keep digging once they finished on my house. 
 
    The golems worked efficiently with their enhanced bodies, gathering stones and stacking them in piles around the house, ready to be raised onto the walls and cemented in. Medusa explained to me that I would need to make the cement. 
 
    I didn’t know how to make cement, so that was another problem, but I was trying to tackle issues one at a time. The first problem was that the golems were too short to build the walls all the way up to their original height, not to mention too short to work on the roof. 
 
    “Medusa said I might be able to enhance the height of the golems, or make their limbs longer,” I said to Ozwald as we watched everyone else working. 
 
    “That might be an upgrade that becomes available to you once you reach the next level,” he said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for,” I replied. “But how do I get to the next level?” 
 
    “Good question,” Ozwald said. “You’ll need to complete one of your quests or keep working on something on the farm.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said. “I’m just not sure what the most efficient thing to work on would be. Wait, what’s that in the distance?” 
 
    A trail of dust was rising from the road leading to my estate. Had Elthloriel forgotten something? I walked up toward the driveway with Ozwald on my shoulder. 
 
    But it wasn’t Elthloriel’s carriage approaching. It was three minotaurs pulling a wagon, two large ones and one smaller one. 
 
    They were giant, human-shaped creatures, but with hairy hides and the heads of oxen. I recognized what they were from the ancient textbooks I’d read, but I’d never seen minotaurs in person. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out as they approached. 
 
    The minotaur in the lead blinked at me in surprise. This minotaur had six firm teats protruding from her stomach, so I suspected she was female. 
 
    “You speak our tongue?” the minotaur queried. Her voice was guttural, but not harsh. 
 
    “I can,” I answered. “I have a high level of Creature Communication.” 
 
    The minotaur nodded. “That’s a nice surprise. The driver who works for the master of the manor simply ordered us to come here with supplies for a job. He said a human here would tell us what to do. We didn’t know you would be able to communicate properly with us.” 
 
    “I hope that will make things easier for both of us,” I replied. 
 
    “It certainly will,” the minotaur said. 
 
    “My name is Kaetlyn, I am renting this estate from Elthloriel for the purpose of growing herbs and creating potions.” 
 
    “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” the minotaur said. “My name is Anevera Brightroar. This is my husband Jarkar Bullroar and our son Seovin Scaryroar.” 
 
    The other two minotaurs bowed their heads as they were acknowledged. 
 
    “You all have similar names,” I observed. 
 
    Anevera nodded. “Among our people, when a cow takes a husband, he adopts her last name, with some slight modifications.” 
 
    “An interesting practice,” I noted. I wasn’t sure if I would ever marry, but if I did, I would have to find a last name for myself so that my spouse could take it as well. 
 
    “Lord Elthloriel has ordered us to assist you on your estate,” Anevera continued. “We are at your command until you release us from your service.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” I hadn’t made that connection. Maybe Elthloriel wasn’t so unreliable after all. 
 
    But it also meant that these monsters were slaves, so they were now at my disposal. I would have to be careful not to give them any orders that they might not want to perform. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” I said. 
 
    “It is at our master’s behest,” Anevera gently replied. 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” I said. “I will be happy to pay you for your assistance in whatever way I can.” 
 
    Anevera’s large round eyes widened. “We are not accustomed to receiving payment.” 
 
    “I am not accustomed to being served by slaves,” I countered. “The monsters who live on my estate work of their own volition, and I compensate them in whatever way they need me to.” 
 
    “That is a very interesting arrangement indeed,” Anevera replied. Jarkar snorted and his eyes too, widened in surprise. 
 
    “Let me know what I can pay you once the work is done, and I will ensure that you receive it,” I said. 
 
    “We will.” Anevera inclined her head toward me, respectfully. “And thank you. Now, what work is it that you require our assistance with?” 
 
    I explained that the higher parts of the walls of the house and barn and the roofs were the most urgent priority. The minotaurs had brought all manner of stone and wood working tools with them, including what would be needed to mix cement, so they were well equipped for this work. 
 
    Before long I was able to leave them to work with the golems and Coramir on the house. The noise of busy activity soon filled the surrounding fields. 
 
    I walked away from the house northward, into the fields a little way, to go where it was quieter. 
 
    “It will be good when the house is properly repaired,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a relief that Elthloriel delivered on his promise,” I agreed. “Though I do still want to enhance the golems so that they can help me with this sort of thing in the future. Who knows what sort of situations might come up, and I can’t always be running to Elthloriel for help.” 
 
    “You think the golems will always be available to help?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “Well, no,” I said. “It is possible that they’ll want to go back to their original homeland, and they have only agreed to help with repairing the house.” 
 
    “This is why the elves have slaves,” Ozwald observed. 
 
    I sighed. “That’s true. It does make planning a lot easier if you know you can just force others to do what you need them to do. But I could never consider that.” 
 
    “What will you do if you end up in a situation like this in the future?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “There seem to be no shortage of monsters and wild creatures in this region,” I said. “I’m sure I can make deals with them in exchange for temporary assistance.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Ozwald said as he snapped at a passing butterfly. 
 
    “Ozwald! Am I not feeding you enough?” 
 
    “Sorry, my lady.” Ozwald hung his head. “It would seem the fresh outside air is bringing back some of my old instincts.” 
 
    I laughed. “You don’t need to apologize. Just leave the butterflies alone if you can, they’re rather pretty.” 
 
    “Will do, my lady.” Ozwald preened a wing for a moment and then lifted his head again. “If I follow your reasoning correctly then, you are concerned about increasing your own powers of evolution in case you need them, is that right?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “If I find that I need to call in some wild creatures from the woods for their help, I need to be able to enhance their abilities so that they can assist me, and it might be a useful service to offer in exchange for their help too.” 
 
    “So, how do you increase your experience then?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m wondering. I need to do more of whatever was giving me experience before.” 
 
    Ozwald put a wing to his chin. “There have been a few activities that have granted you more experience…” 
 
    I started counting off on my fingers. “Completing quests, evolving monsters… Wait, I should make a list.” 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Ozwald concurred. 
 
    I opened up a new list on a screen in front of me and started dictating items. “Leveling up skills,” I added.  
 
    “What about when you cleaned the house?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “That was for completing a quest,” I said. I thought for a moment. “I got a lot of XP for getting my Creature Communication skill to Intermediate.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Fifty,” I said. 
 
    Ozwald nodded.  
 
    “So what skills do you think I should work on next?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t know much about the skills you have available,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “I need to discover some more.” I started strolling through the fields as I spoke. “I can’t just keep planting crops. We need the first batch to sprout first.” 
 
    “You’ve discovered all your previous skills simply through doing them, right?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, so I suppose I just need to do more things to discover more skills.” 
 
    “What else haven’t you done yet?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “Well, I can’t think of anything from my incomplete quests to try, but maybe there’s something I know from my time in the village.” 
 
    “What you did for Otto was all potion brewing, and I don’t think you can do any of that right now,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “No, that’s right. I need to think of other activities from the village.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking of blacksmithing, or baking, are you?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I shook my head. A loose strand of hair hit Ozwald in the face, causing him to get startled and put out a wing to ward off my hair. 
 
    “I was thinking of things other villagers might have done outside that didn’t require so many tools,” I explained. “Foraging for instance.” 
 
    “Foraging is a good idea,” Ozwald agreed. “We need more food supplies anyway, especially if there is a storm coming.” 
 
    We reached the stream as I walked. The water babbled loudly as it rushed over the stony bed. 
 
    “Foraging doesn’t just have to mean gathering nuts and berries in the fields though,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t think so,” I said slowly, not sure what Ozwald was getting at. 
 
    “You could forage for anything useful that you find on this estate,” Ozwald said. “Even in the stream.” 
 
    “Oh.” I realized what he was implying. “You mean fishing.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the villagers in your old home doing that before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I have,” I agreed. “Not often. I was usually the one using leftover bits of fish at the end to make potions, but I have seen it being done.” 
 
    “And this would give you a way to collect food as well as useful ingredients for potions,” Ozwald added. 
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “That’s an excellent idea.” 
 
    “Great,” Ozwald said. “You might as well get started then.” 
 
    I looked at the stream in front of us. “There’s just one problem. I need a rod and some twine.” 
 
    “And bait,” Ozwald added. “Don’t forget the bait. The fish will be terribly bored with an empty bit of twine.” 
 
    I hurried back to the barn and found some twine among the supplies Lizzie had given me. Some of it would no doubt be needed for tying up growing vines as well as for construction purposes, but there was plenty left over after I took a section for my improvised fishing line. 
 
    Not far from the house I found enough trees to scour for dropped branches. One of the branches was thin and flexible enough to use as a rod. I took a knife from the barn and trimmed the twigs off. I tied the twine onto it and curled a piece of thin wire which I attached to the end as a hook. 
 
    The pile of dirt dumped by Coramir near the barn was a plentiful source of live worms. I collected enough to last me a little while and set off to find a suitable patch of water. 
 
    As I finished creating my makeshift rod, I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Improvised Tools: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Ozwald perched on my shoulder and eyed the stream hungrily, but he refrained from diving in after fish himself as that would prevent me from gaining experience. 
 
    I jerked the rod back behind me and cast it, ready to catch my first fish.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We stood at the water’s edge for a while, waiting for a fish. I was facing north, with the sun warming my back. The shadow of my bulky form in Lizzie’s clothes, with Ozwald perched beside me, was cast onto the running water. 
 
    A light breeze ruffled my hair and Ozwald’s feathers, bringing with it the smell of the woods, along with damp vegetation from the side of the stream. 
 
    “Is there nothing to be done now but wait?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I sighed. “If I remember rightly, the villagers who went fishing could stand there for half a day waiting.” 
 
    “Perhaps this isn’t the best way to gain experience,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed. “But I wouldn’t be too hasty to decide that. This is a fast-flowing stream, so it should bring plenty of fish down with it. And if this spot doesn’t work, we can go up or downstream and find the fish ourselves.” 
 
    “You seem to be knowledgeable on this subject,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “I did observe what I could. I haven’t done it myself though, so we have yet to see whether I can be a good fisherwoman or not.” 
 
    We waited a while longer in silence. 
 
    “I wonder what the minotaurs are doing—” 
 
    I gasped, cutting Ozwald off. There was a tug on the fishing rod. I stood there, tense and waiting, holding the rod firm, and gently pulling it closer. I’d never done this before, but I had a feeling if I pulled too hard, it might pull the hook out of the fish’s mouth. 
 
    After a few moments, the tension in the rod eased. It went limp again. 
 
    “Do you think the fish died from having a hook in its mouth?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald shook his head. “That would surprise me. It was only a little piece of wire. Pull the line up and let’s have a look.” 
 
    I carefully lifted the rod up and back toward me, pulling the line right out of the water. There was nothing on the end. 
 
    “Oh,” was all I could manage to say. I put the rod on the ground and pulled the line through my fingers. 
 
    Right at the end was the wire hook I’d made, but it wasn’t a hook anymore. It was simply a straight piece of wire. 
 
    “Looks like the wire wasn’t strong enough to hold a fish,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “It does look that way,” I said. “I guess I’ll need stronger wire.” 
 
    “Do you have something stronger?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I nodded. “There’s some thicker wire in the barn, but I’ll need help bending it into a tight hook, and I might need to sharpen the end as well. Thicker wire won’t pierce a fish’s mouth as easily.” 
 
    “Perhaps the golems can help you with that,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “I hope so.” I picked up the rod and started walking back toward the barn. 
 
    As I walked, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Fishing: Beginner 1 
 
    Failing is still learning. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s not such a bad outcome,” Ozwald said, his voice cheerful. 
 
    I smiled. “Yes. It’s good to know I can still learn new skills without having to get them right straight away. Perhaps it will be easier now.” 
 
    With Medusa’s help, I was able to bend a short section of thick wire into a narrow hook. The golem matriarch used a stone to grind the edge of the hook down into a sharp point. Her hands had been enlarged by my evolution, but she could still use them as nimbly as ever. 
 
    I let her get back to the construction work on the house, and returned to the stream, confident that this new hook wouldn’t fail me. I brought a wicker basket with me, in case I caught several fish and needed to carry them back. We both laughed a little at my optimism. For the time being, I stored the worms inside. 
 
    I stuck a wriggling worm onto the hook and cast it out into the water. Then we stood and waited again. I wriggled the line impatiently a few times, hoping for the rush I’d had when the line was bitten the first time, but finally I resigned myself to waiting. 
 
    “Fishing is a much more relaxed activity than it once was,” Ozwald commented as a light breeze stirred the reeds by the bank. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Was it once more athletic? Did people personally dive in after the fish?” 
 
    Ozwald chuckled. “Not exactly. Fishing used to be much more dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous!” I laughed, hardly able to imagine it. “Going fishing is a byword in our old village for any activity that requires very little exertion.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ozwald acknowledged. “Standing by a stream waiting for a fish to bite is about as relaxing as work could get.” 
 
    “What used to be dangerous about fishing?” I asked, my curiosity now piqued. 
 
    “Legends of old tell of a time when standing still in plain sight was about the most dangerous thing you could do,” Ozwald said. “Every creature was pitted against the others to survive.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. “That doesn’t sound very relaxing at all.” 
 
    “No, indeed,” Ozwald replied. 
 
    “What caused such savagery?” I asked as I pulled my rod out and checked the bait. It was still live and wriggling, so I found a still spot near the bank and cast the bait in there. 
 
    “The legends are less clear about why such turmoil prevailed,” Ozwald said. “Rumors are mixed. Some say it was famine and scarcity, which forced many otherwise peaceful creatures to hunt and kill their fellows. Others tell of a madness that overcame them in the presence of intruders.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot like the madness the golems described,” I remarked. “They went mad in the dungeons when anyone entered, and even when Elthloriel arrived on the farm.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Ozwald said. “I hadn’t considered that connection before.” 
 
    “You’ve studied these legends?” I asked. 
 
    “I have,” Ozwald said. “I studied them in the academy back when I was working with mages there.” 
 
    “What did you make of the legends you read?” As I spoke, I cast the line out again into the middle of the stream. 
 
    “Many of the legends attributed the turmoil and calamity to a dark and ancient force,” Ozwald said. “I found it hard to decipher what could be believed from these tales.” 
 
    “A dark and ancient force?” I echoed. 
 
    “Most likely a tale invented to frighten lazy farmers and small children,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “A story invented to frighten them?” I twitched the fishing rod in surprise. “That sounds barbaric.” 
 
    Ozwald shrugged. “That’s how folk used to keep each other in line.” 
 
    “I know about using warnings to frighten people,” I said. “They did that to me all the time in the village. I just thought the stories were all true.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Ozwald laughed. “Most of the time they’re completely made up.” 
 
    “Even the reanimated scarecrow that skewers small children and holds them on its arms in the sun for days to scare away the birds?” 
 
    “Uh, especially that one.” Ozwald turned to look at me, his big eyes appearing in the corner of my vision. “That’s a horrible story. I’m sorry they did that to you.” 
 
    I allowed my shoulders to relax. “It’s alright, Ozwald. It’s nice to know that that was a myth though. I’ve been frightened of that scarecrow for a long time. I never knew if I’d grown old enough for him to leave me alone.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I could dispel that fear for you.” Ozwald turned back to look at the stream. “Your rod is bending.” 
 
    The owl was right. My fishing rod was dipping toward the stream. 
 
    I sucked in my breath with excitement and gently pulled the rod upward, lifting the line out of the water. I hoped this was my first catch. 
 
    “Oh.” I held the line up for us both to see. 
 
    There was a medium sized metallic object hanging from the line. The greenish surface glinted dully in the sunlight. River weeds hung from the sides, dripping into the flowing water. 
 
    Then a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Fishing +1 
 
    Congratulations, you’ve learned how to catch junk! 
 
      
 
    I frowned at the screen before dismissing it. Was the system insulting me again? 
 
    “Well, I’ll have to get rid of that and try again,” I sighed. I started to shake the rod, hoping to dislodge the object. 
 
    “Wait.” Ozwald put out a wing, as if to stop me. “Better to bring that object to shore first.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” I asked. “It doesn’t look useful.” 
 
    “The most useful objects rarely do,” Ozwald replied. “Remember the Soul Urn you found in the house? Besides, it’ll only clog up the stream, which is hardly responsible farming.” 
 
    I lifted the rod and brought it closer to me until I was able to drop the object on the ground in front of me. “You know so much, Ozwald. How would I ever run this farm without you?” 
 
    Ozwald ruffled his feathers. “You are too kind, my lady. With time, you will learn to manage your farm with every bit as much knowledge and skill, I am sure. Now, let’s see what you’ve caught.” 
 
    I stooped down to look more closely at the metal object. Bronze glinted despite a thin layer of slippery grime from the river. I held the object up and turned it around. It looked like a little house.  
 
    “Can you use your Evaluate skill on it?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “Good idea.” I focused on the object and a small screen popped up. 
 
      
 
    Mysterious Metal Object 
 
    Enchantments: Unknown 
 
    Uses: Unknown 
 
    Value: Unknown 
 
      
 
    “Well that was helpful.” I untangled the twine from the weeds encircling the object, and unlatched the hook. 
 
    “You might need to clean the object first,” Ozwald said. “For now you can keep it as a weight or a garden decoration.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” I pushed the object out of the way behind me. 
 
    The worm from my hook had disappeared, so I pulled another out of the bucket beside me and attached it to the hook, before casting the line out into the stream again. 
 
    “So, you don’t believe this ancient dark force existed?” I asked as we again waited for something to bite the fishing line. 
 
    “We never found any evidence of such a thing,” Ozwald said. “The events are too far in the past for any accurate account to have survived.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like a very good explanation, anyway,” I said. “There’s plenty of madness and violence still, and none of that is caused by some dark force.” 
 
    Ozwald shook his head. “The amount of violence in the land now pales in comparison with the conditions of the past. We live in a very peaceful and orderly realm now.” 
 
    “Maybe, if you are an elf,” I countered. “If you are one of the monsters who has escaped from the dungeon however, all you know is being chased by elves who either want to kill you or capture you.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ozwald said, thoughtfully. “Life in the academy allowed me to overlook such horrors for a long time. You are teaching me much about taking different perspectives, Kaetlyn.” 
 
    “It seems we both have something to teach each other then,” I pulled the line out and recast it. 
 
    “Your argument does pose a problem for the theory of a dark force,” Ozwald acknowledged. 
 
    “It would be nice if there were such a simple explanation for evil things happening,” I said. “But it seems like people just do bad things to each other for their own personal gain.” 
 
    “I suppose, then, it was the arrival of the elves which brought order to the land,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “At the cost of everyone else’s freedom,” I replied, tight-lipped. 
 
    “So, it would seem,” Ozwald said. “But if the peace is maintained by the elves, through violence, what will you do with the monsters you have freed?” 
 
    “You’re worried that the monsters will go mad and attack everyone, just like the wild creatures did before the elves arrived?” 
 
    “You catch on quickly, Kaetlyn,” Ozwald remarked. “How will you stop them from doing the same thing?” 
 
    “I already have a quest to figure that out,” I said. “I have to work out what drives the golems mad, what made them attack Elthloriel when he arrived.” 
 
    “Perhaps if the root of this madness can be found, the tyrannical rule of the elves will not be needed to maintain peace,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping.” I pulled the line out of the water, ready to walk somewhere else in search of fish. 
 
    “Is that something caught on the end of the fishing line?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “You spotted it at the same time as me.” I lifted the line over to the bank. 
 
    There was a small white object caught on the hook, where yet another worm had disappeared, perhaps nibbled off by small fish. 
 
    “It looks like a comb.” I pulled the object off the hook and inspected it. It was a white comb the size of my hand, which appeared to be made out of bone. 
 
    I used Evaluate and a screen popped up. 
 
      
 
    Common Bone Comb 
 
    Enchantments: None 
 
    Uses: Combing your hair 
 
    Value: None 
 
    Getting a bit desperate are we? It’s just junk. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I was only asking.” I dismissed the rude display with a wave as Ozwald chuckled at my expense. 
 
    “That must have belonged to one of the former tenants,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Does this mean a woman lived here?” I asked. “I never saw a man in my village touch a comb, even when their hair could have really used it.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Ozwald said. “In cities such as this one, the men are not raised with the superstitious belief that their manhood will be stripped away from them by taking care of their appearances. How that belief caught on in the villages, I will never understand.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” I laughed. 
 
    This part of the stream didn’t seem to have any fish in it, so I walked upstream a little way, taking the wicker basket and the junk from the stream with me. The bank went up a small rise, which I climbed. On the other side was a copse of trees. I passed underneath their branches and found another spot to stand with access to the stream. 
 
    I cast the line out into a stiller patch of water, closer to the reeds, and waited. 
 
    “Would you still free the monsters if you knew you couldn’t cure their madness?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t even hesitate. “The elves have no right to treat them as property.” 
 
    “I agree with you there,” Ozwald said. “Though they still have the right to defend themselves if the monsters attack them.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Just not to own them. Were you a slave, Ozwald? When you lived with Otto?” 
 
    Ozwald shrugged. “Not really. I did no work, but I still ate his food. I was as much a freeloader as a slave.” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    “How did you come to live with Otto?” I couldn’t imagine an owl who had studied at the academy choosing to live with some village alchemist. 
 
    “I was on my way to a new assignment when I got injured in the woods one day,” Ozwald explained. “I got in a scrap with an eagle and came out the worse for it.” 
 
    “And Otto found you?” I asked. 
 
    “He did.” The owl nodded. “Otto was delighted when he found me. He’d always wanted a pet owl.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “He believed they would bring good luck, especially to those who deal in wisdom and healing.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh. “Wisdom?” 
 
    “I can’t say Otto had much of that, to be honest,” Ozwald acknowledged. “But he did nurse me back to health and feed me.” 
 
    “That was good of him,” I said. “I never knew him to do anything kind.” 
 
    “It was rare for the old man,” Ozwald admitted. “I suspect he was not happy to be assigned to a backwater village. Perhaps under other circumstances he would have been a better man.” 
 
    It was interesting to think of Otto from this perspective. He’d always just been my cranky instructor and taskmaster, but this made me wonder if he was harboring bitter disappointment of his own. 
 
    Thinking of how Otto might have turned out differently reminded me of how Elthloriel had shown a change of heart the night before. It seemed that even people with the worst behavior or attitudes were capable of more. 
 
    “And what was your quest?” My curiosity was piqued by the idea of Ozwald being sent from the academy with a mysterious quest. I couldn’t imagine how it would have taken him over the part of the woods where my village was located. 
 
    “Finding a new student, actually,” Ozwald replied. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald nodded. “I was sent to find a new student to mentor. I was told it would be a young person with promising magical potential.” 
 
    “And your first thought was to come to my village.” My tone was skeptical. 
 
    “I searched for months,” Ozwald said. “My search led me through strange places, but I was drawn ever deeper into the woods. Then, when I got injured, I was trapped in Otto’s house for some time.” 
 
    “You weren’t injured when I started working for Otto,” I said. 
 
    “I’d just recovered,” Ozwald explained. “I was prepared to set off on my search once more, whether Otto willed it or not, when you arrived.” 
 
    “What happened then?” I asked. 
 
    “I got a quest update,” Ozwald continued. “It said I had found the student I was to mentor.” 
 
    “Me?” I could hardly believe my ears. “But we couldn’t even talk.” 
 
    “That was a problem,” the owl admitted. “But the system assured me that you were the student I was looking for, so I knew you would eventually be able to understand me.” 
 
    “But why me?” I couldn’t think why an apprentice alchemist would be worthy of the attention of someone at the academy. 
 
    “I still haven’t worked that out,” Ozwald replied. “But my quest remains, so I’m sure we’ll discover the reason in due time.” 
 
    I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Find out why Ozwald was assigned as your mentor 
 
    Difficulty: Unknown 
 
    Reward: Unknown 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification with a puzzled shake of my head. “I sure am getting a lot of cryptic quests these days.” 
 
    “One of those even included freeing the monsters, if I’m not mistaken,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I certainly intend to finish that quest. Why else would I be sent to a faraway city with a magical system that allows me to free monsters and enhance them?” 
 
    “Well, we know why you were given the system,” Ozwald pointed out. 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, technically I was given the system to grow a couple of legendary herbs for a fairy. Why doesn’t she just grow them herself? That precious garden of hers had enough herbs in it.” 
 
    “There must be more to it than growing some herbs,” Ozwald said. “I agree with you, it makes no sense for her to give a magic system to a human of all people, just to grow a few herbs.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll find out once I’ve grown the herbs,” I said. “I have to do that soon. I don’t even know which herbs she wants me to grow yet. I wouldn’t like to think what might happen if she thinks I’ve failed her.” 
 
    “You might lose the system,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “And you might be reduced to hooting at me again,” I answered. 
 
    “Ugh.” Ozwald’s voice was filled with disgust. “Don’t remind me of that. That was the most painful form of communication I have ever experienced.” 
 
    I laughed and cast my line out into the stream again in a different spot. I was too focused on thinking of Ozwald angrily hooting at me, trying to communicate, and I didn’t pay any attention to where I was casting the line. 
 
    It landed close to the other side of the stream. I immediately felt a strain on the line and wondered if I’d caught a rock on the other side. 
 
    “Oh, I hope I haven’t got the line stuck,” I said. “If it’s caught over there, I’ll either have to cut the line or swim across and grab it. I don’t want to do either of those things.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s caught,” Ozwald said. “The water is rippling around the line.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I tried pulling on the line, and found that it rose, but with fierce resistance, which was now rapidly yanking against me. 
 
    I started walking back up the bank, tugging gently on the line, and spinning it, winding the twine around the rod to shorten the distance. 
 
    Finally, the frantic tugging grew weaker, and I was able to haul the line out of the water. There was indeed a fish on the end. I used Evaluate to see what kind it was. 
 
      
 
    Common River Minnow 
 
    Value: 1 copper coin 
 
      
 
    Personal Attribute Increased! 
 
    Luck +1 
 
    Try the same thing long enough and you’re bound to get lucky 
 
      
 
    Fishing +1 
 
    Actually catching a fish is a good start 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notifications and focused on getting the fish off the hook. The fish was half a foot long and would go nicely with dinner that evening. Encouraged by my success, I cast the line out again with a new worm and waited for another fish. 
 
    The wait wasn’t long this time. In rapid succession I caught several more Common River Minnows, an Uncommon Trout, and two Rare Salmon. My Fishing skill was upgraded a few times too, reaching Beginner 7. It seemed that increased Luck made a big difference. 
 
    I was tantalizingly close to reaching Intermediate Fishing—which meant I was close to receiving a chunk of XP. I wiped the sweat off my brow, then nodded. I was close—too close to give up now.  
 
    “I’ll just catch a few more,” I said to Ozwald. “I’m just three levels away from reaching Intermediate Fishing.”  
 
    Ozwald hooted his approval.  
 
    I put fresh bait on the hook and cast the line again. The next bite, however, took much longer. The line drifted in the water as the river trickled by. My hands were getting tired, so I held it between my knees and laid back, looking up at the graying sky.  
 
    Ozwald nestled next to me. 
 
    “My lady,” Ozwald said finally, “it’s getting late—” 
 
    The line tugged. I sat up and caught the rod before it was pulled from my knees. I dug my heels into the dirt and gritted my teeth. I had to use my whole body just to keep from falling over, let alone to reel it in.  
 
    But I wasn’t strong enough. I was dragged forward.  
 
    “Ozwald!” I said. “I need help!”  
 
    Ozwald sprung into action. He clasped the rod with his talons and flapped his wings. With Ozwald’s help, I managed to keep my footing. 
 
    But not for long.  
 
    The rod groaned, threatening to break.  
 
    “My lady!” Ozwald exclaimed. “It’s too strong. You have to let it go!” 
 
    “No!” I was dragged forward slowly, my heels grinding against the dirt. “I’m not giving up!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’m. Not. Giving. Up,” I said through gritted teeth.  
 
    My hands shook as I gripped the rod. I was barely holding on. My forearms and back were pulled stiff.  
 
    Tendrils of energy reached out from my fingers, curling around the rod. Ozwald glanced down at them and then at me.  
 
    Suddenly, the rod felt much lighter.  
 
    “Ozwald, on three!” I said. “One… Two… Three. Pull!” 
 
    Ozwald and I pulled—and we gained an inch. Then another. I managed to take a full step back away from the riverbank. With one, final heave, I pulled the fish up and out of the water.  
 
    It floundered on the dirt. I slumped down and gasped, trying to catch my breath. 
 
      
 
    Fishing +3 
 
    Progressed to Intermediate 
 
    50XP received 
 
      
 
    “Plus three?” I exclaimed.  
 
    Ozwald looked at me, confused. 
 
    “I just got three levels in fishing,” I said. “That’s never happened before.” 
 
    “It’s never been that hard before,” Ozwald said. He hooted softly as he tried to catch his breath.  
 
    I sprung up to my feet. “Let’s go see what we’ve caught.” 
 
    The fish’s scales shimmered with a deep, saturated rainbow sheen. Its teeth were sharp and vicious-looking, and it had a large, pointy fin like a shark. And it was big—at least four feet long. Whatever species this was, it was clearly a predator. 
 
    I leaned in closer. The fish had stopped flapping around now. “What’s that on its side?” I pointed. 
 
    Ozwald got close to the fish. “It’s… a bite mark, my lady.”  
 
    “This thing is huge,” I said. “I don’t even want to imagine what bit it.” 
 
    “The bite looks fresh, too,” Ozwald added.  
 
    “Maybe that’s why it was so difficult to reel in: we were fighting two fish,” I said. 
 
    “Or one fish,” Ozwald said seriously, “and something far more dangerous…” 
 
    “Well,” I said, standing up, “whatever it is, I think we should call it a night. 
 
    I put all our fish in the wicker basket that had contained the worms and took them all back to the barn along with the junk from the stream. I stowed them in the shade. They would keep there until I could do something with them at dinnertime. 
 
    I left the fishing gear behind and went to check up on the repairs being done on my home.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was tantalizingly close to a new level. I almost wished I’d been able to keep fishing and get some more experience, but there’d been no fish left in that portion of the stream for the time being, or at least they weren’t biting the bait. I would have to find some other way to get my experience over the edge if I wanted to be able to upgrade the golems. 
 
    Before checking up on the repair work on the house, I decided to grab a bucket and fill it from the stream to water the seeds I’d planted. They were in a sunny area, so the soil would dry out quickly, especially at the surface level where the seeds were resting. 
 
    As I carefully dribbled water out onto each of the rows, I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    2 Day Watering Streak Achieved! 
 
    For 2 days so far, you haven’t forgotten to water the crops. Good job! 
 
    Reward: 5XP 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “That one almost feels a bit patronizing, don’t you think?” 
 
    “At least it’s free experience,” Ozwald pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, just enough to annoy me!” I complained. “Now I’m even closer to level 2, but I still haven’t reached it.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps helping over at the house will offer the opportunity to get that last bit,” Ozwald suggested. “Maybe you can clean up after the minotaurs.” 
 
    I laughed wryly at that idea. I finished watering the seeds. The dirt in some places was pushed up a little bit, but I couldn’t see any green shoots yet. Another day or two ought to be enough to see them coming through. 
 
    Anevera called out a greeting to me as I arrived at the house. She was perched on the roof in one of the corners, pulling up tiles. Her hooves were planted firmly against the edges of the walls beneath her, with the rest of her weight leaned against the roof beams in front of her. 
 
    It looked sickeningly precarious to me, but Anevera was confidently supporting her weight and tossing roof tiles down to her husband and her son below. They in turn stacked all the tiles outside the house in a large pile. 
 
    The golems worked on another section of the house, stacking stones onto the ever-growing walls and slathering mortar on top, using the mixture Seovin was preparing. They had raised the walls nearly as high as any of them could reach. 
 
    Other sections of the walls were already at their fullest height, either because they hadn’t collapsed in the first place, or because the minotaurs had taken over from the golems there. 
 
    It looked like Coramir was helping too, lowering stones onto the mortar for the golems, allowing them to reach a greater height than they otherwise would have. It was slow going with Coramir however as she had to concentrate on keeping her own weight in the air, gently flapping her wings, while at the same time peering underneath her to position the heavy stones. 
 
    As I watched, I noticed that Coramir and the golems were carrying the stones a long way, from the piles that had been built up around the house. They were also at risk of walling themselves out of a certain section of the wall. 
 
    I pointed these things out and gave a few directions to smooth out their workflow. 
 
    “Just as well we’ve got you watching out for us,” Medusa said as she worked. “We would have ended up stuck in that corner and needed Coramir to lift us out.” She chuckled at the thought. 
 
    “I’m surprised that I noticed it myself,” I remarked to Ozwald as we supervised the work. 
 
    “So am I,” Ozwald replied. “I didn’t think you’d had any experience with managing repairs.” 
 
    “Maybe it was my increase in Farming skill yesterday,” I suggested. “It did say that the management I was doing was important.” 
 
    “That could be it,” Ozwald agreed. 
 
    The walls soon reached a point where the golems could no longer build them any higher. They turned to repairing a few areas of the floor where stones were missing or cracked. 
 
    When they got to the kitchen, I got them to remove several stones in a square in the corner. I explained to them that I would later get a cellar and a laboratory dug under the kitchen, for my alchemical work. 
 
    “We’ll be happy to assist with that task as soon as you’re ready,” Medusa offered. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” I said. 
 
    “It has to be done soon,” Coramir pointed out. “Two rooms that size will produce a lot of dirt, and I can’t carry it out if you’ve built a roof over it already.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said. “I’ll work out how large I need the rooms and get you started on it soon.” 
 
    “We can start immediately if you like,” Medusa said. “We’ll just start digging the stairway down to the two rooms.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea, thank you,” I said. 
 
    I’d hardly spoken when one of the golems showed up with a couple of big buckets. The other golems started scooping dirt out of the ground and into the first bucket. It quickly filled up and Coramir took it away to empty it, while the golems filled the second one. 
 
    By the time I turned away from the hole in the kitchen floor, I saw that the minotaurs had turned to repairing the walls. They’d removed every single roof tile and were now taking the walls to their proper height in the places where the golems hadn’t been able to reach. 
 
    “What will it take to get the roof repaired?” I asked Anevera. I knew we needed a hole in the roof to get the dirt out of the cellar and laboratory, but I was also concerned about having no roof if the storm hit. 
 
    “We will need more wood,” Anevera tursely explained in between laying heavy stones, which her husband Jarkar passed up to her. Her son Seovin was still mixing the mortar. 
 
    “What do you need wood for?” I asked. 
 
    “A number of the roof beams are too rotted to reuse,” Anevera said. “They will need to be replaced.” 
 
    I looked up at the crisscrossed beams suspended above the stone walls. The beams formed a lattice-like pattern, with gaps narrow enough to be bridged by tiles. The whole structure was enough to support a whole roof of tiles, but if they needed to be replaced, we would need a lot of wood. 
 
    “I will see what I can do to get more wood,” I assured Anevera. I was sure I could find more wood on the estate somewhere, but I didn’t know how we would shape it properly, or ensure that it was not rotten. 
 
    I put that concern out of my head for a short time. I needed to focus on one problem at a time. It occurred to me as I did so, that I might have gotten better at prioritizing my concerns thanks to my skill in farm management. 
 
    The golems were taking care of digging under the kitchen, and the minotaurs were raising the walls. My grumbling stomach reminded me that my next priority was food. 
 
    I quickly set to gathering food and preparing it over the remains of this morning’s fire, which I stoked into new life. The golems didn’t need anything, but the minotaurs gladly accepted my offer of some afternoon refreshments. 
 
    The meal I prepared was another concoction made of fried vegetables that I’d foraged. I decided to leave the fish until dinner time. 
 
    I’d barely finished cooking when a loud cheer went up from the minotaurs, which the golems added their deep, lusty voices to. I looked up, startled, but my vision was obscured by a new notification. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    The walls of your house have been repaired. 
 
    20XP received 
 
      
 
    Level Up! 
 
    You have reached Level 3! 
 
    Progress to next level: 5/120 
 
    View your profile to see changes. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification just long enough to see that the minotaurs had indeed laid the last of the stones to repair the walls. Then I brought up my character menu. 
 
      
 
    Kaetlyn 
 
    Beginner Auramancer 
 
    Level 3 
 
    XP: 5/120 
 
    Mana: 75/200 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Charisma: 11  
 
    Dexterity: 10.5 
 
    Intelligence: 14 
 
    Luck: 10 
 
    Strength: 7 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
      
 
    Active Skills 
 
    Arcane Growth: Beginner 1 
 
    Commerce: Beginner 3 
 
    Cooking: Beginner 7 
 
    Creature Communication: Intermediate 3 
 
    Creature Tending: Beginner 6 
 
    Deception: Beginner 2 
 
    Evaluate: Beginner 2 
 
    Farming: Beginner 2 
 
    Fishing: Intermediate 1 
 
    Flying Mount: Beginner 2 
 
    Foraging: Intermediate 1 
 
    Healing: Beginner 3 
 
    Persuasion: Beginner 8 
 
    Potion Brewing: Intermediate 7 
 
    Reading: Beginner 8 
 
      
 
    Auramancer Sub Skills 
 
    Monster Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
    Plant Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Passive Skills 
 
    Eavesdropping: Beginner 3 
 
    Evasion: Beginner 2 
 
    Perception: Beginner 7 
 
      
 
    Still no evolutions. I sighed, holding back the frustration. I needed to know what would allow me to unlock them. But lunch was ready, so I served it up first. The minotaurs made appreciative noises through mouths stuffed full with food, while I ate my own share hungrily. Ozwald pecked a few pieces off the side of my plate. 
 
    The golems didn’t need food and Coramir hunted her own, so there was plenty to go around between us. 
 
    As we ate, Anevera explained that they could repair the walls of the barn, but in light of the impending storm, repairing the roof of my house was a priority. When I mentioned that the roof would get in the way of removing dirt from the underground excavations, Jarkar suggested that they could simply leave the roof over the kitchen until the very end. 
 
    I agreed that this was a good idea. We could always block off the kitchen if the storm hit early, but at least the rest of the house would be protected. 
 
    As we ate, I tried to stave off the feeling that I’d wasted a lot of time on fishing earlier that day. I reminded myself that I’d still caught a lot of fish, which was useful in its own right. I had unlocked the original evolutions without too much trouble. Surely, I could do that again. I just learn how. 
 
    After we’d eaten, I set off with the minotaurs to see about getting more wood. Ozwald accompanied me on my shoulder as usual and offered to fetch Coramir if we needed her to bring the wood back to the house. I got the ax and the saw from the barn, and we set off. 
 
    We walked several hundred yards before reaching a larger stand of trees, some with dead branches lying on the ground. As we got closer, Anevera told me that under ideal circumstances, they would cut down whole trees and put them through a sawmill to cut them to the right size, preferably after letting them dry for several months. 
 
    As it was, we would need to find dry branches of the right size, but not too dry and not at all rotten. I despaired of finding enough such branches in the time that we had. 
 
    The only other options, though, were either buying wood in town, or finding a sawmill and sending the wood there. 
 
    “This tree would be perfect, if only we could cut it up into the right size pieces,” Anevera lamented, smacking a large fallen tree with her palm. “You can see by the thin twigs on the ends of its branches, it only fell a few months ago, and it’s lying over a hollow, so it won’t have started rotting.” 
 
    The beams holding up the roof of my house were all several feet long and four or five inches thick. This tree had a wide trunk at least ten yards long before it started branching off. 
 
    “Could we saw it into pieces ourselves?” I asked. Maybe it was a naive question, but I still had to ask. 
 
    Anevera scowled and shook her head. “Our saws would go blunt long before we finished. A saw this size doesn’t have the power to keep cutting that much wood.” 
 
    The saw was five feet in length, with a handle on each side, designed for two people to use. The teeth were sharp and each almost an inch in length. It was intimidating just to look at. But it would be no use if it just went blunt. 
 
    “If only there were a way for a saw to cut wood without losing its edge,” I murmured. 
 
    “A saw like that would allow us to cut this trunk up in a day. Two at most,” Anevera said, with a resigned shrug. 
 
    “Forgive my ignorance,” Ozwald said. “But couldn’t you just keep sharpening the saw?” 
 
    Anevera shook her head. “We would need to sharpen it so often, the job would take far longer, and eventually the saw would wear away to nothing.” 
 
    I used Evaluate on the saw. 
 
      
 
    Common Logging Saw 
 
    Enchantments: None 
 
    Uses: Cutting wood 
 
    Condition: Moderately rusted; Mostly sharp 
 
    Value: 1 silver coin 
 
      
 
    As we stood pondering the problem, a crazy idea came to me. 
 
    “Ozwald.” I turned my head to face him as best I could. “Do you think I could enhance the saw?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting question,” Ozwald said slowly. 
 
    Anevera looked at me with surprise. “Enhance the saw? How would you propose to do that?” 
 
    “You don’t have any skills that allow for enhancing tools,” Ozwald said. “But the description of Auramancer was sufficiently vague that it might count.” 
 
    The three minotaurs looked even more puzzled. 
 
    “I would be increasing the potential of the saw,” I added. “And that’s exactly the sort of magic that a farmer needs.” 
 
    “You can use magic?” Anevera interjected. “But you’re a human.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said with a wave of my hand. I wasn’t prepared to go into all the details about the encounter with the fairy just yet. “But yes, I can use magic. I’ll tell you all about it when we have more time.” 
 
    “The question is, how do you try enhancing a tool when you don’t have the skill for it?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I shrugged, making the owl bounce. “I guess it should be just like trying fishing. I’ll just do the skill and see if the system responds.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Ozwald admonished. “If it doesn’t work as a spell, you’ll simply be pushing pure mana into the saw.” 
 
    “What would that do?” I felt a knot of apprehension in my stomach. 
 
    “There’s no telling what it might do. No one has tried pushing pure mana into a hand tool before. My guess: the saw will shatter.” 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly not ideal,” I said. “But the saw won’t help us cut this tree as it is. We don’t have much to lose.” 
 
    The minotaurs nodded, seemingly convinced by my reasoning, and stepped aside. I approached the saw and put my hand out to it, ready to channel my mana. 
 
    I touched the length of the saw blade, feeling the lightly rusted steel under my palm.  As I pushed mana into my fingers, I felt resistance. The magic didn’t want to pass through my skin and into the metal. 
 
    Any more pressure, and I worried that the saw might shatter as Ozwald had warned. I put my fingers out in front of my face to shield it. 
 
    Anevera saw the gesture and immediately found a big chunk of bark on the ground. “Hold this in front of your face, it will keep you a little safer if anything does go wrong.” 
 
    It was a solid chunk, and it felt comforting knowing there was a little more between me and flying shards of steel. 
 
    Ozwald flapped his wings and flew over to a nearby tree branch. “I hope you don’t think ill of me, my lady, but I don’t care to be sawn in half if this goes wrong.” 
 
    I didn’t think ill of Ozwald, obviously, but it did make me considerably more nervous. Still, it was our only option if I didn’t want to find a sawmill, which I didn’t. The time and expense could be far better spent elsewhere. 
 
    I pushed the mana into my fingers again, harder this time. The magic welled up inside my hand. Then I felt something give. I almost thought I could hear a sound as the mana poured out of my fingers and into the steel. 
 
    I heard the sound of steel buckling and clutched the bark tighter in front of me. The hooves of the minotaurs sounded in the leaves around us as they backed farther away. 
 
    Then the sound stopped. Nervously, I lowered the piece of bark and squinted down. The saw was whole. Not only that, it gleamed. 
 
    “It… worked?” I dropped the bark shield and took a closer look. 
 
    The whole surface was now free of rust. The steel was smooth and glinted in the dappled sunlight. The teeth too shone in the light, and they were sharper than ever. Each point looked like the tip of a dagger. 
 
    I used Evaluate again to see if anything had changed. 
 
      
 
    Uncommon Logging Saw 
 
    Enchantments: Rust Protection; Self-Sharpening 
 
    Uses: Cutting wood 
 
    Condition: Newly polished; Newly sharpened 
 
    Value: Unknown 
 
      
 
    As Ozwald and the minotaurs came over to gawk at the newly enhanced tool, I got two more notifications. 
 
      
 
    New Skill Acquired! 
 
    Enchanting: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    You have discovered another skill granted by the Auramancer Class. 
 
    10XP received 
 
      
 
    So, we’d been right. I could enhance tools as an Auramancer. After the stress of wondering if I was about to destroy my face with flying shards of steel though, I wasn’t too eager to discover any more skills through that method. I wondered if I’d be able to find any books on Auramancers and find out what else I could do. For now, I would just have to hope I didn’t need to put myself at risk like that too often. 
 
    I dismissed the notifications and turned to see the minotaurs getting started on the tree. They propped it up with a series of supports and then began sawing it into big chunks, several feet long each. 
 
    “We’ll continue cutting this tree for a while,” Anevera explained to me between saw strokes. 
 
    I nodded and left them to it, returning to the house to see what progress the golems had made on the underground rooms of my house. In the time that we’d been gone, they’d already dug the passageways and made a good start on removing the dirt from the rooms themselves in a rough square. 
 
    Coramir was removing the dirt as fast as the golems were excavating it. She explained to me when she returned, that they were going to need a lot more stones to line the rooms. There weren’t enough in the fields to use. She did say though, that she’d discovered an abandoned quarry at the other end of the property. 
 
    Medusa confirmed that they’d be able to cut up the stone into blocks. They’d just need a way to bring it back. 
 
    I decided to leave that problem to the side for a little while. I gave Medusa more exact instructions about the kind of rooms I wanted, and she set about assigning each golem to a corner of the chambers to get those dimensions dug out for me. 
 
    It had been a hot day, so I decided to water the plants one more time as the sun was sinking toward the horizon. Then I began preparing the evening meal, knowing that the minotaurs would be in need of it after all the work they’d done. 
 
    The meal for the minotaurs was vegetarian again, but for myself I prepared the rare salmon. Coramir happily accepted several minnows, from which I removed the bones and intestines first. Those would be useful for potion brewing later. 
 
    Ozwald took a minnow as well, with a wry remark about his returning ‘savage instincts’. 
 
    The smell of raw fish was not very appealing to me, so I was glad to find some seasoning amongst the items Lizzie had given me, which I sprinkled liberally on the sizzling meal. My Cooking leveled up after preparing all the fish. 
 
    The cooking seemed to take more energy this time than it had previously. I checked my mana and found that it had dropped five points while preparing the meal, but when I tasted the meal, it was better than anything I’d ever cooked. 
 
    We all sat and chatted around the fire once the meal was prepared. The minotaurs were tired, but not as exhausted as I’d expected after all the work they’d done. Coramir and the golems joined us too, although they weren’t eating with us. 
 
    “Don’t you need to return to Elthloriel’s for the night?” I asked. 
 
    Anevera shook her head. “We were sent to assist you until the house and barn are fully repaired.” 
 
    That was a relief. “Where will you sleep though?” 
 
    The young Seovin laughed. “On the grass of course.” 
 
    Of course. Silly me. “Well, do let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Anevera thanked me for the offer. 
 
    We sat down to eat, and I passed around plates of steaming food. As I took the first few bites, I felt my mana pool replenishing a little. I sat a little straighter and my energy picked up. It made me wonder how I would feel with a full mana pool. 
 
    “I really need to find that recipe for mana potions,” I said aloud to myself, between mouthfuls. “Or better yet, the secret to regenerating mana.” 
 
    Anevera looked up at me in surprise. “You don’t regenerate mana? I thought all magic users could do this.” 
 
    I smiled wryly. “I was given my magic system by a fairy not long ago, and apparently she neglected to give me any way of restoring my mana.” 
 
    Anevera shook her head. “That seems very negligent indeed. And you don’t know how to fix this?” 
 
    “No. But it’s possible that I can find out.” I waved my spoon as I spoke, almost flicking food into the fire. “I just need to find some books on the subject.” 
 
    Anevera’s ears raised when I said that. “Elthloriel has a lot of books. I’ve seen them through the windows when he was getting me to trim the vines on the manor house. Perhaps you can ask him to lend them to you.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Elthloriel had books.” Yet another secret he was keeping from me. I wondered if the elf took satisfaction in his tenants failing, or if he was just colossally thoughtless. His distracted air made the latter more likely. 
 
    “You must have been Elthloriel’s slaves for a long time then,” Coramir said. “How did the three of you get captured?” 
 
    Anevera gave Jarkar a cryptic look as she finished a mouthful. “Funny that you should put it that way.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if the question is a sensitive one,” Coramir said. “It’s just that Kaetlyn recently helped me escape the same fate myself.” 
 
    Anevera smiled. “It’s not a problem at all. It’s just that it was only the two of us who got captured. Jarkar and I met while we were in Elthloriel’s service.” 
 
    Medusa’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. “You mean Seovin was born after your capture?” 
 
    “Born into slavery.” Coramir shook her head, and her red eyes blazed brighter. 
 
    “You are correct. Jarkar and I met each other and started our family while we were slaves.” Anevera put a hand on Seovin’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I murmured, unable to formulate a better response. 
 
    “It doesn’t trouble us so much," Anevera smiled. “The three of us have found much joy together, despite the hard labor we must often perform.” 
 
    I thought of my own family, snatched away before I was even old enough to remember their faces. Perhaps it was better to have family by one’s side in slavery than to be free and alone. 
 
    After dinner we allowed the fire to die down and prepared to rest. We all slept in the fields this time. There was no roof for me to sleep under, so it made no difference, and the weather would be good for at least a few more nights. 
 
    The golems departed to their shelter to keep excavating it, and Coramir perched on the house again to keep watch over us all. Ozwald stayed up there with her, since he didn’t like sitting in the grass. I bid the minotaurs good night and we all went to sleep, ready for another day of repairs in the morning.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up to a face full of wet hair. That was a side effect of sleeping without a roof over my head that I’d forgotten about. I swept the dew-covered hair out of my face and decided to use it as an opportunity to clean up again. 
 
    The water in the stream was frigid but refreshing. I was properly awake by the time I came back to the fire to prepare some breakfast. There were leftovers from the fish meal of the night before, but I put those to the side for lunch. 
 
    After we’d eaten, the minotaurs got back to cutting up the tree for roof beams, and the golems continued excavating the chambers for my cellar and laboratory. Medusa proudly informed me that they’d finished excavating the main room of their own shelter during the night. I was pleased that their shelter was nearly complete. 
 
    The first thing I did was catch a few more fish for dinner. I got a couple of Uncommon Trout. This time was much quicker, due to my increased skill, and I got another level in Fishing as well. 
 
    Once the sun had risen a little higher in the sky and burned off the dew, I decided it was time to water the crops. My streak increased to three days of not forgetting the crops. 
 
    Ozwald perched on my shoulder as I stooped down to the ground to inspect the seedlings. Some of them had pushed the tips of green shoots above the level of the soil. I smiled down at them. It was reassuring to know that the seeds were sprouting properly. 
 
    I was already impatient. I wanted to harvest them and start reaping the rewards, but I knew it would be a couple of months before they could grow to the right size naturally.  
 
    But I didn’t have to wait for them to grow naturally, did I? 
 
    “If I use Arcane Growth on them now, that should give them a big advantage, don’t you think?” I asked Ozwald. 
 
    “I can’t see why it wouldn’t,” the owl replied. “Depending on how much your magic enhances small seedlings, you ought to be able to speed up their growth considerably.” 
 
    I reached out and put my finger on the tip of one of the green shoots. As I activated Arcane Growth and tried pushing magic into the seedling, I felt a slight burning sensation in my finger. The flow of the magic was slow, so I guessed that it was harder to push mana only through one finger. I didn’t have a way of grabbing the seedling with more than one fingertip though as it was so small. This method would have to do for now. 
 
    Seeing how hard it was to channel mana into such a small seedling, I gave up after a few moments, but already the seedling had sprouted higher. Several small leaves were budding on the tiny stem. 
 
    Mentally, I checked my mana. 
 
      
 
    Mana: 70/200 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if I can use Arcane Growth on the whole garden bed,” I speculated. 
 
    “Directly through the dirt?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I nodded. “If I can make the magic travel through the dirt, that would be so much more efficient than performing the spell on each individual plant.” 
 
    “It’s worth the attempt I suppose,” Ozwald said. 
 
    I put both hands down on the freshly tilled soil in front of me and concentrated. The mana flowed out of me and into the soil easily. I couldn’t tell what it was doing once it left my hands, so I just hoped it was going into the seedlings. 
 
    I pushed harder. Mana, I imagined, seeped into the soil like a steady rain. Sweat dripped from my brow.  
 
    Ozwald hooted. “Be careful. You don’t want to push yourself too—” 
 
    “I’ve got it, Ozwald,” I said. My voice wavered as I spoke. “I… It’s almost… almost there…” 
 
    Tiny green leaves peeked out of the soil, reaching for the mana pouring from my fingertips. Sunlight shone over my shoulder.  
 
    Words blared in my blurred vision.  
 
      
 
    Warning! 
 
    Mana: 2/200 
 
      
 
    Darkness crept into the edge of my vision. 
 
      
 
    Warning! 
 
    Mana: 1/200 
 
      
 
    Everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sound of frantic hooting in my ear woke me a few minutes later. Ozwald was flapping his wings in my face for some reason. Dirt pressed into my cheek. 
 
    I put my hands under me and pushed myself into a sitting position. “Is everything alright, Ozwald?” I smiled sweetly. 
 
    “Alright?!” the owl spluttered. “You passed out from mana overuse. That was dangerous!” 
 
    “Sorry.” I could hear the sleep in my voice still. My head felt light. I wanted to lie down and sleep some more. 
 
    “Ugh.” Ozwald turned around. “I’ll have to fetch help.” The owl fluttered off into the sky, quickly gaining height and disappearing into the distance. 
 
    I curled up again and dosed in the warm sun. 
 
    Ozwald woke me up again a little while later. Coramir was by his side and they both looked concerned. Coramir had brought a bucket with the leftovers from last night’s meal in it. Ozwald was pushing it in front of me to eat. 
 
    After a few mouthfuls I checked my mana at Ozwald’s urgent prompting. My mana had risen to 5/200. 
 
    That made me wake up properly. “My mana hit 1. What happens if I run out of mana, Ozwald? What happens if it hits 0?” 
 
    “If you do not receive urgent help, running out of mana can cause termination of life, my lady.” 
 
    “I could die?” I asked, my eyes wide. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Ozwald said. 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my cheeks. I shoveled some more food into my face and felt it slowly restoring my energy. 
 
    “I will need to be much more careful in future, Ozwald,” I said between mouthfuls. 
 
    “The fault is partially mine as well, Kaetlyn.” Ozwald’s tone was grave. “I ought to have foreseen how much mana that task could drain from you… I ought to have…” 
 
    I shook my head. “It wasn’t your fault, Ozwald.” I smiled to reassure him. “Speaking of that task, how did I do?” I couldn’t be kept down for long. I turned with excitement to see how much the seedlings had grown. 
 
    I also noticed a notification that I hadn’t seen before. 
 
      
 
    Arcane Growth +1 
 
      
 
    “Er…” Ozwald prevaricated and put out his wings, as if to hide the garden bed from me. 
 
    “Oh.” I took in the sight of what had happened after trying to enhance the whole garden bed at once. 
 
    Little bulges of dirt popped up everywhere along the rows, where new seedlings had sprouted, which was a good thing. The ones that had already sprouted had grown a fair bit larger, rising several inches above the dirt and growing extra leaves. Then they had withered. They’d turned brown and flopped over against the dirt. 
 
    “That didn’t work quite as well as I’d hoped,” I said, my voice tinged with disappointment. 
 
    “Indeed,” Ozwald said. “It seemed to work very well at first, then as you kept pushing mana into them, they died.” 
 
    “The question is, why?” I shuffled closer to the garden bed to inspect the withered seedlings. 
 
    Coramir let out a soft squawk. “It looks like you have sufficiently recovered, Kaetlyn.” 
 
    I nodded. “I feel much better. Thank you for your timely assistance.” 
 
    “Always glad to help.” Coramir inclined her head graciously. “If you don’t need me anymore, I will return to assisting on the construction site.” 
 
    “That would be best,” I said. “I don’t intend to exhaust myself using my mana again just yet.” 
 
    Coramir took off and flew back toward the house. Ozwald and I turned back to the garden bed to try and figure out what had gone wrong. 
 
    We dug up the withered seedlings so we could inspect the roots. We found that the withered seedlings had grown considerably larger underneath, with well-established root systems. The roots appeared to have been squashed up against the hard soil beneath. 
 
    “It would seem that the roots were unable to break through the hard ground,” Ozwald surmised. 
 
    “That’s what I thought too.” I held the seedling in my hand, looking at all the stunted root ends. “The ground isn’t soft enough.” 
 
    “Clearly it was soft enough in the upper layer, where you laid the soil from the golems’ shelter,” Ozwald pointed out. 
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “So I need to soften the ground underneath before planting as well?” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Ozwald replied. 
 
    “How do I do that?” I tossed the seedling to the dirt and poked at the hard ground. “It took long enough to hoe out the rows in the soft soil. I can’t dig down deep enough for these crops. That would take days, and more strength than I have.” 
 
    “How do farmers do this?” Ozwald asked. “Surely they don’t dig it all out by hand.” 
 
    I thought back to the farming I’d seen in my old village. “They use a plow.” 
 
    “Ah. Of course, I’d forgotten about those.” 
 
    “We have one in the barn, I believe.” I got to my feet, swaying a little unsteadily with my still low supply of mana, and started walking toward the barn. 
 
    Ozwald fluttered around me protectively as I walked. I didn’t know what he planned to do if I fell over—it wasn’t like he could stop me or hold me up—but I appreciated the thought. 
 
    I reached the barn and found the plow that Elthloriel had given me when I’d left for the farm. It was heavy, but with some effort I was able to drag it to the garden bed. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Plow a field. 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: 20XP 
 
      
 
    Never having used a plow, I wasn’t totally sure what I was supposed to do with it. I looked at the large blade on the side and figured that that was meant to be pushed through the dirt. 
 
    Somewhat unsteadily, I made the plow stand upright in front of me. I positioned the plow blade against the dirt. I dug my heels into the dirt and my hands on the back of the plow. After a few quick breaths, I pushed. 
 
    And that didn’t go so well. The plow got stuck immediately and I tumbled forward, landing in the dirt. The plow slumped over too, hitting the ground with a soft thud.  
 
    I tried again. And again, the plow got stuck and fell over. All I had to show for my effort was a few bruises and a face spotted with dirt.  
 
    “This isn’t working,” I said after I’d become soaked in sweat. 
 
    “You don’t say,” Ozwald muttered. 
 
    “Hey! There’s no need to be smart with me.” I glared at the owl. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ozwald put his wings up defensively. “It may be wise to restore your strength before attempting plowing again.” 
 
     “I think you’re right,” I sighed. “I’m still weak.” 
 
    “Restoring your mana will no doubt help,” Ozwald suggested. 
 
    “Ugh, I know,” I threw up my hands. “I can’t just keep on eating all day though. I need that recipe for mana potions.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Ozwald agreed. “You could do a lot more if you had a full mana pool.” 
 
    “Maybe Elthloriel has something on it. I need to see what books he has. Anavera said he has so many.” 
 
    “A wise idea,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “It would have been nice if he’d told me that he had some in the first place,” I grumbled. 
 
    “That’s not the only area where he has proved to be a less than helpful landlord,” Ozwald put in. 
 
    “Very true,” I said. “I’m almost inclined to let you befoul his lovely manor house as he was so afraid of you doing.” 
 
     “Anything for you, my lady,” Ozwald laughed. 
 
    I sent Ozwald to get Coramir. I hopped onto Coramir’s back and together we set off for Elthloriel’s manor, soaring through the skies. The wind cooled me and dried my sweat as we flew.  
 
    When we landed, right outside Elthloriel’s house, a few servants gazed up at us. They paused their tasks. A gardener’s sheers stopped clipping, and a woman dropped her tray, sending cups clattering. 
 
    “Kaetlyn?” Elthloriel said, stepping up. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    I hopped off Coramir’s back, landing hard. “I’m here for your books.” 
 
    “My books?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “My books are…” Elthloriel pursed his lips. “Personal. I spent years collecting them. They have sentimental value. I can’t just let anyone march in and get them dirty and…”  
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I said, brushing past him. “Is it through here?” 
 
    Ozwald nodded at Elthloriel as we passed.  
 
     “Yes, it’s through there,” Elthloriel sighed. 
 
    I reached Elthloriel’s library. Shelves stretched from floor to ceiling, packed tightly with ornate, leather-bound volumes. Light streamed in from large windows.  
 
    “Woah…” I said, gazing up.  
 
    Ozwald hooted softly. 
 
    “I’ve been told it’s an impressive collection,” Elthloriel said, stepping up to my side. “My father’s father started the collection and passed it down to my father, who passed it down to me.” Elthloriel smiled. “And I hope to pass it to my son, eventually.” 
 
    “Or daughter,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Elthloriel said. “Or daughter.” 
 
    “Or,” I said with a sly smile, “a loyal, hardworking tenant with enough grit and determination—” 
 
    “No,” Elthloriel said flatly.  
 
    I shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying.” 
 
    Maybe if my Persuasion was higher… 
 
    I dismissed the thought. 
 
    “I’m looking for books on potions, farming, general magic…” I strode toward the shelves, scanning the titles. Hendallum’s Historical Handbook Volume II, The History of Elven Conquest: Early Civilization to Present Day, The Looming Dark: A Theory of the Dark Force…  
 
    “That’s the History shelf.” Elthloriel walked over to a shelf on the opposite wall. “This is the Potions and Crafting shelf.” He gestured to another shelf. “That shelf is Farming, Smithing, and Woodworking.” He walked over to a much larger shelf. “And this… This is the Magic shelf.” 
 
    “Woah,” I said again.  
 
    There was so much I didn’t know about magic. So, so much.  
 
    I gathered the books I needed. Elthloriel pointed out a few particularly useful volumes—or, I guessed, the volumes he wasn’t attached to. Elthloriel also handed me parchment and writing materials so I could send him letters through Coramir in the future. 
 
    With an armful of books and a gleeful grin on my face, I strode out of Elthloriel’s house.  
 
    I hopped back onto Coramir’s back. “Thanks, Elthloriel.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said. “Take care of—” 
 
    “Take care of the books, I know, I know…”  
 
    “No, I meant to say…” Elthloriel said. “I meant to say take care of yourself.” He tossed me a mana potion.  
 
    “Oh, right,” I said, pocketing the potion. “Thanks. I will.” 
 
    “...And my books,” Elthloriel added. 
 
    I nodded and smiled.  
 
    We took off. Elthloriel waved as we ascended. It was difficult to hold onto the books and keep my balance at the same time, but I didn’t drop anything.  
 
      
 
    Flying Mount +1 
 
      
 
    Keeping my balance was easier now that my Flying Mount skill had increased. The wind, however, still whipped and thrashed at me. It was more intense now. The air felt thick, heavy… Even breathing was harder now. Was I just tired?   
 
    “Kaetlyn,” Ozwald said, his voice serious. “Do you feel that?” 
 
    “I… think so,” I said.  
 
    “Look,” Ozwald said, nodding at the horizon.  
 
    Storm clouds. The clouds writhed, like inky knots of dark, dense muscle. If I strained my ears, I could almost hear it rumbling, growling. The clouds were getting closer, and darker, though they still remained over the northern reaches of the forest.  
 
    When we landed, I set the books and writing materials down inside the barn where they’d be protected from the elements. I drank the mana potion. 
 
      
 
    Mana: 200/200 
 
      
 
    Feeling my mana pool get to 200/200 for the first time was a heady experience. I felt intoxicated and sated at the same time. 
 
    When I sobered up, my mind went to the storm. By Coramir’s estimation, we still had a few days of clear weather left. We still had so much to do before it arrived—and time wasn’t on our side. 
 
    “Coramir,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, my lady?” Coramir replied. 
 
    “Do you need to rest?” 
 
    “No, my lady,” Coramir said. “But thank you for your concern.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “We need to check on the work around the farm.” 
 
    I got back onto Coramir’s back and we went to check up on the work of the golems and the minotaurs.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I got back to the house, the minotaurs were hauling heavy beams back from the tree they’d been cutting up. It was slow work as the beams were too heavy to carry more than one at a time, and Seovin couldn’t carry any. 
 
    I entered the house and saw a huge mound of dirt in the kitchen. Coramir immediately set to work carting the dirt out to near the barn. Medusa peered over the pile of dirt, which reminded me that I needed to upgrade the golems and make them taller if I could. 
 
    “We’ve finished excavating those chambers,” she announced, gesturing behind her at the hole in the kitchen floor. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Is it ready for me to use then?” 
 
    Medusa laughed. “Not at all. Not unless you fancy slowly sinking into the dirt as you work. We need to line the walls and floor with stone.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I see.” I peered over the pile of dirt at the hole in the floor. “Do we have enough stone in the fields to do that?” 
 
    Medusa shook her head. “The stones in the fields are small and uneven. They are suitable for our shelter as we don’t need such uniformity, and they are only needed for the floor, but they won’t be suitable for lining an entire chamber.” 
 
    “Where can we get more stone from them?” I asked. “We can’t just get it from trees like we did with the wood.” I didn’t fancy going into Elandria to buy that much stone. 
 
    At that moment Coramir landed to scoop up another bucket of dirt and heard my question. 
 
    “There is a quarry at the other end of your estate,” she announced. “I saw it during one of my surveillance flights.” 
 
    “A quarry?” I repeated. “So, we could cut up our own stone and bring it here?” 
 
    “That would be a simple task for my folk,” Medusa informed me. “We can easily learn to cut and shape stone. It’s something our ancestors did often.” 
 
    “And how do we get it back to the house?” I turned to Coramir. “Will you be able to carry it back in buckets?” 
 
    Coramir frowned, the folds of her face pressing against her beak. “Stone will be too heavy. I could only bring one back at a time, which would be far too slow.” 
 
    “How do the elves transport that much stone?” I wondered. “Surely they don’t carry it one stone at a time, Elandria is filled with stone buildings.” 
 
    “They probably use slaves,” Coramir responded with a grimace. 
 
    “Do you have any ideas, Ozwald?” We all turned to look at the owl on my shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing for certain, I’m afraid,” Ozwald answered. “But I do remember seeing barges filled with stone being ferried down the river near the academy.” 
 
    “Pity we don’t have a barge,” I muttered. 
 
    “We do have a stream, though,” Coramir pointed out. “It runs from almost right next to the quarry downstream to the house.” 
 
    “You think we could bring the stone down the stream?” I asked. 
 
    “It might be possible,” Coramir said. “There are no rapids, so if we can simply make a raft, it should float downstream easily enough.” 
 
    “My people will be unable to help with that,” Medusa informed me. “If we fall into the stream, we will sink.” 
 
    “I’ll have to ask the minotaurs if they can help,” I said. 
 
    Coramir got back to removing the pile of dirt, which she had almost entirely cleared away. I went outside to speak to Anevera. 
 
    Once we had the details sorted out, the golems prepared to leave for the quarry. The minotaurs agreed to construct a raft and ferry the stone back to the house. Coramir took over shifting the wooden beams back. My Farming skill leveled up from giving so many directions as well. 
 
    As the golems rolled away on their round bodies, I hoped I could work out how to upgrade their bodies soon. Once the minotaurs left, we would be unable to work on any construction projects above ground. 
 
    With all of that out of the way, I sat down in the shade of a large tree to begin reading. I dipped in and out of each book, getting as much of an overview of the various topics as I could. 
 
    I got a good grasp of what was required for mana potions and figured I should be able to get the ingredients from foraging. I would make my first attempt once the laboratory was complete. Several other recipes looked like they would be useful in future as well. 
 
    The material on farming was also highly relevant. I quickly realized that my mistake with plowing had been attempting it alone. The tool was normally meant to be pulled by a beast of burden, usually one much stronger than I was. Most farmers used oxen or horses—but I had a better idea. I’d have to offer the golems something to help me with the task, though. 
 
    As I read, Coramir flew overhead with a stack of logs grasped between her talons. She was moving the wood far more quickly than the minotaurs had been able to. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the first raft of stone arrived at the house. I could see in the distance that the stones were far larger and more neatly cut than the ones lying in the field. It was encouraging having such capable workers with stone as the golems helping me. 
 
    Evidently the minotaurs had had no difficulty constructing a sturdy raft, and the golems had easily relearned how to cut and shape stone. 
 
    The minotaurs deftly maneuvered the raft up to the bank and shifted the stones off the raft and onto the ground a short distance away. No doubt the golems would be able to take the stones the rest of the distance fairly quickly. 
 
    Then, the minotaurs pulled the raft out of the water and put it on their shoulders to carry back to the quarry. I guessed that was easier than trying to row back upstream. All the same, I was astonished by their strength, and how they managed to keep working all day. 
 
    Once Coramir had finished carting the wooden beams over to the house, I got her to carry me over to the quarry, while Ozwald remained behind and practiced his flight, close to the house. Coramir set me down at the quarry, where the golems were all rapidly carving out huge chunks of stone and shaping them. 
 
    They already had a good-sized pile of stone prepared by the time the minotaurs returned with the raft. They set the raft down in the water and carefully stacked the stones on board before setting off for the house again. 
 
    When I explained to Medusa that I needed help pulling a plow, one of the golems was happy to volunteer. 
 
    “You have proven your goodwill,” Medusa said. “We will no doubt need your assistance in procuring supplies in future, or in defending our home. We will ask for your help in return when the time comes.” 
 
    “Thanks, Medusa,” I said. “And I’ll happily return your help as long as you remain on my estate.” 
 
    Coramir took me back to the fields near the barn where my crops were. The golem who had volunteered rolled back through the grass almost as quickly as Coramir could fly. 
 
    Once we had the plow set up again, I took hold of the two handles. I ensured that the blade was pressed into the dirt, but not too deeply, just as the diagrams in the book had shown. 
 
    Then I told the golem to begin. He hauled the plow away so fast, I lost my grip and landed face first in the dirt. Ozwald, who was flying overhead, didn’t miss the opportunity for a laugh at my expense. 
 
    I got to my feet, spitting dirt out of my mouth and brushing it off the clothes Lizzie had given me. I gave Ozwald a disgruntled look, and took hold of the plow handles again. 
 
    This time the golem started moving a little more slowly, and I was able to hold on. I got a few notifications. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Plow the field. 
 
    Learning to plow is an essential skill for farming. 
 
    20XP received 
 
      
 
    Strength +1 
 
      
 
    Farming +1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I mentally thanked my system for pointing out the obvious and dismissed the notifications. 
 
    The plow blade churned up a neat row of soil. I was starting to feel very pleased with myself—when the plow pitched forward, dragging me face first into the dirt again. This time Ozwald’s laugh was mixed with the gravelly laugh of the golem. I felt my face flush as I got to my feet again. 
 
    In front of the plow was a medium sized stone, which had been partially concealed by the dirt. I pulled it out of the ground and threw it to the side. 
 
    With the golem’s help, and using the hoe to scratch the surface, we checked the area for more stones and removed them. I used the hoe to pull out the largest thistles as well. 
 
    Now that the area was properly prepared, plowing went much more smoothly, and we quickly prepared a large expanse of dirt. Then I used the shovel to spread more dirt from the pile that Coramir had created. This gave me a thick layer of soft soil for the seedlings to grow in. 
 
    I allowed the golem who had helped me to return to the quarry. Then I worked on transplanting all the still living seedlings from the old patch to the new one. Aside from the early bloomers which had withered against the hard soil, most of these seedlings were large enough to survive transplanting. 
 
    Then I got the seeds from the barn and started planting more. It was slow going, planting seeds one at a time in the long rows I’d plowed. As I was reading, I had seen drawings of a device that would sow the seeds for me. It rolled on wheels and dispensed the seeds through a hole, dropping them into the ground at even intervals. But Elthloriel hadn’t given me such a device, so I would have to keep working by hand for the time being. 
 
    I asked Ozwald’s help. He was happy to oblige. He took the seeds in his mouth and flew to the rows farther off, depositing them in the ground with his beak. 
 
    “It’s fortunate for you that I am a sentient bird, and mostly carnivorous,” Ozwald pointed out. “Many other birds would be happy to take the seeds from you and then just eat them.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m grateful to you for not eating the seeds, Ozwald,” I said. “It would be awfully shortsighted of you to do so anyway, since these seeds will grow up into crops which will feed us much more than a bag of seeds could.” 
 
    “You’re quite right, my lady,” Ozwald agreed. “It would be wise to consider the other birds, however. They won’t all have my prudence or foresight and might be inclined to just dig up the seeds or eat the seedlings as they sprout.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” I asked. “A scarecrow? That’s what they used in my old village.” 
 
    “You mean an effigy made of straw to scare the birds away?” Ozwald made a face. “It’s a crude solution. It doesn’t appeal to a bird of intelligence like me, but for the common crows I suppose it will work.” 
 
    I resolved to cut some of the long grass and let it dry into straw which I could then fashion into a sufficiently scary guard for my crops. 
 
    Once the seeds were sown, Ozwald asked me what the next step would be. 
 
    “Fertilizing,” I said, recalling the instructions from the farming book. “That will help just as much as Arcane Growth. It’s a messy job though.” 
 
    Ozwald spread his wings, now covered in mud from planting seeds. “How much messier can it get? What does fertilizing involve?” 
 
    “It involves manure,” I gravely informed the owl. 
 
    Ozwald squawked and flew into the air. “Manure?! You expect me to help with that?” 
 
    I put out a hand to placate the upset bird. “We don’t have any manure available, don’t worry. According to my book, fish intestines and a little bit of wood ash can also perform the same task.” 
 
    Ozwald settled to the ground, looking relieved. I walked to the barn to collect the scraps from the fish, everything I hadn’t eaten. 
 
    I got Ozwald to fetch water from the stream, and I mixed it with fish remains and a bit of wood ash from the fire pit near the house. The whole mixture formed a thick paste, which we spread over the soil in the rows containing the seeds. 
 
    I made a note to myself to use the Attribute Crystalizer soon to see what else I could do to the plants. Giving them certain attributes would increase their value significantly. As I made the mental note, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    It looks like you’re trying to make a note to remember something. 
 
    Would you like me to create a reminder? 
 
      
 
    The system showed me the option of creating a reminder to use the Attribute Crystalizer. I set a reminder to go off in several weeks’ time, and then dismissed the screen. 
 
    For the last step, I cut holes in one of the buckets, again drawing inspiration from a book Elthloriel had given me. I got Ozwald to fly to the stream and fill it, and then return as quickly as possible to water the fields. 
 
    Some water was lost in the journey from the stream, but Ozwald was still able to water the fields much more quickly than I could have. He was exhausted by the end of it, and grumbling, but the fields were now well fertilized and well-watered. 
 
      
 
    Farming +1 
 
      
 
    As soon as I dismissed that now-familiar notification, another popped up: 
 
      
 
    Land Prosperity Increased! 
 
    Land Prosperity: 10/100 
 
    Progress your land as you would yourself—well, with more fish guts and less reading, but still. Who knows, the land might even reward you. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ozwald asked. “You’re… making a face.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I just got a new notification about something called Land Prosperity.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It seems like it’s… like monster loyalty,” I said, “but, y’know, for the land. It seems slightly different, though.” I took a breath. “I’ll look into that later. There’s still work to be done.” 
 
    “More work?” Ozwald asked, letting out a soft hoo.  
 
    “Yes, more work,” I said. “Hey, look at it like this: this is a good way for you to earn the food you peck off my plate, Ozwald,” I teased. 
 
    “As if offering my wisdom isn’t payment enough,” the owl grumbled. 
 
    “Think of it as necessary exercise then.” I pinched the bird’s stomach, causing him to squawk again and try to peck me. “You grew a bit fat in Otto’s laboratory.” 
 
    “Hmmph.” Ozwald fluttered into the air. “If that’s how it is, I shall leave you to finish the farming yourself.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem, Ozwald.” I waved him off. “The last step is just using Arcane Growth on the field.” 
 
    Ozwald looked alarmed and nearly landed again. “Don’t wear yourself out like last time, you could die.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I know my limits now. Perhaps you can watch from a distance though. I’ll give you a wave if it all goes well.” 
 
    “Very good, my lady,” Ozwald said, rising into the air again. “I need the rest anyway. That bucket was heavy.” 
 
    I resolved to find a more efficient method of irrigation as well. But for now, my focus was on giving these plants the best headstart I could. 
 
    This time I was able to use Arcane Growth without exhausting myself. I used 50 mana and then stopped. It was enough to cause the seeds to sprout, popping one or two leaves above the soil. They had enough water, but I would ensure they got some more early tomorrow morning to feed their rapid growth. 
 
      
 
    Arcane Growth +1 
 
      
 
    Last of all, I took the branch from the legendary herb that I’d taken from the fairy’s garden. The leaves were still just as fresh as when I’d plucked them, a testament to the quality of the herb they’d been taken from. 
 
    I planted the shoot in the ground nearby to the crops we’d just planted. A bit of water and fertilizer would hopefully be sufficient to cause the branch to put down roots and grow into a plant of its own. 
 
    Arcane Growth came in handy again for that. By the time I’d spent 30 mana on the shoot, I was able to give it a tug and feel roots holding me back. 
 
    I was excited to see how much value this herb could offer once it grew. I didn’t know what recipes I could brew using it, but I was sure they’d fetch a good price in Elandria. 
 
    Well, after I’d settled my debt to the fairy. 
 
    My mana now sat at 120/200, and I was feeling a little drained. I would have to work on the potion for restoring mana soon, but that was a job for another day. For the time being, I set off for the house to start preparing an evening meal again. The meal was well deserved by everyone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We woke to a gray sky. The clouds weren’t dense above us, but Coramir warned me that this was merely a prelude. The sun peeked through the clouds every so often, but the chill that the light northerly breeze carried with it was a warning of things to come. 
 
    The nice thing about cloud cover was that I didn’t get a face full of wet hair in the morning. Dew only fell on cloudless nights. Which was a good thing. I didn’t feel like having to wash my hair again so soon. 
 
    Anevera came to speak to me once I’d sat up in my ‘bed’ under the open sky. 
 
    “We will have to return to Elthloriel’s manor soon,” she informed me. 
 
    I nodded slowly, in time with my slow moving thoughts. “We should have the work done before long.” 
 
    “There’s a storm coming,” Anevera said. 
 
    “That is the reason we’re hurrying to finish the house,” I said, wondering if Anevera was implying something by pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “We need to leave before the storm hits,” Anevera went on. 
 
    That did the trick. I sat bolt upright. “That could be very soon.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m getting at,” Anevera replied patiently. “If we get stuck here during the storm, we might be trapped in your house for several days.” 
 
    “Several days!” I started fishing around for my clothes and getting dressed under the covers. I hadn’t realized the storm might last that long. Such storms had never been seen in my old village. 
 
    “We don’t want to eat all your stores,” Anevera said. “Especially with winter approaching.” 
 
    “I don’t even have any stores,” I laughed mirthlessly as I pulled a top over my head. 
 
    “All the more reason for haste,” Anevera said. 
 
    “Yes.” I pulled on the oversized trousers Lizzie had given me, which were by now caked in mud. It didn’t matter as I’d be getting dirty again all day today. It seemed we had a big day ahead of us. 
 
    I got to my feet and faced Anevera. “I understand what you’re saying. We’ll need to get the roof finished as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking.” Anevera turned to start rousing Jarkar and young Seovin. 
 
    “Let me know if you need anything.” I walked over to the firepit and started building a fire to make breakfast. 
 
    A knot was forming in my stomach as I worked. I still hadn’t been able to upgrade the golems. Once the minotaurs left, none of us would be capable of performing the required repairs on the roofs or the high walls. We needed to get the barn and the house fully repaired before the storm hit, and at the rate things were going, that could be as little as a day or two away. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I had breakfast sizzling over the fire, and everyone was busily preparing for work. The golems had continued cutting stone during the night, and now had enough for the underground chambers. They returned to the house to start putting what stone was already delivered into the steps and passageways. 
 
    Coramir helped by carrying stones one at a time over the walls and into the kitchen, where a golem would receive the stones and pass them down to the golems below. The minotaurs joined me to eat, ready to start ferrying the rest of the stone down the stream as soon as they finished eating. Once that was done, they could begin reconstructing the roof and laying the tiles. 
 
    Work went swiftly once everyone had eaten. The minotaurs started bringing stone down from the quarry while Coramir and the golems made rapid progress building the underground chambers. 
 
    The steps and passageway were lined with stone. The passageway was narrow enough to support its own weight, but the floor of the chambers themselves would need pillars erected at frequent intervals to support the roof. The golems built all of this as tall as they could. 
 
    The minotaurs would need to help with the later stages so that the whole structure was tall enough for me to move around easily. The roof was eight feet high, leaving plenty of room for taller visitors such as Elthloriel as well. 
 
    Looking up at the sky, I remembered all my little seedlings. I couldn’t move them into the barn, since they’d all been planted in the ground. What would happen to them in a storm like this? As the thought started to worry me, I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Gather supplies for the coming storm. 
 
    Food: 10/50  
 
    Water: 0/50 
 
    Wood: 106/100 
 
      
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Protect the new crops from the coming storm 
 
    Difficulty: Moderate 
 
    Reward: 20XP 
 
    Seedlings are a farmer’s children. You wouldn’t leave them out to die, would you? 
 
      
 
    Alright, so that was a bit of a weird message, but I got the point. I left everyone to their work while I got to reading. I needed to know if any special steps were required to prepare the garden before a storm. 
 
    While I was reading, I got Ozwald to use the bucket with holes in it to water the garden. I still got 5XP from watering everything a fourth day in a row but didn’t have to do any of the work. I was thrilled by this arrangement. Ozwald not so much. 
 
    I found a quiet spot under a tree to read, sheltered from the growing breeze, but still close enough to the house to assist with anything should the need arise. I only took the book on farming with me this time and found the section on Seasonal Disturbances. 
 
    When I got to the section on soil erosion, I was relieved that I had decided to read the book. There were warnings about heavy rain, suggesting that entire fields could be washed away if they weren’t properly prepared. I spent some time studying the precautions advised, and then got to work. 
 
    I needed straw to protect the garden bed. I found a scythe among the tools Elthloriel had given me and got to work cutting the long grass in an adjacent section of the fields. I wasn’t sure if it was my increased level in Farming or my increased Strength, but I found wielding a scythe easier than I had expected, though it was still tiring. 
 
    Before long I had a large pile of fine long grass. I cut some extra for making a scarecrow later, which I stowed away in the barn. I didn’t think I needed to worry about crows in the middle of a storm. And a newly made scarecrow might just get ripped out of the ground if the wind increased much more. 
 
    The straw wasn’t dry, having just been cut, but for the purpose of protecting from the erosion of rainfall, wet grass would suffice. I had to cut all the seed heads off as well, otherwise I’d just get grass sprouting up all over the garden. I did this quickly with a sickle. 
 
    Ozwald helped me spread the grass all over the garden, piling it up over the rows. Many of the seedlings now had several leaves sprouting above the level of the soil. The fertilizer and the boost I’d given them with Arcane Growth had caused them to grow overnight. 
 
    I worried that covering the plants with straw would stunt their growth, but the book assured me that this was the right plan of action. Sunlight would still get through the dead grass and allow the seedlings to grow. What was more important was protecting them from the ravages of the coming storm. If they got swept out of their beds and into a flood of debris, they wouldn’t be growing at all. 
 
    With the help of one of the golems, I also created a low wall of stones on the upper side of the garden, where the most water was likely to flow downhill. I got that idea from Elthloriel’s book as well. The stones were firmly wedged into the dirt and arranged in a slight curve to encourage water to flow around to the sides rather than over the plowed rows. 
 
    As we got the last stone planted, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Crops successfully protected! 
 
    20XP earned 
 
    Total XP: 60/120 
 
    Not bad for a beginner. 
 
      
 
    Not bad that I could read and follow instructions? Sometimes I wanted to meet whoever was writing these messages and give them a piece of my mind, but instead I dismissed the notification and thought about what else I would need to prepare for the storm. 
 
    As Anevera had uncomfortably reminded me, I had no food supplies. If the storm was indeed going to last several days, we wouldn’t want to be going out in that weather to forage. I started gathering root vegetables, berries, mushrooms, whatever I could find. It all went into a couple of large wicker baskets, which I stowed out of the way in the barn, though I would transfer them to the house once work on the roof was complete. 
 
    Then I caught some more fish. Roaming from one section of the stream to another and using all the tricks I could think of, I managed to fill another wicker basket with minnows, a few trout and several more of the rarer salmon. 
 
    When I’d finished packing my rod and securing the basket of fish, a notification popped up.  
 
      
 
    Fishing +1 
 
      
 
    I stood up and stretched. Fishing was hard work—but looking down at the wicker basket, almost overflowing with fresh minnows, trout, and salmon, I couldn’t help but smile. I also couldn’t help but wonder just how much my food supply had increased.  
 
      
 
    Supplies 
 
    Food: 54/50 
 
    Water: 0/50 
 
    Wood: 106/100 
 
      
 
    I pursed my lips and nodded, then dismissed the notification. I’d made some good progress, but there was still work to be done—and a lot of it.  
 
    Among Lizzie’s supplies I found a bag of salt, which I used to season the fish. That would help preserve them over the next few days. I didn’t expect the weather to be hot, so they would keep longer than they otherwise might. I looked forward to being able to stow all the food in the cellar once that was complete. 
 
    I also found several empty barrels in the barn, and filled them with fresh stream water, using Coramir’s help. No doubt I could fill them easily enough again once the storm started, but if the wind picked up too much, I didn’t want to count on that possibility. The rain would simply blow over the top of a barrel without filling it. 
 
    Once I’d finally prepared everything as well as I could, I returned to the house to see what progress had been made. 
 
    The golems had already finished laying the stones for the floor of both the laboratory and the cellar and were beginning work on the pillars. The minotaurs had brought all of the stone down from the quarry and secured the raft on land. They began work on the roof of the house itself, using the supplies they’d brought to nail the beams into place. 
 
    I stayed and supervised, helping pass nails up to Jarkar and Anevera, or discussing the placement of pillars with Medusa, or getting an updated weather report from Coramir. Ozwald helped by passing up supplies to the minotaurs as well, wherever he could be useful. 
 
    Once the golems had built the walls of the underground chambers as high as they could, they moved over to the barn and began repairs there. With Coramir’s help they were able to repair everything up to about four feet in height. Coramir was also able to start removing roof tiles and rotten beams. 
 
    By the time they’d finished that job, the minotaurs had almost finished re-laying roof tiles on the house. Everyone then turned to the underground chambers and began building the walls up to their full height. Seovin and I worked hard to mix mortar, which we did in the chamber itself. Coramir flew the stone over the walls and delivered it into the kitchen, where the golems passed it down to Jarkar and Anevera, who raised the walls stone by stone. 
 
    Once walls and pillars were in place, they carefully constructed a ceiling in both chambers, using the pillars to support the weight of everything as well as buttresses sticking out from the walls. Medusa was able to provide advice on the exact placement. Her instinct for stonework told her precisely how to distribute the weight. Only four pillars were required in each room, leaving plenty of space in between and around the sides. Medusa was able to use her Fortify skill to ensure that the rest of the ceiling was still securely held in place. 
 
    They even had time to build a number of workbenches and an oven into the laboratory for me, and some stone shelves in the cellar. The golems took huge stones and shaped them with blinding speed, cutting them into the right shapes which could then be slotted together without even a seam. 
 
    We got the two chambers completed before the end of the day. Everyone collapsed before dinner with that happy glow of exhaustion that comes after a successful day of hard labor. 
 
    I was able to sleep in the house again that night, with a roof over my head at last. The house felt warmer already, although there was still a big hole in the roof above the kitchen. 
 
    The next day the minotaurs finished the roof of the house before breakfast. With that job out of the way, we were all able to relax a little. If nothing else, I would have a shelter to stay in for the duration of the storm. 
 
    While everyone started work on the barn, I transferred everything out of it that could be stored in the house. All the food went into the cellar, and the clothing and blankets got stacked in a corner of my room. I would see about getting some cupboards built soon to allow me to store everything. 
 
    Now that the house was properly repaired, I was able to tidy up a bit of other mess as well. I moved the Soul Urn to a safe corner where it wouldn’t get knocked over, using a couple of offcuts of wood to move it without touching it. 
 
    As I moved it, it occurred to me to use Evaluate on the Urn. 
 
      
 
    Unidentified Soul Urn 
 
    Enchantments: Unknown 
 
    Uses: Storing a soul 
 
    Occupant(s): Unknown 
 
    Value: Unknown 
 
      
 
    Well that told me about as much as Ozwald already had. I was intrigued by the properties listed though. Apparently, a Soul Urn could contain more than one soul. I would have to check Elthloriel’s books later to see if they contained any more information about Soul Urns. 
 
    By the time we all finished work on the barn, the afternoon was late and the wind from the north was becoming stiff. Even I could smell moisture on the air by this time. I didn’t need either of my avian companions to tell me that the storm was close. 
 
    The minotaurs packed all their things into their wagon and prepared to leave. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to all of you for your help,” I said to the three minotaurs as they stood in front of their wagon. 
 
    “It’s kind of you to say so,” Anevera replied as she put her shoulders into the heavy straps at the front of the wagon. 
 
    “If ever any of you need anywhere to stay or you simply want to visit again, you will be welcome on my estate,” I said. 
 
    “That’s a very generous offer,” Jarkar replied. “We would be honored by your hospitality.” 
 
    I started to wave them off but stopped myself as I remembered. “Wait, I nearly forgot, what payment do you want for the assistance you gave me?” 
 
    Anevera smiled. “Your hospitality is all the recompense we need. We have never received such an offer from elfoid folk before. We will not forget your generosity.” 
 
    I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    The minotaurs: +30 loyalty 
 
    The minotaurs’ loyalty has increased to 30/100 
 
    Sometimes generosity can pay off in unexpected ways 
 
      
 
    As the minotaurs started rolling their wagon up my still dusty drive, Seovin sat on the back waving. I waved back until they disappeared over the hill. 
 
    We all turned back toward the house. It was difficult for Coramir to fit in through the front door, but I insisted that she didn’t need to stay outside in the coming storm. Once we’d all managed to fit inside, I turned to the kitchen to prepare something to eat. The wind hammered on the walls of the house, making the inside feel even cozier than before. I was very glad not to be stuck outside in this weather, and only hoped that we could ride out the storm in peace.

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The smaller logs were laid in the kitchen stove, with a cluster of dried leaves and small twigs around them. I placed some frizzed up bark at the front, with lots of frayed ends exposed that would light easily. They were nestled in an alcove, surrounded by kindling. After all my years lighting a stove in Otto’s laboratory, I was an expert at laying a fire. 
 
    I held the flint stone in one hand and a small piece of steel in the other, ready to create some sparks that would set the kindling ablaze. Ozwald huddled on my shoulder, already feeling the chill in the air, and ready for the warmth he anticipated from the stove. 
 
    With a deft movement, I struck the flint, showering sparks into the fireplace. Blinding light filled the kitchen, followed immediately by a loud boom. 
 
    I shrieked and fell on my behind, sending Ozwald fluttering into the air. 
 
    “What magic was that?” I called out, my voice trembling. “I’ve never seen a flint do that before.” 
 
    Coramir started loudly laughing behind me. The golems, standing nonchalantly in the next room, unbothered by the cold, also laughed. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not funny,” I shouted. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Coramir steadied her laughter and attempted to get her breath back. “Sorry, Kaetlyn, I realize that must have been frightening for you. The light you just saw didn’t come from your flint.” 
 
    “What was it then?” I got to my feet and looked around for another source of light. 
 
    “That was lightning,” Coramir explained. “Have you really never seen it before?” 
 
    “Lightning?” I repeated. “A bright flash of light and a bang? Where does it come from?” 
 
    “It comes with most storms, my lady,” Ozwald explained. “No one fully understands the phenomenon, but during particularly violent storms, it will occur repeatedly.” 
 
    “You know about lightning too, Ozwald?” I fixed the owl with a stare, my eyebrow raised. “How come you got so startled, then?” 
 
    “Because you fell over and shrieked in my ear!” Ozwald looked aggrieved. 
 
    “I suppose that’s a good enough explanation,” I muttered. “But that light came from outside?” 
 
    I walked over to the window. The sky was dark outside. The few trees visible from my kitchen were being tossed in the wind. Drops of rain were just starting to spatter onto the window pain, making a sound like pebbles being dropped in a barrel. 
 
    Just as I was about to turn back to the kitchen, there was another blinding flash of light. This time I saw a forked tendril of brilliant blue snaking from the sky and hitting a hilltop in the distance. 
 
    I shrieked again, though not as loudly this time, and blinked as the light washed over the entire field, hurting my eyes to look at it. Then came the boom. I felt my heart rattle in my chest. I reached up to cover my ears, but the noise had already dissipated. 
 
    “That was thunder,” Ozwald said. “It often comes just after lightning strikes.” 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” I asked. 
 
    “Only if you get hit,” Coramir informed me. 
 
    “What happens then?” I asked. 
 
    “I heard from a few creatures who made it out of the dungeons on short forays, and they said lightning could kill you instantly,” Coramir said. “All you’ll find afterward is a pile of charred flesh.” 
 
    I shuddered. “Best to stay inside then.” I was never more grateful for the hard work of the golems and the minotaurs in repairing my new home. 
 
    In the kitchen, the stove was still dark. I checked inside, and the sparks from my flint hadn’t caught. I picked up the flint again and struck it a couple more times until the sparks settled in the tinder and started smoldering. It wasn’t long before hungry flames started licking up the sides of the wood. 
 
    We all waited a few minutes and watched the fire. The crackling of the flames was interspersed with the occasional boom of thunder, but I was less frightened than I had been the first time. The wildest weather we’d seen in my old village was an entire week of drizzling rain one year. The environment was very peaceful for the most part. I had many new dangers in Elandria to get used to. 
 
    I blew on the flames, to breathe some life into them, and it wasn’t long before a fire blazed. Heat radiated, filling the kitchen with warmth. Ozwald unruffled his feathers, allowing them to trap the warm air. I was able to loosen my coat a little as well. 
 
    The sound of rain on the windows and the soft howl of wind provided a harsh reminder of how hostile the weather was outside. It made the warmth and orange glow of the kitchen feel even cozier. 
 
    With all the food and water we’d gathered, a thought occurred to me: why hadn’t I received a Quest Update? I’d gathered plenty of wood and water, and we have more than enough wood. I checked my supplies once more, just to confirm that all was well.  
 
    I gasped. 
 
    “What is it?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    I shifted so he could see the readout as well. 
 
      
 
    Supplies 
 
    Food: 48/50 
 
    Water: 75/50 
 
    Wood: 103/100 
 
      
 
    “Food has dropped,” Ozwald said, narrowing his eyes.  
 
    “It’s slowly dropping further,” I remarked, watching the number drop before my eyes.  
 
    I looked around the room.  
 
    Coramir shrugged. “It’s not me, you can see me right here.” 
 
    The six golems were all accounted for, and they wouldn’t eat our food anyway. I darted down the stairs to the cellar to check down there. I wondered if a rat or some such creature had snuck in unnoticed. 
 
    A few minutes of frantic searching revealed nothing, however. The food in here was untouched. 
 
    “I moved everything out of the barn earlier,” I said aloud. “The food should all be here.” 
 
    “Are you sure you moved everything?” Ozwald asked. “How else would the food supply be dropping?” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “I must have forgotten something in the barn.” 
 
    “We’d better check on it then,” Ozwald said. “You don’t want to run short of anything while this storm is going.” 
 
    I looked up at the kitchen window and sighed. “The weather’s awful, but I suppose we’ll have to go.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Medusa said. “You never know what could be waiting out there, and we golems aren’t afraid of getting wet.” 
 
    “Thank you, Medusa,” I said. I was feeling worried about going out there with killer lightning on the prowl. 
 
    “Do you need me?” Coramir asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “The front door is too narrow. It’s best for you to wait here for now.” 
 
    I checked on the fire and threw a couple more logs on. At least the house would be nice and warm once we returned. I buttoned my coat up extra tight and waited for Medusa at the front door. Ozwald huddled close, ready to fly if he needed to. 
 
    The rain and the wind drove against the windows, pattering loudly. I waited for a lull and yanked the door open. Medusa and I raced outside and toward the barn as quickly as we could. As soon as Medusa got down the stairs she rolled through the grass, reaching the barn before me. She had the door open by the time I arrived, but I was still dripping wet. 
 
    We stood just inside the doorway for a few moments, listening. I didn’t know what sort of threat was awaiting us, so I didn’t want to jump headfirst into danger. 
 
    For a little while we didn’t hear anything but the driving rain outside. I started to wonder if I’d been wrong about something getting in and eating the food in the barn. Was it possible that my system was wrong? 
 
    The relative silence was broken by a cough. This was followed by a low squeak and a rustling noise. 
 
    “Ozwald, can you…” I whispered. 
 
    Ozwald didn’t need more prompting. He spread his wings and silently glided off my shoulder. A few slow beats of his wings were all he needed to swoop over the barrels and tools piled up in the middle of the barn. He landed on one of the barrels and looked down. 
 
    “Don’t hurt me!” a voice quivered from the back of the barn. It sounded like a deep voice, but it was frightened into falsetto. 
 
    I took that as my cue. Evidently whatever was hiding back there was more frightened of us than we were of it. I nodded to Medusa and we both approached carefully. I picked up the scythe as I passed, clenching it in front of me and no doubt looking more menacing than I felt. 
 
    Medusa and I split up and approached from opposite sides of the barrels in the middle of the barn. We stepped around to the other side at the same time, confronting a creature hunched over a wooden box. 
 
    The creature was bipedal, standing on two legs, with two limbs reached out in front. On its back was a hard round green shell, much like that of a tortoise. I’d seen tortoises in illustrations in some of the old books I read, and this creature’s head also resembled that of a tortoise. 
 
    The creature was quivering, perhaps in fear, and watching me. We faced off for several long moments as I was trying to work out whether or not it was dangerous. 
 
    The creature shoved its hands back into the box, which contained a number of mushrooms that I’d foraged. The creature was trying to shove as much food in its mouth as possible. 
 
    “Hey!” I called out, raising the scythe blade in front of me. “Stop that!” 
 
    The creature’s eyes widened as it saw the scythe. It started turning its back toward me, pointing the hard shell in my direction, and still chewing furiously. It scraped its feet against the dirt several times and snorted. 
 
    “Look out!” Medusa called out. “I think it’s going to charge you.” 
 
    She was right. The creature rushed backward as fast as it could. 
 
    I dodged to the side just in time, and the creature’s hard shell slammed into the stone wall behind me. The tortoise, or whatever it was, fell to the ground with a wheeze, spitting out bits of chewed up mushrooms. 
 
    It scrambled forward, trying to pick up the mushrooms and stuff them back into its mouth, but I took the moment of distraction as an opportunity to place the blade of my scythe at the creature’s neck. I had no intention of hurting it of course, but I needed the creature to stop trying to bash me first. 
 
    The creature tried to get up, but I pressed the scythe down with just enough pressure to keep it off balance. 
 
    “What are you doing in my barn?” I asked. 
 
    The creature glanced up at me from its position on the floor. “You can speak?” it mumbled through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Yes, I can speak,” I matter-of-factly informed the creature. “Now what are you doing here, and am I going to have to force you to leave?” 
 
    The creature seemed to be thinking for a moment, before it finally spoke. “I came in here to get away from the storm.” 
 
    “And why are you eating my food?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s yours?” The creature glanced over at the box of mushrooms. “I don’t normally find such good mushrooms by the stream. These were particularly good, and I couldn’t resist them.” 
 
    “You come from the stream then?” I asked. 
 
    The creature nodded awkwardly, trying not to move its neck. 
 
    I wanted to know more, but it was difficult conducting this conversation while the creature was pinned to the dirt. 
 
    “If I let you get up, will you promise not to try and charge me again?” I asked. 
 
    The creature nodded again, more enthusiastically this time. “I didn’t know you could talk, ma’am, and I thought you might be here to kill me. I wouldn’t have charged you if I’d known you could talk. I thought you were like one of those nasty elves.” 
 
    I was glad Elthloriel wasn’t around to hear that statement. I lifted the scythe and took a step back. “I have no desire to kill anyone,” I said. “I just wanted to know who had broken into my barn and if you were a threat.” 
 
    The tortoise got to its feet and started picking up the mushrooms he’d spat out and eating them. Evidently it observed the same five second rule that a lot of the miserly villagers did. 
 
    “My name is Kaetlyn,” I said, putting the scythe down among the other tools. “I am the owner of this estate.” 
 
    “My name is Elton,” the tortoise replied. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Creature Communication +1 
 
      
 
    Ozwald fluttered to my shoulder now that the danger was past. “We are pleased to make your acquaintance too,” he said. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” I asked him, none too quietly. “We don’t know if we’re pleased or not yet.” 
 
    “It’s a formality,” Ozwald whispered back to me. “I see I will have to give you some instruction in etiquette.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and looked back at Elton. “If you live in the stream, why are you trying to escape the storm?” That didn’t make sense to me. Couldn’t he just stay underwater? 
 
    Elton cleared his throat and straightened his posture. “I knew this storm would be a particularly violent one, and I was worried that there might be a flood. I would be washed away if that happened.” 
 
    “And didn’t you get enough to eat while you were in the stream?” I asked. “There are plenty of fish there.” 
 
    “Hmph!” Elton let out a breath and looked cross. “The last big fish I tried to catch got stolen from me. Some creature was down by the stream and took the fish right out of my mouth with some rod. Not before I managed to bite back though!” 
 
    Understanding dawned on me. “You’re the creature that was fighting against me when I caught that fish from the stream.” 
 
    Light dawned in Elton’s eyes as well. “You’re the creature that stole the fish right out of my mouth in the stream.” 
 
    There wasn’t much I could say to that. I was guilty. We stood in awkward silence for a few moments. 
 
    Medusa came around the barrels to stand beside me. “Well now you’ve stolen Kaetlyn’s mushrooms, so you can consider yourself even.” 
 
    “I will.” Elton folded his arms. 
 
    I considered being just as rude as he was, but I knew that would get us nowhere. 
 
    “I’m sorry for stealing your fish, Elton,” I said. “I haven’t eaten it yet, so you can have some of it when I cook it if you like. You’re welcome to come into my house and wait out the storm with us there.” 
 
    Elton’s mouth dropped open. “I… uh… I hadn’t expected an apology. Thank you, you are most gracious.” 
 
    “It was an honest mistake,” I replied. “I didn’t intentionally steal the fish from you.” 
 
    “You’re very kind,” Elton said. “If I’d known someone such as yourself was the owner of all this–” Elton gestured at the barn– “I wouldn’t have eaten the mushrooms without asking. If you like, I can give them back. I have a very flexible stomach.” 
 
    Elton bent over and started coughing and gagging. I put a hand out to stop him, then pulled it back, realizing what a terrible idea that was. 
 
    “Please, don’t trouble yourself,” I said. “You can keep the mushrooms.” I didn’t tell him that the idea was gross, even if it was thoughtful. I couldn’t have done anything with coughed up bits of mushroom. 
 
    “Very well,” Elton said. “If there’s anything you require in exchange for your hospitality, do let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll be sure to inform you if I think of something.” 
 
    I got another notification. 
 
      
 
    Elton: +15 loyalty 
 
    Elton’s loyalty to you is now 5/100 
 
    Your hospitality has been rewarded already 
 
      
 
    Apparently Elton had been in quite the hostile mood. I shrugged and dismissed the notification. At least his loyalty was on the right side of zero now. 
 
    I led the way and we dashed back through the rain into the house. The fire allowed us to dry off quickly. The kitchen was delightfully warm after the frigid weather outside. I got down to the business of preparing dinner while we all enjoyed the warmth inside. I was very curious to know what Elton might be able to tell us about where he was from, but that would have to wait until we were all seated with food in front of us.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we’d dried ourselves off and I’d put the dinner onto the stove to cook, I decided we would eat downstairs in the laboratory. The heavy wind and rain and the periodic lightning and thunder were threatening, and I wanted to feel a bit cozier while we waited out the storm, even if it wouldn’t actually make us much safer. 
 
    Medusa took over stirring the stew. She was a bit too short to reach easily, so I found a box for her to stand on. She wouldn’t be eating the stew herself, but she was happy to help out. 
 
    I was grateful to the golems for their presence, given that they didn’t need to stay in the house with us. They would have had perfectly adequate shelter in the cavern they’d been digging for themselves, but Medusa said the company was always welcome. 
 
    We had plenty of wood stacked in the room near the front door. There had been plenty of scraps left over after the minotaurs had cut up the tree for roof beams, so I wasn’t worried about running out of firewood during the storm. 
 
    I took an armful of wood down to the laboratory with me, and then some kindling and the flint and tinder. Ozwald remained upstairs, warming himself by the stove. After a few minutes I had a small blaze going in the big stone stove that the golems had constructed for me. The chimney for that stove was joined to the one in my kitchen. 
 
    As the fire started to catch and spread its warmth to the surrounding air, I gazed at the walls. The shadows cast by the stones flickered in the firelight. 
 
    This was my first laboratory. I’d gone from apprentice alchemist to independent auramancer almost overnight, and I didn’t know what to do with the freedom that gave me. This entire room was mine to furnish and decorate as I pleased. 
 
    I imagined torches placed in the walls at even intervals, maybe some friezes in the stonework, mushrooms growing in the corners, since the room was dark enough for them to grow. I couldn’t hang tapestries or paintings here because the soot and fumes from potion brewing would ruin them, but there were still other ways I could decorate. 
 
    A couple of giant cauldrons would also be useful. The golems had created a firepit in one corner, where I could place a cauldron and burn fuel directly underneath it. Helpfully, they had also provided an outlet for the smoke in the ceiling, again connecting up to the main chimney for the house. 
 
    I would have to acquire some cupboards for all the dried herbs and other ingredients I foraged as well as any books I needed on hand for brewing. Not that I’d always be following the recipe, of course. 
 
    On the benches were a number of small hand tools and other paraphernalia that I’d had the golems carry inside while we were stocking the cellar. It was what Elthloriel had given me when I’d first moved in. 
 
    My eyes wandered over the objects sitting on the benches and I noticed the small bronze, house-shaped artifact that I’d caught while fishing. It was so heavily tarnished that the surface reflected no light, but at least the weeds from the stream no longer clung to it. 
 
    Almost absentmindedly I picked up a rag and ran it over the artifact while I looked at the other items piled on the bench. The Attribute Crystalizer lay next to me, beckoning. I couldn’t wait to test it on the crops as soon as this storm passed. 
 
    Some of the corrosion came away from the artifact as I polished it with the rag. The firelight behind me was reflected back at me in an even more orange tone. I was curious to see if polishing the surface would allow my Evaluate skill to tell me more. I used the skill and waited for the notification to tell me what I was looking at. 
 
      
 
    Mythic House Control Artifact 
 
    Purpose: Execution of house functions 
 
    Required mana to activate: 200 
 
    Value: Unknown 
 
      
 
    I gasped as I read the readout, and nearly dropped the artifact. 
 
    “Ozwald?” I called out. 
 
    After only a few moments, he fluttered across the room and onto his familiar perch on my shoulder. “You called, my lady—oh…” 
 
    Ozwald craned his neck forward to examine the readout from my Evaluate skill. “This is no ordinary artifact.” 
 
    As Ozwald studied the object, I noticed that my Evaluate skill had leveled up. That was handy to know. The higher that increased, the more easily I could identify mysterious items, or so I hoped. 
 
    “What does this mean, Ozwald?” I asked. “What are ‘house functions’?” 
 
    Ozwald leaned back, apparently satisfied with his inspection. “If I understand correctly, this artifact will give you control of any features this house possesses, no matter where you are standing as long as you have the artifact on your person.” 
 
    “And what might those features be?” I asked. 
 
    “I have only ever heard of the houses of the wealthiest nobles having features that could be controlled with the use of a control artifact,” Ozwald said. “The masters of these houses could view the front door while standing in the cellar, light a fire while still returning from an excursion, open the windows when it was hot, or check the contents of their pantries while out shopping.” 
 
    I whistled as I heard this list. “Maybe Elthloriel’s bargain with me wasn’t so bad after all.” 
 
    Ozwald nodded. “If this artifact works as I suspect it does, he has given you a house that many nobles would kill to possess.” 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my cheeks. “Do you think they might try to kill me for the house?” 
 
    “The nobles of Elandria would know that Elthloriel granted the house to you,” Ozwald said. “I shouldn’t think any of them will try anything. They know it would start a feud.” 
 
    “Elthloriel was disowned by his parents though.” I didn’t know much about elven politics, but I suspected that Elthloriel’s threats wouldn’t deter the elven nobles. 
 
    “Hopefully none of the other elves will try anything,” Ozwald said. “Elthloriel’s reputation may still provide an excuse for some to take his side in a feud, and I’m sure that would cause others to hesitate. In the meantime, keep that artifact a secret.” 
 
    I stooped and placed the artifact on one of the shelves beneath the bench, with a rag draped over it. I couldn’t use it anytime soon anyway. With a requirement of 200 mana, I would pass out instantly if I activated it, even with a full mana pool. Evidently other magic users typically had larger mana pools. I would have to learn how to increase mine before I could consider using the artifact. 
 
    Medusa called out to me to tell me that the stew was ready. I returned upstairs and tasted the finished meal. It was perfectly seasoned, so I served it up onto plates, one for me and one for Elton. Ozwald took some from my plate, and Coramir needed a bowl to allow her to stick her beak into it. 
 
    Apart from the periodic flash of lightning, followed by rumbling thunder, the storm had settled down for now into a steady rhythm. The wind howled and the rain poured, but not as intensely as earlier. I peeked out the window and saw trickles of water making their way through troughs in the fields, all flowing toward the stream. I wondered how much more water would fall before the storm ran its course. 
 
    We all went downstairs, with the exception of Coramir, who waited at the top of the passageway as she was unable to fit down the narrow passage. She would warn me if anything happened in the house itself. 
 
    There were a couple of empty crates in the cellar, which hadn’t been filled with food. The golems helped to bring several into the laboratory. They themselves remained standing, but Elton and I sat down to eat, while Ozwald perched on my shoulder. Elton only took a small serving, since he’d gorged himself in the barn on food, but I didn’t begrudge him a small meal. 
 
    “So, Elton, can you tell me about how you ended up in the stream on my estate?” I asked as we began eating. 
 
    In between appreciatively loud smacks of the lips, Elton began to explain. “I was driven out of my home by your people actually.” 
 
    The golems bristled. “Hey, that’s no way to talk to someone who’s just given you shelter and food.” 
 
    I looked in shock to see who had spoken. That was Hengus. It was nice to see how much he’d come around, compared to his earlier distrust of me. 
 
    I put out a hand to silence the golems. “It’s alright. Elton doesn’t know where I’m from.” 
 
    Turning to Elton, I smiled placatingly. “I have nothing to do with the elven farmers in this region. But please, tell us your story, and then we can judge whether I was responsible or not.” 
 
    My guess was that he was referring to the elven farmers when he said my people had driven him out of his home. All the same, I decided to hear his story out before clarifying the situation with him. 
 
    “Well, be that as it may, the elves drove me out of my home.” Elton looked a little put out at being corrected by the golems, as if he had wanted to blame me for everything. 
 
    “Where did you live?” I asked. 
 
    “My people lived in the river lands, far to the west of here.” Elton looked around, as if to find where west was, but we were underground. He shrugged and pointed vaguely behind him. 
 
    “On the other side of Elandria then,” Ozwald interjected. 
 
    Elton shrugged. “I don’t know what Elandria is, but if you say so, that must be correct.” 
 
    “Why did the elves drive you out?” I asked. 
 
    Elton’s lips curled in a mirthless smile. “It would seem that they had the bright idea of turning the marshes into farmland. They redirected the rivers, drained the swamplands, and started pouring vast amounts of sand and dirt into the riverbeds.” 
 
    Ozwald took in a sharp breath, which whistled through his beak. “Reckless.” 
 
    Elton nodded. “It is. The fools don’t realize what they are doing. It’ll only be a few years before such destruction renders the area uninhabitable.” 
 
    “If it helps, I have no intention of doing that myself,” I said. “I prefer to work around the forests and waterways on my estate rather than destroying them. Besides, where would I get fish if I redirected the stream?” 
 
    “Where indeed?” Elton smiled mirthlessly again. 
 
    Nevertheless, my words seemed to make some impression. I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Elton: +5 loyalty 
 
    Elton’s loyalty to you is now 10/100 
 
    Your goodwill is winning Elton over, but he’s a tough nut to crack. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to the rest of your people?” I asked. “You’re here all alone.” 
 
    Elton hung his head. “Some captured, some dead, some escaped like me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    We all waited silently, broken only by the crackle of the fire. 
 
    “Sometimes I feel sure that I should have done more,” Elton continued, in a heavy voice. “But there were too few of us, and too poorly armed to resist the White Army that was sent to clear out our homes.” 
 
    “White Army?” Ozwald asked. 
 
    “The elves sent troops into the surrounding forest and river lands all along the eastern edge of our lands. All we knew was that they were clad entirely in white, they wielded some sort of hostile magic that would burn hollows, nests and burrows out with equal speed and fury, and they were on a mission to see every one of us dead or led away in chains.” 
 
    “A white army,” I whispered, curious as to what might be behind this. A notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    New Quest Acquired! 
 
    Discover the nature of the White Army and who leads it 
 
    Difficulty: Mythic 
 
    Reward: Unknown 
 
    Should you choose to begin this perilous quest, death is only one of many possible outcomes 
 
      
 
    I gulped as I read the notification. That would be a task for later—if I chose to pursue it at all. 
 
    “And how did you escape?” I asked. 
 
    “How did you get all the way to our estate?” Ozwald chimed in. “This is a very long way from your home.” 
 
    “It is.” Elton’s head drooped as he contemplated that fact, though he appeared to be putting on a brave face. 
 
    I suspected that behind all his bravado and aggression, he was hiding a lot of suffering. I didn’t want to pressure him to reveal any of that sooner than he was ready though. 
 
    “I was never trained as a warrior,” Elton explained. “My strengths were better suited to catching food for our tribe, so I was often out hunting.” 
 
    “And you were out hunting when your people got attacked?” Medusa surmised. 
 
    “I was,” Elton said. “I heard the commotion from afar. I knew that I could not return. Our people had already had many encounters with the White Army. We had suffered terrible losses. All of us had agreed that it was better if some of us should escape than our people should be wiped out at their hands.” 
 
    I felt rage mounting inside me as I heard of the fate these people had suffered. I might be making an exception for Elthloriel and Lizzie, but any goodwill I might have had toward any other elves was quickly disappearing. 
 
    “Your journey must have been harrowing,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “Harrowing, yes. Arduous,” Elton agreed. “I made my way through the waterways, using passages known only to my people. Sometimes I had to go on dry land.” Elton shuddered. 
 
    “You’re not accustomed to dry land?” Hengus asked. 
 
    Hengus’s question prompted me to glance at the golems. They were all sitting in rapt attention. 
 
    “I’m not,” Elton replied. “Dry land is slower, hotter, and… er… drier.” 
 
    I suppressed a chuckle at the tortoise man’s obvious observation. 
 
    “And it is difficult for me to find food,” Elton continued. “There are no fish on dry land. I had to get used to foraging in the woods. That’s where I developed a liking for mushrooms.” Elton looked at me pointedly. 
 
    I smiled as I remembered how he’d shoveled mushrooms into his mouth when we caught him in the barn. 
 
    “Sometimes I was even forced to make my way over open fields,” Elton said. “Those were the most terrifying experiences, not knowing if a farmer would chase me or capture me.” 
 
    “It must have taken courage to enter my barn then,” I said. 
 
    “Courage and desperation,” Elton replied. “I was starved, not having found any fish for several days, and afraid of the coming storm.” Elton sighed. “And when I finally caught one, it was snatched right out of my mouth…” 
 
    I looked down. “Sorry about that. I didn’t realize…” I said. “I’m the one who depleted the stream, too. Hopefully more fish will find their way downstream soon.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” Elton said. “And you are more than repaying your debt to me with your hospitality. I haven’t been able to rest properly in weeks, always being on the run.” 
 
    “You are welcome to stay here as long as you need,” I said. “Helping the woodland creatures who live near my estate and building good relationships with them is very important to me. We should be working together, not fighting.” 
 
    Elton smiled. “It is encouraging to hear you say that.” 
 
    “I can vouch for Kaetlyn,” Medusa interjected. “She has already offered us a home, and promised to offer one to any other creatures we rescue from the elven slave trade.” 
 
    Elton’s eyes widened slightly, impressed. 
 
    I got another notification. 
 
      
 
    Elton: +5 loyalty 
 
    Elton’s loyalty to you is now 15/100 
 
    Slowly but surely you might just win Elton over 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification with a smile. 
 
    “Of course, I am not alone in my plight,” Elton adds. “Those of my people who survived have been scattered through the woodlands or captured and turned into slaves.” 
 
    Thinking of what might have happened to Elton’s family and friends sobered me after the short-lived triumph of winning the tortoise man over. It was hardly a time to be rejoicing when his relatives might be getting hunted in the woods. 
 
    It was tempting to hold any promises of aid back. I had no idea how powerful these white elven warriors might be or what forces I might anger by helping and sheltering monsters. But I also knew what it was like to be treated like a slave, and I didn’t want that fate for anyone else if I could do something about it. 
 
    Maybe this was what I was brought to Elandria to do. My resolve grew stronger, more solid. 
 
    I looked Elton squarely in the eyes. “Whatever it takes, Elton, if it is within my power, I will help any of your people that we find to escape. I’ll offer them shelter here, and we’ll face the elves together if it comes to that.” 
 
    Elton’s eyes were misty as they met mine. He gulped and stammered. “Your offer is gracious, Lady Kaetlyn. I accept. And I forgive you for stealing the fish.” 
 
    That last bit was unexpected and caused us all to laugh. 
 
    The golems sent up a cheer. 
 
    “Did you hear that, Coramir?” Medusa asked. “Kaetlyn is going to rescue the tortoise folk from the elves.” 
 
    I got a string of notifications. 
 
      
 
    Elton: +5 loyalty 
 
    Elton’s loyalty to you is now 20/100 
 
      
 
    The golem tribe: +10 loyalty 
 
    The golem tribe’s loyalty to you is now 50/100 
 
    Status Update: Golems are now Allies. They will aid you as long as you have a  
 
    common cause 
 
      
 
    Coramir: +10 loyalty 
 
    Coramir’s loyalty to you is now 70/100  
 
      
 
    I was especially glad to see that the golems had become allies now. They’d already proven themselves to be valuable assistants on the estate and good company too. I would be sorry if they ever decided to leave. Even Elton looked a lot less frosty now than he had when he’d first joined us. 
 
    Having committed myself to helping rescue the tortoise people, I wanted to ask where we might begin our search. If nothing else, the knowledge could inform my choices when it came to finding new monsters to help us. Anyone who could help us with searching for survivors in the forests would be welcome. 
 
    But before I could ask anything, thunder rumbled outside. Rain poured down now, whipping against the side of the house and echoing through the laboratory. A nearby thud shook the ground, giving everyone in the laboratory pause.  
 
    The storm had begun in earnest now.  
 
      
 
    New Quest! 
 
    Survive the storm.  
 
    Reward: 100XP 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened at the substantial amount of XP awaiting me. 100XP was a whole level’s worth. A shiver ran up my spine—half from excitement, and half from nervousness. 
 
    That much XP was ominous. Just how bad would this storm get? I’d gathered enough wood and water, but Elton’s recent arrival brought my food down. We’d still be able to make it, but it wasn’t going to be easy.  
 
    My musing was interrupted when Coramir called out from the kitchen above. “There’s someone stuck outside in the storm.” 
 
    We looked at each other in alarm. I put my empty bowl to the side. I hastily made my way up the stairs to see what Coramir was talking about. This storm was far too dangerous for anyone to be stuck out there. 
 
    I had to do something.

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I raced to the window and stood beside Coramir. Ozwald flew up just behind me and the others followed. The sun had set, or at least disappeared behind the clouds, and it was getting dark. The rain continued to beat against the kitchen window, occasionally driven in sheets by the wind. 
 
    Coramir directed me to look out the window to the west. “I saw something, about two hundred yards away,” she said. “It looked like a person’s arm waving.” 
 
    I didn’t know what hope I had of seeing something. My eyesight wasn’t as keen as that of the great arial hunter beside me. I wiped the mist from the windows and peered through the gloom, looking out over the fields. 
 
    Tree branches had been broken off and scattered about the fields. Water poured down the hillside. The wind whipped leaves and vegetation through the air, throwing debris against the house before snatching it away again. It howled through the house, sending shivers up my spine. 
 
    Lightning struck, making me jump and yelp. Ozwald let out a nervous chuckle and a soft hoo. Thunder rumbled like a menacing growl. More lightning struck at irregular intervals, always followed by a boom—sometimes very soon after. The golems had already explained that that meant the lightning was very close. One time it even made my hair stand on end. 
 
    The lightning struck out in the middle of the field. The light washed over the open expanse, blinding me, but as the after image faded from my eyesight, I was certain this time that I could make out a flailing arm on the ground. Thunder drowned the pounding of my heart. 
 
    “There’s definitely someone out there,” I said. 
 
    “What do we do?” Medusa asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “There’s no chance that they can escape from that, is there?” I knew that was a long shot, but I had to consider all the options before putting anyone in danger. 
 
    Coramir shook her head. “Whoever it is, they’ve been out there for at least several minutes now. I don’t think they can get up.” 
 
    “We have to rescue them, then,” I said. “But how?” 
 
    “Can we run out and get them?” Medusa asked. 
 
    Lightning struck again, a little further off this time, but still accompanied by a loud clap of thunder. 
 
    “I’m worried about the storm,” I said, looking up at the dark, ominous blanket of clouds. “You said lightning can kill a person.” 
 
    “It’ll kill that person out there before long,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    I looked at the golems. “Is there any chance you could tunnel under the ground and get to them that way?” 
 
    Medusa frowned. “It would take far too long. We dig slowly. And our arms are too small to carry a person back with us anyway.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” I said. “We’ll have to run then. I can’t just watch them get killed by the storm.” 
 
    “But what will you do if the person is trapped?” Ozwald asked. “If they can’t free themselves, chances are you can’t either.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Coramir said. “We can fly. It will be quicker.” 
 
    “You can hardly fit through the front door though,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll just have to make it work.” Coramir shrugged. “It’s the quickest way.” 
 
    “Thank you, Coramir,” I said. “We’d best get moving.” 
 
    I grabbed a coat from among the clothes Lizzie had given me, which would somewhat protect me from the storm. Coramir and I made our way to the front door, and she readied herself to squeeze her way out the door frame. 
 
    A last glance over to the kitchen showed me the golems, Ozwald and Elton, all watching the window, except for Medusa, who waited to close the door behind me.  
 
    “Ready?” Coramir asked. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I said. 
 
    I yanked open the front door. 
 
    Wind and rain poured in, but it was quickly blocked by Coramir’s body. Rain splashed off her wings and onto me. She folded her wings together tightly and squeezed her way through the doorway. As soon as she got her body outside, I followed.  
 
    The rain lashed against me, driven by gusts of wind, but the coat still kept me warmer than I’d hoped. I looked around, but it was hard to see more than a hundred yards in any direction through the rain. 
 
    Coramir’s feathers were already becoming slippery, but I climbed up and the griffin took off into the air. The strokes of her wings were unhurried, despite the wind blasting us. I took comfort from knowing that she at least was still calm—I, however, was anything but. My heart raced in my chest, its pounding in my ears only just overshadowed by the rumble of thunder around us.  
 
    She rose into the air, not climbing for height this time, but instead staying low to the ground and racing forward. I shut my eyes to keep the rain out and simply held on, clutching Coramir’s feathers tightly. Wind whipped me, as if trying to throw me off. I clenched my legs and steadied myself. I gritted my teeth and shut my eyes. 
 
    Despite my eyes being closed, a notification appeared in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Flying Mount +1 
 
      
 
    Evidently these conditions were difficult enough to give me new experience. 
 
    I’d only just got used to gripping Coramir’s sides and holding on in the wet, when I felt her body settling to the ground underneath me. The sudden drop in momentum nearly pitched me forward onto the dirt, but I held on and dismounted. 
 
    Coramir’s navigation had been perfect. Only ten yards to my right, I could see the prone form of a body lying trapped beneath a tree branch. We both raced over to see what had happened. 
 
    The body was that of a woman. She was wearing a tattered blue dress, which was torn and turning to rags at the hem. Her long hair was soaked and spread out on the ground underneath her. 
 
    I knelt beside her and held my hand just above her lips. I could feel faint breaths coming out, warm against my palm. A purple bruise was already forming on her forehead, and her eyes were shut. A trickle of blood ran down over one eye. But the breath was a good sign. 
 
    “She’s still alive,” I called out to Coramir, my voice nearly drowned by the gush of the wind. “Help me get the branch off her!” 
 
    “You hold her body and make sure the branch isn’t caught on anything,” Coramir said. “I’ll lift the branch.” 
 
    I lifted the woman’s body and laid her head in my lap to keep her still. Her eyes remained shut, she was still unconscious. As I moved her body, I noticed that she had wings. Giant transparent wings with flecks of color spread out from her back, though I couldn’t see the pattern well in this light. I had questions, but now was not the time. 
 
    Coramir seized the branch with the talons of her back legs, and beat her wings, lifting the heavy piece of wood into the air. I had to reach forward and detach her dress, which was caught on a knot of wood, but then the whole branch came free and Coramir dragged it away.  
 
    I laid the woman’s head on the ground again and rushed over to check her legs, where the weight of the branch had lain. 
 
    “Please don’t let her legs be broken,” I muttered to myself, my voice totally lost in the gale. I didn’t know if I had the skill to heal such a grievous wound. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as I felt the bones and they were all intact. I suspected her legs would have an awful bruise by the morning, but at least nothing seemed to be broken. 
 
    Coramir landed beside us. It took all my strength to lift the woman up and put her on the griffin’s back. Her head lolled about on her neck, and she nearly slid off several times. 
 
    I nearly screamed with frustration in time with the howling wind as her body threatened to slide off for the fourth time in a row. But Coramir angled her back in such a way as to hold the woman’s body in place. It made it even more difficult for me to climb on behind her than it already was with the driving rain, but eventually we both got into place. I supported the woman’s body with my own, holding her waist with one arm and Coramir’s wing with my other. 
 
    Coramir flew back toward the house. Her unerring instinct for direction took us by the most direct route, and before long I saw the gleam of firelight through the window. It must have been this light that drew the woman toward my house in the first place. 
 
    Clouds rumbled above me. It had been a while since the last lightning strike, and I was beginning to wonder if the storm was passing us by at last. We were only fifty yards from the house now and I began to breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    Then lightning cracked from the sky only yards away. My ears felt like they’d exploded as thunder boomed around us. My heart rattled in my chest and heat seared my skin. My hair felt like it was standing upright all over my body. A sharp ringing echoed in my ears.  
 
    Coramir let out a shriek and veered to the side. The weight of the woman in front of me shifted and her head tipped to the side. My grip on Coramir’s wing loosened and my hand slipped. I clutched the woman tighter, but it was no good—she was falling off. 
 
    Coramir must have felt our weight shifting and she beat her wings hard, taking us speeding over the ground toward the house. She was veering more and more to the left, but the house was close. 
 
    I almost thought we’d make it to the front door unscathed, but a gust of wind came from the wrong direction at the last moment. Coramir lost balance altogether. 
 
    She plowed into the ground on her left side, pitching both of us into the dirt. I put out a hand to stop my body from slamming into the woman who’d fallen to the ground in front of me. 
 
    Coramir quickly recovered and got to her feet, spreading her wings to try and shelter us from the wind and rain. 
 
    I scooped the woman up in my arms, curving my elbow around her wings, struggling to keep a grip on her weight. I was sure I heard the woman groan as I picked her up, and her eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t seem to be conscious enough to support her own weight. 
 
    Then to my relief, the front door burst open, casting the warm light of the kitchen fire out into the dark. Medusa rushed out to help me, and together we carried the woman up the stairs. She nearly slipped from our grasp twice, but we got her through the doorway. 
 
    Coramir squeezed in after us, dripping water all over the front room. Elton took hold of the front door, and as soon as Coramir was inside, he wrestled with the wind to get it shut. 
 
    I laid the woman on the ground as gently as I could and rushed over to help Elton. We put all our weight behind the wooden door, but the wind was stronger than ever, driving rain into our faces. I heard the hinges creaking and worried that something was going to break. 
 
    If that door broke, we would have no shelter from the storm. And the wind could do even worse damage to the inside of the house. 
 
    But my fears were ungrounded. With a final heave, we got the door to close, and I slammed the latch into place. There was a beam beside the door which we hadn’t used before. I got Elton to help and we put the beam into its slot against the door, holding it firmly shut. The door still rattled in the wind, but it was much quieter than before. 
 
    I turned to check on the woman we’d rescued. Medusa and Hengus had already taken her over to the kitchen. We sat her down in a chair with a cushion to support her back. Medusa remained behind her and supported her neck, although the woman seemed to be slowly reviving enough to hold her own weight. 
 
    Elton got some towels from the other room, following my directions, and we all dried off as best we could. I used one of the towels to dry off the woman we’d rescued as well. 
 
    I stoked the fire, to get as much heat in the kitchen as possible. The woman would develop a fever before long if she stayed wet and cold. 
 
    She seemed to be stirring, so I decided to wait for her to wake up before offering her a change of clothes and something warmer. For the time being, I turned to the stove and started preparing another stew. I added a few herbs with healing properties, which would ensure a quicker recovery from whatever injuries she’d sustained. They would also help those of us who’d got wet and cold to avoid a fever. 
 
    The other golems left the kitchen to avoid crowding the woman, and we all waited for her to wake up. I was prepared to give her as much time as she needed, but at the same time I was impatient. I had so many questions for her.

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone left me and the woman we’d rescued in the kitchen, along with Ozwald. I continued stirring the stew in relative silence now that the storm had abated somewhat. The lightning and thunder had longer intervals between them now, and the wind had died down, leaving only the constant patter of steady rain on the tiled roof. 
 
    Ozwald had informed me that the woman we’d rescued was a fairy. That certainly explained the wings. It left me many more questions, though. Where had she come from and where was she going? Did she know the fairy who’d granted me my system and given me a quest? Or was she an emissary for the elves? Did fairies work for elves? 
 
    Even if she was working for the elves, she still deserved rescuing. I wouldn’t cast her out into the storm, especially given her physical condition. 
 
    The stew gave off a savory aroma as it neared readiness. The herbs I’d added would give a nice buff to the fairy’s recovery. 
 
    The fairy was starting to wake up, but she didn’t seem to be in any state to communicate. Her eyes were unfocused, and she flinched at the slightest sounds. 
 
    She understood well enough when I held a spoon of stew to her mouth though. She hesitated at first, but when she’d tasted the stew, she eagerly slurped it up. I fed her as much as she was willing to eat. 
 
    She appeared to relax somewhat after eating, and I was able to offer her some clothing. She still looked wary, and by her responses I suspected she either didn’t understand me or didn’t have the strength to reply, but I said some comforting words all the same. She changed and dried off by the fire, and I led her to the bed we’d constructed earlier that week from straw. I slept on the floor on a pile of clothing. I would have to acquire some more bedding for occasions like this. 
 
    After I’d awoken in the morning, I started cooking some pancakes, using ingredients that Elthloriel had provided on his last visit. I’d managed to keep the fire going through the night by putting extra logs on it and reducing airflow, so the kitchen was still warm, and the stone floor radiated a gentle heat into the slippers I was wearing. 
 
    I also prepared a sauce to go over the pancakes, which was sweet, but also contained ingredients that would restore energy. I suspected our guest would need it. 
 
    It wasn’t long before everyone in the house started stirring. The steady sound of rain on the roof was punctuated by the golems moving around and checking the walls for damage. I was grateful to know that they’d catch anything before it went wrong. 
 
    Elton entered the kitchen and smelled the cooking. “If you need help ensuring the food is ready, do let me know.” 
 
    I glanced back at him and raised an eyebrow. “You mean if I need someone to taste the food before it’s finished?” 
 
    Elton looked sheepishly at the ground. 
 
    “The food won’t be ready for a while yet,” I said. “I only just started cooking.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could help by sorting out the food in the cellar then,” Elton offered. “That way it won’t take as long to cook next time.” 
 
    “That would be very kind of you,” I said. 
 
    Elton eagerly made his way toward the steps. 
 
    “Elton.” I looked at the tortoise-man meaningfully. 
 
    He stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “You do know that my system allows me to see exactly how much food is left, don’t you?” 
 
    “Ah, I did not know that.” Elton flushed visibly and shuffled his feet, backing away from the steps. 
 
    “You may have one serving of mushrooms while you’re down there.” I smiled at Elton indulgently. 
 
    He glanced at me nervously, with an unsure smile, but when I didn’t say anything else, he hurried down the steps. I chuckled to myself and kept flipping pancakes. 
 
    I heard Coramir getting up in the next room. Her movements were slow and careful, and I could tell she was trying her best not to knock all my possessions to the floor. 
 
    After another minute or so I heard the familiar flutter of Ozwald’s wings, and he landed on my shoulder. He took a deep sniff of what I was cooking and sighed with satisfaction. 
 
    “Is the fairy awake yet?” I asked. 
 
    “That was unclear,” Ozwald replied. “She was shifting in her sleep when I woke. I suspect she will wake as soon as the smell of food reaches her.” 
 
    “No doubt you are right,” I said. If not, I would set some to the side for her. 
 
    Ozwald fluttered over to the kitchen window and watched the rain for a while. I’d taken a good look out the window myself before I started cooking, and was pleased to see that most of the trees were still intact. 
 
    “I hope the wind hasn’t done any more damage,” I said as I continued cooking. “I guess we won’t know until the storm has passed.” 
 
    “You should be able to find out sooner than that,” Ozwald said, his gaze still intently fixed on the gray world outside. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “How’s that?” 
 
    Ozwald turned his head and arched the feathers above one eye. 
 
    “You can raise an eyebrow? I’m impressed, I didn’t know you could do that.” 
 
    “Check your notifications,” Ozwald said. 
 
    I nearly smacked my forehead with a palm. I hadn’t thought of that. I pulled up recent notifications. 
 
      
 
    Crop watering streak maintained: 3 days 
 
    Not bad for a beginner. Keep it up and you might manage not to kill something this time. 
 
    Reward: 5XP 
 
      
 
    Crops lost to storm damage so far: 3 seedlings 
 
    Other storm damage sustained: Minor wear on roof tiles 
 
      
 
    Land Prosperity: 5/100 
 
      
 
    “Well that doesn’t seem so bad,” I said, dismissing the notifications. “If that’s the only damage that occurs, we shouldn’t have too much to worry about, although the Land Prosperity has dropped. Do you know if that can drop below zero, Ozwald?” 
 
    The owl shook his head. “My training contained very little information on farming. I’m afraid you may have to find out the hard way.” 
 
    I kept stirring the sauce for the pancakes. It was based on a recipe I remembered from my alchemical training, with the ability to restore stamina. The original tasted hideous though. This sauce would be sweet and would go nicely with the pancakes. 
 
    At that moment I heard the soft sound of feet shuffling along the stone floor toward the kitchen. I turned my head to look and saw the sleepy face of the fairy from the night before. 
 
    Her hair was tousled and her eyes were bleary. The clothes from Lizzie that I’d lent her were far too large and hung off her like a sack. 
 
    She looked a little confused and frightened, so I simply gestured to the chair behind me and smiled. She made her way to the chair and sat down. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said gently. “My name is Kaetlyn and this is my home. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need.” I spoke slowly, unsure if she understood me. 
 
    The fairy’s eyes widened. “You can speak our tongue.” 
 
    I nodded. “My creature communication is at a high level.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard an elfoid person speak in our language.” The fairy stared at me with curiosity. 
 
    “I spoke to you last night, but you were most likely too tired to understand me,” I said. “And what’s your name?” 
 
    “How rude of me, I’m sorry.” The fairy looked unsettled. “My name is Rusalka. I am a lake-dwelling dungeon fairy.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” I said, remembering Ozwald’s advice about etiquette. He nodded at me approvingly, before flying into the next room to give us a little more space. 
 
    I turned to the stove and got a plate with some pancakes on it. I drizzled the sauce over it and handed the plate to Rusalka. 
 
    She took the plate in her delicate fingers and looked wide eyed at the meal. 
 
    I frowned when she didn’t start eating, then I remembered. “Here’s a knife and fork. I’m sorry, it must have seemed like I expected you to eat with your fingers.” 
 
    Rusalka took the knife and fork in her hand, but she barely looked at them. Her eyes were still focused on the food, as if she was expecting something to jump out of it at her. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked. “Is this not the sort of food you can eat as a fairy?” 
 
    “Are you going to poison me?” Rusalka asked in a voice so quiet I had to strain to hear her. 
 
    “Poison you?” I repeated, a little shocked. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “To use my blood in your potions, or my wings for a spell—” Rusalka put a hand to her mouth. “I shouldn’t be giving you reasons to kill me.” 
 
    I knelt down on the floor beside the fairy. “You are a guest in my home. I rescued you because I didn’t want you to die in the storm.” 
 
    “But you’re elfoid,” Rusalka said, narrowing her eyes. “You must want something from me.” 
 
    “I didn’t rescue you for a price.” I put a hand on Rusalka’s arm. She flinched at first but didn’t take her arm away. She seemed to relax a little after a moment. 
 
    “You are welcome to stay here as long as you need to,” I said. “I will feed you and give you shelter, and when the storm passes, you can go on your way if you so choose.” 
 
    Rusalka gave me a tentative smile. Her stomach made a loud rumble. She blushed and put a hand to her stomach, looking mortified. 
 
    I laughed at that, and she appeared to relax again slightly. I took my hand away and went back to flipping the other pancakes. 
 
    Rusalka eyed the pancakes hungrily and then cut up a piece and took a bite. She beamed as she tasted them. 
 
    “This is really good,” she mumbled, over a mouthful of food. 
 
    I laughed again and let her continue eating. The pot with the sauce was nearly bubbling over, so I served up the rest of the pancakes and poured the sauce out over them. Coramir and Ozwald were delighted. I saved some for Elton as well, and the rest I had to myself. 
 
    Once Rusalka had slowed down a bit, she wiped her mouth with a cloth I gave her and drank some water. 
 
    “You said you were a dungeon lake fairy?” I began, once she had settled down again. “How does that work? There are no lakes in the dungeons, are there?” 
 
    Rusalka’s eyes widened. “You have never been inside a dungeon?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “There are great lakes inside some of the dungeons,” she continued. “The dungeons are much larger than you perhaps imagine. I and my people lived beside one of them.” 
 
    “And what are you doing out here?” I asked. 
 
    Rusalka’s face fell. “That is a troubling story. My people were chased from their homes by elves.” 
 
    “The White Army?” I asked. I wondered if there was a connection with Elton’s story. It seemed that the storm was washing all manner of refugees up on my doorstep. 
 
    Rusalka tensed up. “Are you one of them?” She started to get up. 
 
    I took a step closer and put a hand on her arm. “I’m not with the White Army. In fact, I am opposed to them and what they are doing. You are safe here, with me.” 
 
    I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Rusalka: +5 loyalty 
 
    Rusalka’s loyalty to you is now 5/100 
 
    Rusalka is unsure whether to trust you or not 
 
      
 
    I felt like that message was explaining the obvious. 
 
    The fairy relaxed, but her face still looked wary. “It was the White Army that invaded our dungeon. They captured many of my people, killed others. Only a few of us managed to escape.” 
 
    “And how did you end up here?” I asked. “The dungeons are not that close, are they?” 
 
    Rusalka shook her head. “I don’t think they are close. I have been walking for days. Well, walking, running, hiding.” 
 
    I put my empty plate aside and looked at Rusalka. “You must have been through so much. How did you survive?” 
 
    Rusalka shuddered and got a faraway look in her eyes. “I foraged for food, and took shelter in the woods and riverways, always hiding from farmers and elven soldiers.” 
 
    “There are soldiers in the countryside?” I asked. 
 
    Rusalka nodded. “They are hunting down monsters and wild creatures to capture.” 
 
    “What brought you to my estate?” I asked. “What made you think it would be safe?” 
 
    The fairy shifted, uncomfortably. “I didn’t. I saw a light in the distance during the storm and I was so delirious with hunger that I ran toward it.” 
 
    Now that I was paying more attention, I remembered how emaciated Rusalka’s body had looked last night in her tattered dress. The ribs showing through her skin were now hidden by Lizzie’s big coat, but her cheek bones still stuck out of her face, and her eyes looked hollow and disproportionately large in their sockets. 
 
    Already after a couple of meals, herskin was looking a little more flushed though. Hopefully my cooking would help to restore her health. 
 
    “And then you were injured in the storm.” My comment was more of a statement than a question as I pieced together what had happened. 
 
    Rusalka raised her eyebrows questioningly. “I don’t remember what happened. I just know that I was running through the rain, and then everything went dark.” 
 
    “You don’t remember any of what happened last night, then?” I asked. 
 
    “I had a dream that I was picked up by this giant dark shadow and taken to a place of warmth and light.” Rusalka’s voice sounded dreamy and far off as she recounted her memory. “But I don’t remember anything clearly until this morning.” 
 
    “The dark shadow was no dream,” I said. 
 
    Rusalka flinched. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I put a hand up to allay her fears. “You were rescued by a griffin. I flew on the back of a griffin into the storm, and we rescued you together.” 
 
    Rusalka smiled. “A griffin? How wonderful!” 
 
    “You are familiar with griffins?” I asked. 
 
    Rusalka shook her head. “I’ve only heard tales of griffins. They are said to be gentle, but also fierce protectors.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say.” Coramir’s head poked around the side of the kitchen, causing Rusalka to jump. 
 
    The fairy’s eyes widened in delight. “You’re a griffin!” She jumped to her feet and went over to Coramir. I noticed that she hobbled. She reached out a hand to touch the great monster but held back at the last moment. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude.” 
 
    Coramir smiled indulgently. “No offense taken. You may touch my wings if you like.” 
 
    Rusalka’s face was filled with awe as she stroked the leathery surface of Coramir’s wings. “You rescued me last night?” 
 
    Coramir nodded. “You were injured by a tree branch that fell on you. We had to drag it away and carry you back into the house during the storm.” 
 
    “A tree branch fell on me? Where?” Rusalka looked down. 
 
    “On your legs.” Coramir indicated downward with a nod of her beak. 
 
    “That would explain why I’m so sore.” Rusalka put her hands on her shins, feeling them. 
 
    “I put some healing herbs in the stew I gave you last night,” I said. “Hopefully they will help you to recover quickly.” 
 
    Rusalka sat down and examined her legs, which had giant purple bruises forming. “I understand. You want me gone quickly so that I don’t eat all of your food supplies.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh. “If anyone is likely to deplete our food supplies, it’s Elton, not you.” 
 
    “Who?” The fairy looked confused. 
 
    “Elton, the tortoise-man who joined us last night.” 
 
    “Someone called my name?” Footsteps sounded on the steps behind Rusalka, causing her to nearly fall off her chair in fright as Elton emerged from the cellar, his mouth stuffed with mushrooms. 
 
    I did a quick scan of my food supplies and saw that Elton had been as good as his word. Only one extra serving was missing. 
 
    “Elton, this is Rusalka, the fairy we rescued last night.” I gestured at the fairy. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you.” Elton stood very close to Rusalka and chewed noisily. 
 
    I could see that Elton was making Rusalka uncomfortable. “Elton, why don’t you help me out by sorting the tools in the laboratory?” 
 
    Elton looked, as if he was weighing up my suggestion, although it wasn’t really meant as a suggestion. 
 
    “If you do a good job, there will be some pancakes waiting for you afterward.” 
 
    Elton grinned and headed quickly back down the stairs. 
 
    “How many people live here?” Rusalka asked. 
 
    “Aside from the people you’ve already met, there are six stone golems and one owl,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll meet them soon, they’re just giving you a bit of space to recover first.” 
 
    “Are you the only elfoid person then?” Rusalka asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Ozwald came with me when I first arrived on this farm. I rescued Coramir from the slave markets in Elandria. And Elton and the golems all came to my estate just like you did, and I offered them shelter.” 
 
    “Is this some kind of inn for monsters then?” Rusalka asked. 
 
    I laughed. “Well, that wasn’t the original idea, but I suppose it’s becoming a bit like that. A lot of monsters in need have been brought to me by one twist of fate or another, and I allow them to stay as long as they need to.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s so kind of you!” Rusalka exclaimed. 
 
    I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Rusalka: +20 loyalty 
 
    Rusalka’s loyalty to you is now 25/100 
 
    The fairy still has her doubts, but you are quickly dispelling them 
 
      
 
    “If you need to stay here longer, you are more than welcome to,” I said. 
 
    “Do I need to pay you?” Rusalka asked. “Or work for you? Will I be a slave?” 
 
    “Any help you can offer me will be greatly appreciated,” I said. “But you will never be a slave as long as I can prevent it.” This last bit I said firmly. 
 
    Rusalka’s eyes were misty. “I have heard such terrible things about elfoid people. I can’t tell you how relieved I am to find out that they are not all true.” 
 
    “I’m sure many of the things you’ve heard are true,” I said. “But not about me. You are safe as long as you stay on my farm.” 
 
    “Then I would be glad to do whatever I am able to help you keep this farm safe,” Rusalka said. “I may not be strong, but I am well versed in the life of the waterways. I am sure I can offer you services that will be valuable in the future.” 
 
    “I look forward to working with you,” I said with a smile. 
 
    We fell silent for a time and were left in relative quiet again, I noticed that the wind had picked up again. The sky was darker, and there was more lightning on the horizon. The storm was far from over.

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thunder boomed nearby. Rusalka nearly jumped out of her seat. Her eyes were wide and her breathing rapid. She didn’t say anything—she simply looked around in terror. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’re safe in the house.” 
 
    Rusalka shivered, despite the heat of the woodstove behind us, and remained silent. 
 
    “We can go downstairs if you prefer,” I offered. “The storm won’t be as loud down there.” 
 
    Rusalka nodded and gave me a feeble smile, so I took her downstairs with me. Down there we couldn’t hear the wind anymore, and the thunder sounded much further off. 
 
    Elton was still standing in front of the bench, having meticulously sorted all my tools. He looked up expectantly at me as we descended the stairs. He didn’t have to say anything for me to know what he wanted. 
 
    “You’ve done an excellent job, thank you, Elton,” I said. “You may have the rest of the pancakes sitting by the stove upstairs.” 
 
    Elton didn’t hesitate. He bowled right past us and up the stairs to the kitchen. I checked the supplies again to make sure I knew just how much was there. I didn’t want him getting it into his head to start eating other food as well. 
 
    The supply would still be plenty for Coramir, Ozwald, and me for the next three or four days, but with Elton and Rusalka now joining us, I would need to tighten the rations. 
 
    As Elton left, Ozwald fluttered through the doorway to land on my shoulder. He’d been waiting in another room while Rusalka and I chatted, but he must have decided to join us. No doubt he knew that it would be warmer down here once I got a fire going. 
 
    Rusalka looked at Ozwald curiously, but she was distracted by the heavy sound of footsteps on the stairs. Judging by the thudding of many feet on the steps, I assumed the golems were coming down to join us. The only one left upstairs was Coramir then as she couldn’t fit through the passageway. 
 
    The six golems all crowded through the passageway and into the laboratory. I wasn’t sure if Rusalka would be alarmed by the arrival of so many large stone monsters, but she appeared to be quite at ease. 
 
    “I see you are the stone golems,” she remarked, looking at Medusa. “My name is Rusalka. I’m a water fairy.” 
 
    “We’re delighted to meet you,” Medusa replied. The other golems all murmured their agreement. 
 
    “You have been here longer than me, I think,” Rusalka said. “I only arrived last night.” 
 
    “Indeed, you did,” Medusa replied as the other golems all spread out and sat on the floor. “We were here to receive you last night, but you don’t remember much of that, do you?” 
 
    Rusalka flushed and shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” Medusa smiled genially. “You were in a bit of a bad way after being injured out there in the storm. Are you feeling better today?” 
 
    “Much better, thank you,” Rusalka said. “Kaetlyn has been a very gracious host, and her cooking is excellent.” 
 
    The golems chuckled. “I’m afraid we can’t offer an opinion on that,” Medusa said. “Food means nothing to our folk. We can’t taste it or eat it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” Rusalka put a hand to her mouth. “I hope I didn’t say anything to offend you.” 
 
    “Not at all.” Medusa dismissed the thought with a wave of her stumpy arm. “I take it you have never encountered stone golems before though.” 
 
    Rusalka shook her head. “I lived in the Water Dungeon.” 
 
    “Ah, that would explain why you haven’t met any of our kind before,” Medusa said. 
 
    I gave Medusa a blank look, not understanding what either of them were referring to. 
 
    Medusa was kind enough to notice. “We come from the Stone Dungeon.” She indicated the rest of her small tribe. 
 
    “That seems obvious when you point out the name,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed,” Medusa replied. “The monsters of the different dungeons almost never meet each other.” 
 
    “And how did you come to leave your dungeon?” Rusalka asked. “Did the White Army attack the Stone Dungeon as well?” 
 
    I could tell from Rusalka’s hunched shoulders that even the thought of the White Army frightened her. They must have done terrible things. 
 
    Medusa shook her squat body in denial. “We were chased out by ordinary adventurers who tried to capture us. As far as I know there was no great army behind them.” 
 
    “I suppose the White Army has not come so far as to attack all the dungeons yet, then,” Rusalka said. 
 
    “We only heard of this White Army for the first time last night, from Elton,” Medusa said. “It saddened us greatly to hear how the elves are targeting so many monsters.” 
 
    “I wonder what they hope to gain from it,” I interjected. 
 
    “They’re savages.” Rusalka’s response was cold and hard. 
 
    “They must have a motive beyond spreading misery,” Ozwald said. “The elves would hardly expend so many resources on a war of such scale without some profit in mind.” 
 
    “I don’t know and don’t care what their motives might be.” Rusalka nearly spat her words out. “They must be stopped. Annihilated if need be.” 
 
    “Lady Kaetlyn is doing everything in her power to save the monsters.” Hengus surprised me again by speaking up in my defense. “She has already given shelter to many of us.” 
 
    Rusalka eyed me with curiosity. I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Rusalka: +10 loyalty 
 
    Rusalka’s loyalty to you is now 35/100 
 
    The testimony of others in your favor is winning the water fairy over to your side 
 
      
 
    “And you, I didn’t get your name.” Rusalka looked at Ozwald. 
 
    The owl introduced himself, bowing his head slightly and letting off a little hoo.  
 
    “Were you also rescued from the elves?” Rusalka asked. 
 
    I felt Ozwald shake his head next to me. “I lived in one of the academies. I have never been inside a dungeon myself.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you were a monster,” the fairy said. 
 
    I allowed Ozwald to hop down onto one of the stone stools in the laboratory while I set about building a fire. 
 
    “Our kind never adapted to a life of warfare underground,” Ozwald said. “We were never forced into that service.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen small birds like you in the dungeons,” Rusalka said. 
 
    I glanced back to see Ozwald’s reaction and saw him puff out his chest. 
 
    “Well, yes. I suppose I would be considered small by the standards of dungeon monsters. I would have you know that that is far from being the case in the world above ground, however.” 
 
    I suppressed a chuckle at Ozwald’s earnest self-defense. 
 
    Rusalka didn’t seem to notice at all. 
 
    This talk of adaptation to life underground intrigued me though. Ozwald had informed me that lakes existed in the dungeons, but I still found the whole situation difficult to imagine. 
 
    “Rusalka, you are a water fairy,” I said. “How is it that you have adapted to life in a dungeon underground? Are you capable of fighting off elven invaders?” 
 
    Rusalka merely smiled at me enigmatically. “I have strengths that might not immediately meet your eye.” 
 
    That was evidently all the answer she was currently prepared to give. I placed some logs in the stove and set the whole pile ablaze with some well-placed sparks off the flint. As soon as the flames had started licking high enough, I closed the stove door and stood up again. 
 
    Rusalka was standing over beside the stone bench against the wall, examining the tools and supplies that Elton had so carefully sorted for me. 
 
    “What is it that you do in this place?” the fairy asked. 
 
    “I am an alchemist,” I said. 
 
    “An alca-what?” Rusalka looked perplexed. Ozwald hooted with laughter. 
 
    “I am an alchemist,” I repeated. “I brew potions, I cook dishes with special properties, I make healing salves, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “And these tools allow you to make food with magic then?” Rusalka picked up a stirring spoon and examined her reflection in it. 
 
    “I suppose you could say that,” I said. “I take herbs and other ingredients from the woodlands and enhance their potential.” I couldn’t help echoing the phrase my system had used when it granted me the Auramancer class. 
 
    “Are you like a woodland fairy then?” Rusalka asked, surprise in her tone. 
 
    “Er… I hadn’t thought of it like that before. I’m not a fairy myself.” The connection startled me as Rusalka made it, and I didn’t know enough about woodland fairies to confirm it, but the water fairy seemed to be making a valid point. 
 
    “You must be a powerful magic user if you can transmute herbs and extract their healing properties,” Rusalka said. 
 
    I felt a small swell of pride at the water fairy’s words. “I do have some ability. I seem to have a natural gift for identifying new ways to enhance my potions too. There are some limitations, however. My mana pool is so small that I can only cast a very small number of spells.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate.” Rusalka put down the spoon as she spoke and picked up the Attribute Crystalizer. It made me nervous seeing her handle the device, but she was careful with it, and soon put it down again. 
 
    “I haven’t found a way to increase my mana pool,” I remarked sadly, half hoping she might know of a way. 
 
    “I am surprised at this,” Rusalka said. “Usually, magical creatures are born with the innate abilities required for their craft. They don’t have such limitations as you.” 
 
    “The fairy who gave me my magical system certainly didn’t help me out much in that regard,” I remarked. 
 
    Rusalka turned and looked at me with curiosity. “You were given your system?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then you were not born with magic?” 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    “I have not heard of a non-magical creature receiving such powers,” Rusalka said. “You said a fairy gave this power to you?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I wondered actually if this fairy might have any connection with you. You are the only other fairy I have ever met.” 
 
    Rusalka shook her head. “That does not seem likely to me. Where did you meet this fairy?” 
 
    “In the woods,” I said. “Truthfully, she caught me stealing one of her legendary herbs. She granted me this system on the condition that I would someday repay her in some manner.” 
 
    Rusalka sniffed. “That is only just. But no, I cannot say this fairy has any connection to me. She must have been a woodland fairy. They are of a wholly different kind.” 
 
    “Oh?” I took a seat as we spoke, and Rusalka followed suit. 
 
    “The woodland fairies are a very ancient people,” Rusalka explained. “They have been in the woods around Elandria and other lands for many eons. They have gathered much power into their hands, which may be why this fairy was able to grant you magic.” 
 
    “And what about your people?” I asked. “Have they not dwelt in these lands long?” 
 
    Rusalka’s face looked sorrowful. “We were snatched from our homes many generations ago and forced into the service of the dungeons, much like the other dungeon monsters.” She indicated the stone golems with a nod. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you have learned more magic while you were in the dungeons?” I asked. 
 
    Rusalka laughed bitterly. “When you have to fight every day for your survival, there is little time to learn new skills.” 
 
    As I pondered this, I realized how much the monsters had lost to the elves. 
 
    “Does this mean you experience the same madness as the golems?” I asked. 
 
    Rusalka glanced at me questioningly. 
 
    “The madness that takes us when an elf enters the dungeon,” Medusa helpfully interjected. 
 
    “Oh.” Rusalka’s face had that faraway look again. “Yes, I experience that same madness. Although, I did not experience it when I met you this morning.” 
 
    “I am elfoid,” I conceded. “But I bear none of you the ill will that the elves do.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is that which I sensed,” Rusalka remarked. “You have none of the evil about you that the elves seem to.” 
 
    We sat in the laboratory exchanging stories for most of the day, stopping only to prepare another meal. The fire was just starting to die down and needed some more wood when Coramir called my name. I started to wonder if we’d ever be able to relax in the laboratory without some sort of interruption. 
 
    “There is a leak in the roof,” Coramir called out. 
 
    Fear clutched my heart at those words. Running into the storm to rescue Rusalka had hardly been simple, but this was worse. Without the help of the minotaurs, how were we to repair the house? As far as I could tell, the storm was far from over, and this was about to make it much worse.

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before we even rounded the corner into the entrance room, I could hear the patter of water dripping onto the stone floor. Coramir was standing nearby watching the water drip through a hole in the roof. Several tiles were cracked and had twigs and leaves sticking through. 
 
    “I heard a crash and then the water started dripping in,” Coramir said. “The wind must have blown a branch against the roof.” 
 
    “We need to stop the water pouring in first,” I said. I was feeling a bit overwhelmed, but I needed to keep a clear head and take charge. “Can someone grab a bucket?” 
 
    Medusa immediately gave the order to one of the other golems, who went downstairs to grab a bucket from the cellar. 
 
    By this point the rest of the golems and Elton were all standing behind me as well as Rusalka. Ozwald perched on my shoulder as usual, watching the steady drip of water. 
 
    My thoughts raced. The leak didn’t look too bad at the moment, but the wind was still howling outside. If it had damaged the roof once, it could do it again. What if the whole roof collapsed? The minotaurs weren’t here to help this time. 
 
    One of the golems returned with a bucket and placed it under the spot where the water was dripping. The sound of water on stone was replaced by the loud ping of water on metal. The bucket started filling up. 
 
    “Should we open a window and throw the water out once it fills up?” one of the golems asked. 
 
    I shook my head as an idea came to me. “We need to replenish our water supplies. It would be best to keep the water.” 
 
    “Where do we put it?” the golem asked. 
 
    “Could one of you take the bucket downstairs and pour it into the barrel in the cellar once it fills?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” the golem replied. “There is a second bucket down there. Two of us can work to ensure that the water all goes into the barrel.” 
 
    I thanked them and thought about how it might make more sense to move the barrel upstairs. But the best solution would be to get the hole in the roof repaired, so I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    The golems worked busily carrying the water downstairs, while the rest of us examined the hole in the roof. I checked the water supply.  
 
      
 
    Supplies: 
 
    Food: 43/50 
 
    Water: 78/50 
 
    Wood: 98/100 
 
      
 
    The downpour continued, and the sound of the rain intensified. The golems were barely bringing one empty bucket back before the next one was full. It wasn’t that I was worried about getting the floor wet, but if the leak continued like this, more roof tiles could end up being damaged, and the hole would get worse. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I asked. “We can’t leave the roof like this.” 
 
    Medusa shrugged. “We are not tall enough to reach the roof.” 
 
    “Could you do anything if you were?” I asked. 
 
    “Perhaps we could stuff the hole with something to keep the water out, but the tiles need to be repaired,” she said. “We would need to get onto the roof outside and repair the tiles, or more likely make new ones.” 
 
    “That’s not really an option in this storm,” I remarked. “Could you stand on Coramir’s back and try patching the hole?” 
 
    Medusa shook her head. “I don’t think that would make me tall enough.” 
 
    “Not to mention the strain on my back,” Coramir said. “Golems are heavier than you are, Kaetlyn. And no, I’m not going to fly in the middle of this small room to get the extra height.” 
 
    “I can divert the water for a time,” Rusalka said. 
 
    “How can you do that?” I asked. 
 
    “I am a water fairy, remember?” she replied. “I can manipulate water with my magic. It will tire me out, though.” 
 
    “How long do you think you can divert this amount of water?” I pointed to the leak in the roof. 
 
    Rusalka shrugged. “Maybe an hour.” 
 
    “That’s not long,” I commented, more to myself than anyone else. “We will have to find a more permanent solution in the meantime.” 
 
    Rusalka stood almost underneath the hole in the roof and reached her hands up toward the cracked tiles. Water continued dripping into the bucket. I couldn’t see any magic, but the water fairy’s face was scrunched up in concentration. 
 
    Gradually the flow of water slowed to a trickle, and then stopped altogether. I peered up at the crack in the roof and saw water flowing over the gap, as if over glass, but there was nothing underneath. The water simply stopped entering the crack. 
 
    The dripping of water into the bucket stopped, allowing the golems to take a break. Rusalka’s face reddened slightly with the effort, and her breathing was heavy, but she’d said she could sustain another hour of this. 
 
    I returned to thinking about a more permanent solution. I couldn’t personally do anything to repair the roof, and nor could anyone else here. 
 
    “What do you think we can do, Ozwald?” I asked. “We can’t have this kind of problem every time a storm comes. What am I not thinking of?” 
 
    “Magic?” Ozwald suggested. 
 
    “You mean a spell to repair the roof?” I asked. “I don’t have one of those. And I’m too short to just attempt repairing it and hope a spell comes along like last time.” 
 
    “I think there might be another way that you haven’t mentioned,” Ozwald said as though he knew of something I’d forgotten. 
 
    “You don’t mean the House Control Artifact, do you?” I asked. “I don’t have the mana to use it. If I activate it now, I’ll pass out, and we can’t just fly to Elthloriel’s for a potion to restore my mana again.” 
 
    Coramir emphatically shook her head, as if to underline this point. 
 
    “Are you sure there’s no way you can increase your mana pool?” Ozwald asked. “You have books downstairs and a lot of alchemical equipment. Is there no recipe for this?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of increasing mana through potions,” Rusalka interjected, speaking through gritted teeth. “Most monsters are born with a fixed amount of mana that never changes.” 
 
    I felt a cold sinking feeling in my stomach at that thought. If I could never increase my mana supply, my magic system would be of limited use. 
 
    “Kaetlyn is not a monster though,” Ozwald pointed out. “The woodland fairy gave you a magic system, surely you can enhance it.” 
 
    “I am an Auramancer,” I commented. “Perhaps I can turn this power to use on myself, or maybe there is a recipe for this.” 
 
    “It seems like the idea is worth trying,” Medusa added. “I’m all out of other ideas.” 
 
    I left Ozwald with the others and went down to the laboratory to see if Elthloriel’s books could provide any solutions. I didn’t even bother looking at the tools and herbs gathered on the bench. I hadn’t even known about mana as an alchemist, let alone recipes to increase a mana pool. None of my old knowledge would help me now, at least when it came to recipes. 
 
    I turned to the four heavy tomes Elthloriel had given me. Principles of Farming didn’t look like it would be helpful. Nor did the two books on land management and herbalism. Beginner’s Almanac of Magical Crafts, on the other hand, was by far the most promising of the four. 
 
    The early chapters on spell casting and the warnings on mana depletion were all concepts I’d discovered without the help of a book. I’d already browsed the middle sections on the various classes and skills, on guidance in increasing skill levels, and on the various tasks that each class was suited to. That information looked helpful, but now wasn’t the time to read those chapters in more depth. 
 
    The last section of the book was titled “Recipes and spells for advanced magic users”. I’d noticed this section before, but the title had caused me to leave it alone. I wasn’t ready for that sort of information. 
 
    Now, however, I didn’t have the luxury of waiting to get more experience before reading this. I took the book upstairs where the light was better. I laid the book open on the table in the room next to the kitchen and began reading. 
 
      
 
    This section is included primarily as a reference aid for the instructor of highly proficient magic users who may have questions not answered in the preceding material. Caution is advised in the dispensation of this knowledge as it may prove highly dangerous in the hands of inexperienced users. Such undesirable consequences as sickness, withered limbs, deranged minds or cessation of life may accompany the misuse of the spells contained in these chapters. With this preamble concluded, readers must consider themselves warned. 
 
      
 
    “Ozwald,” I called out. 
 
    The owl fluttered over and landed on my shoulder. 
 
    “Can you read this please?” My hand was shaking as I indicated the preamble I’d just read. For the first time since receiving my system, I was feeling genuinely terrified at the prospect of blowing myself up with a misused spell. 
 
    I hadn’t even established yet whether this section would contain the knowledge I needed, but I was feeling trepidation at the idea of even reading it. For all I knew, just looking at the words could be enough to cast some dangerous spell I had no way of containing. Still, this book was the best hope we had at the moment. 
 
    Ozwald read the section I’d indicated. “Fortunately for you, I am an instructor.” 
 
    “You mean, you can safely guide me through using these spells?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing for the last several weeks since you got a magic system?” Ozwald admonished. 
 
    “Oh,” was all I could manage. 
 
    “I was trained in the academy for exactly this purpose,” Ozwald added. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were so qualified, Ozwald,” I said. 
 
    “You’re in safe hands,” Ozwald said. “Now, read on and find the relevant spell.” 
 
    I felt a great sense of relief as I turned the pages, looking for anything related to a mana pool. If there was any danger, Ozwald could advise me of it before anything went wrong. 
 
    This section contained entries listing a number of advanced spells, dangerous high-level artifacts, weapons reserved for use by experienced mages, even forgotten or forbidden classes. I noticed that among these forbidden classes there was a mention of Auramancers. I made a note to myself to return to this. 
 
    Near the end was a list of curses, concoctions and potions. I scanned the list and finally found what I was looking for. A potion for the enhancement of a user’s mana pool. This was intended only for the rare and unusual cases where a proficient magic user was nonetheless only endowed with an inadequate mana pool. There were several warnings here as well on the misuse or careless brewing of such a potion. 
 
    Ozwald seemed to read my mind as I was about to ask him about the dangers warned of in the preamble to the potion’s recipe. 
 
    “As long as you follow the instructions carefully, you should suffer no ill consequences,” Ozwald assured me. “Many of these warnings are reserved for the miscreant young students of the various academies who might dare to attempt certain spells without the guidance of an instructor.” 
 
    I read the recipe through carefully. Everything appeared to be simple enough except for one thing. The various herbs and mushrooms required I had in abundance, but I didn’t have ‘the raw essence of mana’. 
 
    “What is the raw essence of mana and where do I find such a thing?” I asked. It sounded like something that would be extremely difficult to acquire. I had a sinking feeling that this idea wasn’t going to work after all. I glanced over at Rusalka, whose arms were already shaking from the strain of maintaining her magic. 
 
    “The recipe requires mana in its purest form,” Ozwald informed me. “Normally this is only found inside a mana pool. As soon as a magic user channels their mana into a spell, the mana is changed and diluted.” 
 
    “Is there a way to get the mana out of my pool directly then?” I asked. 
 
    Ozwald shook his head next to me. “Even if you could do so easily, your mana pool would still only contain the same amount of mana when you finished the potion. The potion will fill your mana pool with the same amount of mana as is put into the brew.” 
 
    “So if I took 100 of my mana and put it into the potion, my mana would be down to 100/200, and it would only reach 200 again. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ozwald replied. “That’s why you need mana from some other source. Otherwise you still won’t be able to activate the artifact.” 
 
    “Is there no way of obtaining this raw essence without using someone’s mana pool?” I asked. 
 
    “Certain monsters are known to grow appendages such as horns or wings directly out of pure mana,” Ozwald replied. His voice almost sounded like he was reciting from a textbook as he spoke. I suspected he was. 
 
    “These appendages can sometimes be harvested and converted back into the raw essence of mana and used in such potions,” Ozwald continued. “Such creatures are rare, however, and must either give up their appendages willingly or … be compelled to do so.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “That’s what happens in the slave markets in Elandria?” 
 
    “Almost without doubt,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “It is,” Coramir interrupted. “I saw many creatures having their wings or horns shorn off them. Their cries still haunt my dreams.” 
 
    I ground my teeth together, almost without meaning to. I was more determined than ever to put a stop to the trade of these innocent creatures. 
 
    “This isn’t sounding good for my chances right now,” I said. “I don’t see any creatures lining up to volunteer their bodies to help me make this potion.” 
 
    Ozwald’s reply was cut off by the sound of water dripping into the bucket nearby again. Rusalka held her arms limply by her side, massaging the blood back into them again. 
 
    “I will volunteer,” she said. “You can have one of my wings.” 
 
    “What?” I was dumbfounded at Rusalka’s offer, and didn’t have anything else to say. 
 
    “My wings are made of mana, just like the ones Ozwald was just describing,” Rusalka continued. “I will give you one of them to make your potion.” 
 
    The golems returned to hauling the water downstairs now that rain was pouring through the hole in the roof again. The rain was just as steady as before, and the hole in the roof was certainly no smaller, so they had their work cut out for them. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “You won’t be able to fly.” 
 
    “I will still be able to fly.” Rusalka took a step forward. “Just not as well. My wings are divided into two parts on each side. If I give you the lower half of one wing, I will still be able to fly.” 
 
    “But this is a very permanent sacrifice.” Desperate as I was, I couldn’t stand the thought of Rusalka losing the ability to fly, or even just severely reducing it, just to save my home. 
 
    Rusalka shook her head. “My wing will grow back. They grow like hair, slowly, over the course of several years.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re willing to give this up for me?” I asked. 
 
    “Without your help I would have starved to death trapped under a tree in a thunderstorm,” Rusalka said, approaching the table where I sat. “This gift is the least I can give to repay your kindness.” 
 
    Rusalka removed the heavy coat from Lizzie that she’d been wearing. She had the tattered dress she’d been wearing underneath. The back was cut out to allow her wings to poke through. 
 
    I put a hand on Rusalka’s before she could turn around. “Thank you, Rusalka. I won’t forget this. Remember, you have a home here with me as long as you need it.” 
 
    Rusalka looked into my eyes. “I believe in what you are doing here, Kaetlyn. I am honored to be able to support your mission.” 
 
    I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Rusalka: +20 loyalty 
 
    Rusalka’s loyalty to you is now 55/100 
 
    Status Update: Rusalka is now your Ally. She will aid you as long as you have a  
 
    common cause 
 
    Your mission to save monsters from the elves has inspired Rusalka to lend you her support. 
 
      
 
    Rusalka turned and showed her back to me. “You will need to cut the wing off at the base, right where the flesh gives way to the transparent surface of the wing.” 
 
    Ozwald flew downstairs to fetch me a knife. I felt nervous cutting something so precious off Rusalka’s back. I didn’t want to hurt her or damage the other wings. 
 
    “This won’t hurt you, will it?” I asked, holding the knife in one hand and the base of Rusalka’s wing in the other. 
 
    Rusalka shook her head, causing her hair to swish against her back. “No more than cutting hair would.” 
 
    I brought the knife close. Much as I had my misgivings, I needed to repair the house. If it collapsed, I couldn’t offer shelter to any of the creatures depending on me for help. 
 
    Rusalka stiffened when the cold blade of the knife touched her skin but didn’t make a sound. I rested the blade against the point where the wing started, and gently but quickly cut through the firm substance. 
 
    There was a glow in the wing as the knife severed it from Rusalka’s back. The whole wing came away in my hand, stiff and shimmering. The fleshy stump remaining on the fairy’s spine looked red, but no blood came out, so it looked like I’d managed to remove the wing without hurting Rusalka. 
 
    She turned around and put the coat back on, as if nothing had happened. There was a slightly sad look in her eyes as she looked at the wing, but her face remained resolved. 
 
    I thanked Rusalka again and hurried downstairs to begin preparing the potion. The recipe was simple enough to follow with Ozwald’s help. 
 
    Rusalka’s wing melted down in the cauldron to a thick paste. With enough water and other ingredients, it wasn’t long before I had a strong-smelling brew bubbling away in the laboratory. 
 
    This time my intuition didn’t prompt me to change the recipe in any way, which was a relief. I didn’t want to mess with something this delicate and potentially dangerous. 
 
    I poured out the potion into a deep bowl when it was finished and let it cool. Medusa put her head around the corner to inform me that the storm was picking up and the golems were unable to deal with all the water. Some of it was spilling out of the buckets onto the floor of the entrance room. 
 
    That didn’t leave me any room for hesitation. I looked at Ozwald, who was sitting on the bench in his customary position, watching me at my alchemical work. 
 
    “Are you sure this potion is safe to drink?” I asked. 
 
    “As sure as I can be,” he replied. “You followed the recipe exactly, and you are the right kind of subject to be taking the potion. You’re a proficient magic user with an unusually small mana pool. I can’t promise anything, but it should be safe.” 
 
    That was about as much reassurance as I was going to get. I put the bowl to my lips and drank. 
 
    The potion was thick and warm, with a flavor that was not too unpleasant. It reminded me of burnt vegetables, which was probably due to the melted wing in the brew. 
 
    The whole thing went down without an issue, and I waited to see if my mana pool would change. After a few moments of nothing happening, I decided to check my character profile. 
 
    But before I could bring up the screen to do so, my stomach lurched, and I felt a wave of nausea pass over me. My forehead broke out in sweat and my knees collapsed from under me, dropping me to the floor.

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The pain grew worse for a few moments. I curled into a ball against the pain. It felt like my intestines were being pulled apart, which was probably exactly what was happening. 
 
    The others crowded around me in concern, but there was nothing they could do. Soon enough the pain subsided, and I was able to get to my feet again. 
 
    “Are you in pain?” Coramir asked. 
 
    I shook my head, but it was difficult to speak. I gestured and was fortunate that Medusa understood me. She sent one of the golems to get me some water to drink. 
 
    Once I’d drunk some water and my parched throat was feeling better, I was able to speak again. 
 
    “The pain is gone,” I said. “We just have to see if the spell worked.” 
 
    I checked my system and saw a notification waiting. 
 
      
 
    Physical modification successfully survived! 
 
    You have taken a physical modification potion and not died. Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    I smiled at the system’s message. Sassy as always. Then I opened up my profile screen. 
 
      
 
    Kaetlyn 
 
    Beginner Auramancer 
 
    Level 3 
 
    XP: 45/120 
 
    Mana: 500/500 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Charisma: 11 
 
    Dexterity: 10.5 
 
    Intelligence: 14 
 
    Luck: 10 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
      
 
    Active Skills 
 
    Arcane Growth: Beginner 3 
 
    Commerce: Beginner 3 
 
    Cooking: Beginner 8 
 
    Creature Communication: Intermediate 4 
 
    Creature Tending: Beginner 6 
 
    Deception: Beginner 2 
 
    Evaluate: Beginner 3 
 
    Farming: Beginner 5 
 
    Fishing: Intermediate 3 
 
    Flying Mount: Beginner 4 
 
    Foraging: Intermediate 1 
 
    Healing: Beginner 3 
 
    Persuasion: Beginner 8 
 
    Potion Brewing: Intermediate 7 
 
    Reading: Beginner 8 
 
      
 
    Auramancer Sub Skills 
 
    Enchanting: Beginner 1 
 
    Monster Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
    Plant Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Passive Skills 
 
    Eavesdropping: Beginner 3 
 
    Evasion: Beginner 2 
 
    Perception: Beginner 7 
 
      
 
    “My mana pool is now 500!” I announced with glee. 
 
    The others joined me in celebrating for a moment. 
 
    “Now it’s time to see if I can activate the House Control Artifact,” I said, heading down to the laboratory. 
 
    When I picked up the bronze artifact, which had been so tarnished after its sojourn in the stream, it flashed a brilliant yellow. The surface sparkled in the dying firelight, and I saw a readout appearing in front of me. 
 
      
 
    House Control Artifact Interface 
 
    Welcome, new House Mistress 
 
    Please enter your name: 
 
      
 
    After entering my name, another prompt appeared. 
 
      
 
    Welcome, House Mistress Kaetlyn 
 
    You have been granted ownership of Elthloriel’s Second Estate 
 
      
 
    “Elthloriel’s Second Estate,” Ozwald snorted from his customary perch on my shoulder. “You’re not going to leave the name as that, are you?” 
 
    “I can change it?” I asked. 
 
    “I would assume so,” Ozwald said. “Most magical devices allow for such a function. But what would you change it to?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I paused to think. I’d never had to choose such a significant name before. This would be the name for the entire estate as long as I was in charge. It needed to be a good name. 
 
    “What about Safehaven?” Medusa’s gravelly voice rang out behind me. 
 
    I spun around, not having realized that she’d followed me down here. Rusalka was there as well. 
 
    “Safehaven,” I repeated, trying out the name. 
 
    “You offered a safe haven to those of us who were in need and running from danger,” Medusa said, taking a step forward. “I think the name is fitting.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that name,” I said, still hesitating, though I wasn’t sure why. “But in some ways, I feel like I haven’t offered this haven on my own at all. You have all made this a home as much as I have. It’s, as if something else has brought us all to this haven.” 
 
    “You said it was fate that brought us here,” Rusalka volunteered. Her three wings fluttered, floating her across the floor to where we were standing. “It was our fate to stumble through danger and onto this estate, where we all found refuge from the ones trying to kill and enslave us.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I did say that.” 
 
    Rusalka’s words got me thinking, trying out word combinations in my head. 
 
    Finally, I found what I was looking for. “Fatehaven. That’s what I’ll call the estate.” 
 
    I entered the name into the screen in front of me and saw the readout in its final form. 
 
      
 
    Welcome, House Mistress Kaetlyn, of Fatehaven Estate 
 
      
 
    Ozwald nodded approvingly. “An excellent name, if I may say so. Now you should be able to repair the roof.” 
 
    I felt a shock go through me at Ozwald’s words. In the distraction of coming up with a name, I’d forgotten about the imminent danger we were facing. When I dismissed the welcome screen, I saw a notification that had apparently been blinking in the background for some time. 
 
      
 
    **Urgent** 
 
    Repairs needed 
 
    The house has sustained damage, which threatens to get worse if not attended to 
 
      
 
    Cost of roof repairs: 100 mana 
 
    Repair now? RepairRemind me later 
 
      
 
    Without hesitation I hit Repair. 100 mana was hardly a significant cost. I felt mana being drained from me and the House Control Artifact lit up. My mana dropped to 200. I would need to ask Elthloriel for another potion. 
 
    “It’s working.” That was Coramir’s voice calling out from upstairs. 
 
    Clutching the artifact carefully, I hurried up the stairs to see for myself. The others followed behind. 
 
    The golems were standing in the entrance room with empty buckets. A couple of drops of water plinked into one bucket. 
 
    The roof tiles were sliding into place as a mysterious force pushed the twigs back out of the gap. Even over the sound of pouring rain, I could hear the grating of tiles scraping against each other and reassembling. With a clack, the last tile slotted into place and the hole was repaired. 
 
    We all cheered and I gave Rusalka a hug, thanking her once again for the gift of her wing. The golems put the buckets away and Coramir resumed her watch at one of the windows, where the storm could still be seen raging outside. 
 
    I checked the blinking notification from the House Control Artifact. 
 
      
 
    Roof successfully repaired! 
 
    No other repairs are currently required 
 
    View other house functions 
 
      
 
    I selected the option to view the other house functions and saw a menu. 
 
      
 
    Estate Surveillance 
 
    House Monitoring 
 
    (Other functions not yet unlocked) 
 
      
 
    The menu didn’t contain much, and all it did was pique my curiosity. I would have to find out later how I could gain access to more functions. For now, I dismissed the menu. 
 
    I went to the kitchen and started preparing another meal. I was feeling famished after the stress of repairing the house. From the looks Elton was giving me, I could tell he was hungry too. 
 
    The rest of the day passed uneventfully as we ate and swapped stories, staying warm by the fire. The storm continued outside, but less violently than before. The wind was not too strong, and the rain not too heavy. And we seemed to have left the thunder and lightning behind. 
 
    We endured a couple more days of wet weather until the storm finally petered out. The sun peeked out from behind the clouds just as it was setting, for the first time in days. I was anxious to get outside and see what damage the storm had done, but the daylight had almost completely faded. We would have to inspect the property early the next morning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke early and prepared breakfast for those who would be eating. After the meal, we all went outside, eager to stretch our legs after being cooped up inside for so long. The food supplies were running low, so the storm had ended not a moment too soon. 
 
    I wore a long tunic for outside work, so that I could feel the wet grass against my skin as I walked through the fields. It felt freeing to get out of the still, dry air inside the house. Small birds and insects filled the fields with noise and activity as they celebrated the passing of the storm. 
 
    The golems made their way straight over to their half-excavated shelter to clear out whatever debris the storm may have deposited. Elton headed for the stream. He’d promised to refill my supplies with fish after eating so much during the storm. 
 
    Coramir took off into the sky to survey the storm damage. Rusalka wanted to explore. She fluttered over the fields, a little unsteadily with only three wings, but still graceful. 
 
    She’d shown me the night before, the very faintest tip of transparent silver could be seen emerging from the root where her wing had been. In a few months she said it would be long enough to start stabilizing her in the air again. 
 
    Ozwald and I started with the barn. My house control artifact had already informed me that it was intact as the artifact granted me oversight over the barn as well as the house, but I wanted to make sure none of the supplies inside had been disturbed. 
 
    Fortunately, none of the seed bags had sustained any water damage. I made a note to myself to store those in the cellar next time. 
 
    The tools had all got a bit wet. Ozwald advised me to check Principles of Farming for any tips on maintenance. 
 
    I was glad I did. Following the advice in the book, we wiped the tools down and coated them with a thin layer of oil to prevent rust. Everything else appeared to be in good condition. 
 
    After taking care of the tools, I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Farming +1 
 
    A good farmer knows how to look after their equipment 
 
      
 
    Next, we checked the crops. A cursory look at the plowed rows showed that the straw Ozwald and I had spread had done its job of protecting the crops from any major damage. In fact, many of them had developed into full-fledged plants. They hadn’t reached their full size yet, but many of them stood nearly half a foot above the soil. Evidently storm water had done them a world of good. 
 
    As my system had informed me, several plants on the edges had been washed away in the deluge, but the damage had been far less severe than I’d expected. 
 
    After inspecting the crops, I received another notification. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update 
 
    You have successfully survived the storm! 
 
    Reward: 100XP 
 
    Not only did you survive the storm, but you brought the crops and a number of monsters through this ordeal as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Level Up! 
 
    You have reached Level 4! 
 
    Progress to next level: 25/130 
 
    View your profile to see changes. 
 
      
 
    It took me another hour to wander around the house and surrounding fields checking for storm damage. A number of trees had lost branches, and any exposed soil had been washed away, leading to erosion and creating several deep trenches. The stream itself was still running muddy after so much disturbance, but it appeared to be clearing the debris fairly quickly. 
 
    Coramir reported back to me and informed me that a number of trees had been uprooted in the fields to the north, but aside from that the damage was minimal. Lightning had also destroyed several trees entirely, but the heavy rain had prevented any fires from starting. We decided that it would be a good idea to use the fallen trees for firewood as well as for construction. I would see if Elthloriel could send me some assistance at some point in gathering the wood. 
 
    Having surveyed all the damage, I returned to the fields where I’d planted crops. Now that the storm was over, my highest priority was planting and harvesting, in order to prepare for the quest from the fairy who’d given me my system. 
 
    One of my biggest limitations was my still relatively small mana pool, and my inability to replenish my mana. With more mana I would be able to use Arcane Growth more freely. Ozwald assured me that I might overcome these limitations eventually, but in the meantime, I would need to consider purchasing materials for more potions in Elandria. And for that I would need to harvest crops. 
 
    I carefully spent another fifty mana on the crops, enhancing their growth and bringing my pool down to 150/500. The plants shot up and I was able to see what had been produced. Most of the plants were generic herbs and vegetables, of the sort that would be valuable in brewing popular potions and remedies. 
 
    A handful of the plants were more specialized. I would read some more later on to discern what sort of uses they had. The legendary herb I’d taken from the woodland fairy’s garden was also nearing readiness. 
 
    Having established what I needed from town, and all the things I had to sell, I realized I would need to make my first trip into Elandria very soon. 
 
    “Do you think we are ready for a trip to Elandria?” I asked Ozwald. 
 
    “Not quite,” he said. “Who will you go as?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, you’re not going to go as Kaetlyn, tenant of a dishonored elf, and rescuer of monsters.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “You’re quite right. I can’t tell anyone in Elandria who I really am. What should I do then?” 
 
    “My first suggestion would be to go as a minor noble or merchant from a far-off land,” Ozwald said. “That way they won’t ask too many awkward questions. You will need a disguise and a good story.” 
 
    “That’s a great suggestion,” I said. “But I don’t have any clothes.” I tugged at the tunic I was wearing for emphasis. 
 
    “That’s true,” Ozwald said. “You will need clothes fitting for someone of that station.” 
 
    “Do you think Elthloriel will be able to help me?” I asked. 
 
    “Elthloriel and Lizzie don’t seem to be friends of the elven nobles in Elandria,” Ozwald said. “I’m sure they will be willing to provide you with some assistance, especially when it comes to creating a convincing story.” 
 
    “I’ll see if Coramir can fly me over there then.” I set off to ask Coramir for help and to inform the others of my plans. 
 
    Everyone was eager to accompany me, hoping for some chance at revenge on the elven nobles, or to rescue their lost relatives and kinsfolk from the slave markets. I promised to do what I could about mounting a rescue operation, but for the time being I had no idea how we could pull such a thing off without being imprisoned or worse. 
 
    Coramir, Ozwald and I set off for Elthloriel’s manor to discuss my plans and prepare for my first trip to town. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat with Rusalka and Lizzie in a garden hidden away at Elthloriel’s manor. We were surrounded by a high wall of hedges which let nothing but sunlight in. The hedges were in bloom and covered with small white and blue blossoms which sparkled a little too much to be accounted for from sunlight alone. Statues of all manner of strange monsters adorned the garden. A tall found stood in the middle of the garden which perpetually spouted water, although it allegedly had no mechanism powering it. 
 
    This was a magical grove which Lizzie had helped to plant in honor of her and Elthloriel’s maternal grandmother, who was said not to be as elvish as the rest of the family would have had them believe. When she’d died, they’d found all kinds of strange plants, small statues and other decorations on her estate. The unofficial rumor was that she’d had more fairy blood in her than any of the elves were prepared to acknowledge. 
 
    The three of us sat around a garden table sewing a dress. The dress was made of a light blue fabric with an ornate floral pattern around the hem. It was a long dress, with lace and silk ribbons. In appearance at least, it was fit for a noble lady, although the fabric and seamwork would no doubt be looked down on in Elandria. 
 
    Coramir had been bringing Rusalka and me to the manor each morning, before returning to help the golems continue to excavate their shelter. The first thing I’d done upon arrival was down a mana potion, which provided me with much needed strength after the ordeals of the storm. 
 
    Ozwald remained behind to supervise the estate, and Elton had taken up his new home in the stream on the property, where he was clearing debris and generally making the waterways as hospitable to fish as possible. He was not without an ulterior motive for those efforts. 
 
    The dress was our plan to get me into Elandria. The suggestion was Lizzie’s, since I needed a disguise to get through the city gates, and this made the most sense for a woman who ran an estate and was selling herbs in the marketplace. I couldn’t get in as an ordinary human on my own, or I’d be questioned about who my master was. 
 
    None of us were particularly skilled with sewing. Lizzie’s experience consisted of stitching up wounds in the brawling pits of Elandria, and mine consisted of patching up old clothing in my village. Rusalka was used to receiving her clothing from the older fairies, who could conjure it using magic. But together we were able to figure it out, and before long I’d acquired Beginner 1 Sewing. 
 
    As I pinned some ruffles to the fabric around the sleeves, I held out a hand. The flamingo-like monster that was helping us with the sewing passed me a needle, with thread already passed through it. 
 
    At first the creature had been grumpy and reluctant to help, but I spoke to her and explained my mission in Elandria. After that she became much more willing to help and even offered some helpful advice on making the dress sit better on my figure. 
 
    I asked her how she could tell what would look right, when she’d never even worn a dress herself. 
 
    “I am the only creature here who never has and never could wear such a garment,” the flamingo explained. “I have a perspective that you don’t. I can observe the way the fabric hangs on your body in a completely neutral fashion, without at the same time imagining how it would hang on my body.” 
 
    I felt unnecessarily targeted by the creature’s statement, and almost blushed as I remembered all of the times I had done exactly that when observing other people’s clothing, but the advice was helpful nonetheless. 
 
    We’d been working on this dress for a week now, and it was finally almost complete. We were stitching the final frills together. The dress was a little ornate for my taste. I would have been happy with something pretty but simple. But the elves would not be happy with that, according to Lizzie. Clothing needed to make a statement of wealth and station. 
 
    “Do you really think this will allow me to pass as a noble in the markets?” I asked as I helped Rusalka pin the ruffles on the other sleeve. 
 
    “The dress will at least deflect some attention,” Lizzie said. She herself was working on the multi-layered hem of the dress. “You just need them to accept you long enough to buy your goods, not long enough to invite you in for tea.” 
 
    “If a dress is enough to allow a woman to pass as a noble in Elandria, I should be able to do the same, should I not?” Rusalka asked. 
 
    Lizzie shook her head. “A dress on you would not cover your wings.” 
 
    “Couldn’t I wear one a little bulkier to hide them?” Rusalka persisted. 
 
    “The fashion of the elves is relatively strict,” Lizzie replied. “If your dress does not conform to the fashion of the day, you will come under closer scrutiny.” 
 
    Rusalka pouted. “Does that mean I can’t come into town then? I wanted to see the marketplace.” 
 
    “If you are to enter the town, you will need to dress as one of Kaetlyn’s attendants,” Lizzie said. “I’m sure I can find clothes for you in the servants’ quarters here.” 
 
    Rusalka sighed. “I suppose that’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Cheer up,” Lizzie said. “A dress is not all that Kaetlyn will require to pass as a noble. Remember all the training we’ve done over the last week?” 
 
    Lizzie had indeed been training me to speak more like a lady and to conduct myself appropriately. I was not to simply bargain openly with other merchants or wander off by myself. I had to stay with my attendants at all times and defer to male authority where necessary. Galling as such training was, I knew it was necessary if I had a hope of pulling off this dangerous mission. 
 
    “I just can’t believe they won’t let anyone other than an elf into the city without permission,” Rusalka grumbled. 
 
    “That’s why we have to make sure Kaetlyn can play the part of an elf,” Lizzie explained matter-of-factly. 
 
    “An elf.” I put my hand to my lips as a terrible thought occurred to me. “They won’t think I’m an elf if they see my ears.” Even as I spoke I could feel my ears turning red. Panic clutched at my stomach. Would the whole game be up as soon as they took one look at me? 
 
    Lizzie put her hand on mine. “Don’t worry, I’ve thought of that too. You’ll need to braid your hair low, so that the braids circle your head and cover the tips of your ears.” 
 
    I tried to picture such an arrangement in my mind. “Won’t that be a bit suspicious?” 
 
    “It will,” Lizzie said. “Elven fashion relies on emphasizing characteristics that are purely elvish, such as pointed ears. The more pointed they are, the purer the bloodline and the more worthy of being displayed. Hairdos are designed to show off the ears as much as possible.” 
 
    “So that hairdo will still give me away?” I asked. 
 
    Lizzie shook her head. “Not as a human. You will simply appear less noble. Some elves with less pointed ears wear such a hairstyle out of shame. They won’t treat you as well. But it’s still less suspicious than letting your ears show.” 
 
    This whole affair sounded very stressful. I made a note to myself to bring a handheld mirror so that I could always check to make sure my hair was still in the right place. One glimpse of a rounded ear and I might find myself being marched off to prison. 
 
    As Rusalka and Lizzie kept working away, pinning and folding and cutting, I took out the house control artifact to quickly check up on the estate. The surveillance functions were still the only ones I had access to, but they worked even at a distance, allowing me to glance at the house, the barn, the crops, the stream, and anywhere else I needed to. I would receive a grainy image showing me the latest condition of the property, along with a readout of relevant information. 
 
    So far everything was still in order. The crops were fully ready to harvest, which we would be doing early the next morning, before loading them straight into buckets to take to town. Elton’s work on the stream was going well. The marine population was thriving, and he’d even been able to build himself a small riverside nest. 
 
    The golems’ shelter was almost finished. They were just laying the last of the stones on the floor. I’d been able to finally upgrade the golems again after receiving more experience after the storm. They had been restored to their previous height and given strength and ability to go with it. Now they were able to dig much more quickly and had widened their cavern to match. 
 
    I’d been turning over options in my mind for getting the golems into Elandria with me, but whichever way I put it, the idea of marching into the city with six giant stone golems was hard to justify. How could I possibly convince the guards that I needed them to carry a few buckets of vegetables? 
 
    Lizzie’s advice when it came to interacting with the elves in Elandria centered on illusion and distraction. 
 
    “We distract them with your hairdo, so they don’t notice that you’re a human,” she explained as she carefully pushed a needle through from the other side of the cloth, deftly avoiding stabbing her finger. 
 
    “We distract them from our poor sewing skills with lots of lace,” she continued. 
 
    We all laughed at the obvious jibe. 
 
    “Your accent and mannerisms can be explained by saying that you’re from a far-off land,” Lizzie added, listing things off on her fingers, while still trying to push a needle. 
 
    “Is there a way for me to explain six giant stone golems?” I asked. 
 
    Lizzie frowned. “Not likely. I learned the art of distraction while brawling in the pits of Elandria. You throw dust with one hand while preparing a punch with the other or grab your opponent’s clothing while kicking them. But distraction is not enough to let you bring a sword into a hands only combat arena.” 
 
    “This arena sounds like a very instructive place,” I remarked. 
 
    “It is,” Lizzie assured me. “I still have to show you one day.” 
 
    “And me,” Rusalka butted in. “I want to see the fighting pits too.” 
 
    “We will need even more distraction to pull that off,” Lizzie said, glancing at Rusalka, and especially at her wings. “If they see a monster in the pits, they’ll throw you into combat without even asking. It’s all about entertainment.” 
 
    I grimaced as I heard that remark. After only a couple of weeks, I was already feeling very protective of Rusalka. She’d given up one wing to save us all during the storm, when she herself was weak and scared, having just escaped the White Army. To think of a delicate fairy like her being thrown into an arena turned my insides cold. 
 
    Almost no sound reached us inside of the tranquil garden, except for the constant babble of the fountain behind us. The stillness was so refreshing after the chaos of the storm that I became almost meditatively absorbed in the work of crafting the dress that would grant me entrance, if not to high society, at least to the mercantile class of Elandria. 
 
    As a result of the stillness surrounding us, I was a little startled when Elthloriel emerged from the hedges behind us. He was accompanied by his hellhound, who carried tea and biscuits for us on his back. Seeing the hound reminded me of my quest to rescue his brother. I pulled up my system menu and added to my ever-increasing list of notes with a reminder to keep an eye out for the hound while we were in Elandria. If the great city was anything like my village, all manner of stray dogs would be congregating around the city’s rubbish piles. 
 
    Elthloriel handed out the plates of biscuits and poured cups of tea for all of us. I took a sip of piping hot tea and felt warmth go through me. The sun was warm, but after the recent storm, the air still had a slight chill to it, so hot tea was welcome. The biscuits were also delicious. Somehow crunchy but soft on the inside, their flavor was a satisfying sweet one, reminiscent of berries and honey. 
 
    “Do you require any assistance planning your expedition?” Elthloriel asked as he and the hellhound prepared to leave. 
 
    “Thank you, cousin, but no.” Lizzie took a bite out of her biscuit. “As much as this might startle you, we women are quite capable of planning this trip without you.” 
 
    I cringed for a moment, expecting Elthloriel to respond angrily to this rebuff. But he simply raised an eyebrow as though he didn’t believe we were entirely capable. Then he smiled graciously and left with his hound in tow. 
 
    “Don’t get used to it,” Lizzie remarked as stillness was restored. 
 
    “To what?” Rusalka and I asked as one. 
 
    “To elven nobles behaving with decency, especially the men,” Lizzie said, taking another bite of her biscuit. “It’s taken me months to train Elthloriel.” 
 
    “You’ve been training him?” I asked, a little astonished. 
 
    “Maybe not training as you might imagine it,” Lizzie said. “Not training like what the warriors in the pits do before a fight. Simply a harsh word here and there, letting him know what kind of behavior was and was not appropriate.” 
 
    “And it’s been working?” I asked. 
 
    Lizzie pointed a hand in the direction of the manor house. “See for yourself. He brings us tea and biscuits and doesn’t even dare to question our ability to plan this mission for ourselves.” 
 
    “You think he would have done so before?” I was still trying to wrap my head around the idea of this plucky woman training the cousin who was paying for her upkeep. 
 
    “He was bursting with it,” Lizzie insisted. “When you know him as well as I do, you can see the signs. He was dying to offer us some advice.” 
 
    Rusalka laughed. “You must have trained him well indeed then. Among my people, restraint is not known. If a fairy sees something they want, they pursue it, and do not let other people or ‘training’ get in the way.” 
 
    “The elves are usually like that also,” Lizzie said. “Elthloriel was much less civil before I moved into the manor. You will need to be on your guard against this same tendency, Kaetlyn. The nobles will want to inspect you, or question you, or search your belongings, or challenge your right to sell your wares in the marketplace.” 
 
    “What can I do?” I asked, my ever-present worries mounting once more. 
 
    “Stand your ground,” Lizzie said. “You must be as insistent and stubborn as an elf. When they question you, question them back. Demand proof of their right to search you. Trust me, they will never produce that proof, they will move on to easier targets.” 
 
    I nodded as I took in all the advice. This trip to Elandria was sounding more and more intimidating as the time approached. But I took comfort in knowing that if I overcame this obstacle, I would learn what it took to mingle with the elves. And that would make future mercantile trips that much easier. 
 
    We had talked about having Elthloriel simply take me to town, but he was already an unwelcome person amongst the nobles of Elandria. We didn’t want to make that situation worse by involving him in a heist to rescue enslaved monsters. Having his manor nearby was too valuable an asset for me and I didn’t want to jeopardize that. 
 
    Not to mention that it would likely end with Elthloriel and Lizzie going to prison. I, on the other hand, was unknown in Elandria. I could deny accusations and lie low for a few months and hope it would all go away. 
 
    Late that afternoon, we finished the dress. Lizzie insisted that I try it on to ensure that it would fit. Although it was possible to pull the dress on myself, it was difficult, so it was helpful having Lizzie and Rusalka present to help pull the garment into place. 
 
    It was tighter and fitted my form more closely than any dress I’d ever tried on before. Rusalka was able to see which ribbons needed to be tied, and where the fabric caught on my body. She would be able to help me the next day with getting dressed. 
 
    Once they had the dress sitting right, they both took a step back to look. Even the flamingo who’d been helping was eager to see. 
 
    Lizzie let out a whistle. The flamingo’s mouth hung open, and Rusalka’s wings fluttered, lifting her onto her toes. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked, eager to see for myself. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Lizzie said. “It sits just right, and it has the perfect amount of lace.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Rusalka added. “I’ve never seen such an ornate dress among my people.” 
 
    “I want to see.” I nearly jumped up and down in impatience. “Do you have a mirror?” 
 
    “I do,” Lizzie said. “It’s in the manor house.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” the flamingo called out, taking off in a lazy flight above the hedges. 
 
    I translated for Lizzie, the only one who couldn’t understand the flamingo. 
 
    When the bird returned, Lizzie took the medium sized mirror and held it up for me to take a look. 
 
    I was delighted. The dress did indeed sit perfectly on my body, hugging my form and decorating it with lace and ruffles. It was definitely more ornate than anything I would choose to wear otherwise, but it provided a nice change from the trousers I’d been forced to wear while working outside. 
 
    For a few moments as I stared, lost in the fantasy, I could almost imagine that I was an elven noble. I felt like a princess or a duchess, traveling to visit a foreign city on important business. 
 
    I had to remind myself that in reality I merely looked like a well-dressed merchant on business to the elves. But the fantasy was still a joy to imagine. 
 
    After some last words of advice, Lizzie helped us pack the dress carefully into a bag, that would keep it safe on the return trip to Fatehaven Estate. Coramir arrived shortly after and took Rusalka and me back home. We waved goodbye to Lizzie from the air, and I set my thoughts on tomorrow. All our plans were about to be tested in a city not known for its kindness to strangers.

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was awoken early the next morning by the clatter of wheels and hooves on the drive outside my house. I sat up and quickly got dressed in my work clothes. Rusalka was sleeping beside me as I only had one mattress and no furniture for the other bedrooms. She too woke and got dressed. Ozwald flew out to the front door to see who was there. 
 
    “It’s a carriage,” Ozwald called out. “Drawn by unicorns.” 
 
    “Elthloriel’s carriage?” I wondered aloud. I hadn’t been expecting this, but if the carriage wasn’t Elthloriel’s that would be a more alarming possibility. 
 
    I hurried to the door and opened it. Sure enough, Elthloriel’s driver was waiting for me. The carriage looked the same as ever, except that all the insignia had been covered up by cloth drapes. The driver was also wearing a plain tunic rather than the one with Elthloriel’s house insignia. 
 
    “What are you doing here this morning?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been sent to take you to Elandria, your ladyship.” The driver tipped his hat. “Lord Elthloriel said you’d be needing me to bring you there.” 
 
    “That was very thoughtful of him,” I said. “I’ll need a few minutes to get ready.” 
 
    “Best hurry up,” the driver called out. “I’ve a number of other deliveries to make today.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. The driver was always in a rush to perform as many jobs as he could. In truth, I was a bit taken aback by Elthloriel’s gesture as he hadn’t mentioned anything, and Lizzie hadn’t either. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time to question it. I was being offered a ride, and now that I thought about it, it would have looked pretty silly for me to walk to Elandria. My cover as a noble merchant would be blown immediately. Who would take a merchant hauling buckets of her own wares seriously? 
 
    I was thankful that we’d had the forethought to harvest all the crops the night before, instead of waiting for the morning. The fields were empty and ready for another crop, which would finally give me a chance to use the Attribute Crystalizer. First, I wanted to scope out the markets and see what attributes would be most worth cultivating. Planting new crops could wait until after our trip. 
 
    The previous harvest was looking bountiful, and I was sure it would sell well in Elandria. Everything was ready in the barns and simply had to be loaded onto the carriage. In all, we had filled two medium sized buckets with herbs, which was ample for a day’s trading. Rusalka carried the buckets out and gave them to Elthloriel’s driver to load into the carriage. 
 
    Fortunately, Rusalka was strong enough to carry the two buckets alone. It wouldn’t have looked good for me to be performing such labor in Elandria. After bringing out the herbs, the two of us went inside to get dressed. 
 
    Rusalka put on the attendant’s outfit that Lizzie had lent her and then helped me get into the dress we’d made. Her wings were difficult to fit inside the dress, but eventually we got them properly concealed. 
 
    There was even a bowtie for Ozwald. He’d had his eye on it when he’d visited me at the manor house earlier in the week, and we decided it would add to the illusion that they were both members of my prestigious house. 
 
    Rusalka had braided my hair the night before, and all that remained was for her to fasten the braids to the sides of my head, covering the tips of my ears. I examined my reflection in the warped surface of the carriage windows and decided that I looked more elvish than I’d ever imagined I could. I hoped it would be enough to satisfy prurient gazes in Elandria. I put my satchel on my shoulder and went outside. 
 
    We finally got into the carriage and were ready to depart. I gave my last instructions to Coramir and then the driver whipped the carriage into movement. 
 
    Elton was remaining behind. He was no help on dry land, so it made more sense for him to stay and keep clearing the stream. He promised to wander up to the house every so often and check on it, not that I expected any issues. I would still have my house control artifact too as that would enhance my respectability, though I would have to avoid using it in public. If I was to claim to come from a far-off land, it would be implausible to then use an artifact that was only meant to have a range of ten or so miles. 
 
    The Ihers were going to carry out a new plan. Coramir had been performing some reconnaissance during the week without my knowledge. She’d flown high above Elandria, high enough to evade suspicion. She said she’d spotted a location near the walls that would allow the golems to approach without being noticed. 
 
    The golems were going to tunnel under the walls. They’d already set out the night before, hoping to reach Elandria before daybreak. They would emerge in an alleyway inside the city later that day. Coramir would wait outside the town, and Ozwald could go and fetch her if we needed her help. 
 
    The whole crazy plan was made possible because I’d upgraded the golems, which would allow them to dig much more quickly than they previously had. They couldn’t remove that much dirt though, so the tunnel would be filled in behind them as they dug. Once the golems were inside, they could meet up with me after the day’s work buying and selling. 
 
    After we’d been traveling for a little while, I heard the sound of the carriage wheels change. We’d passed from gravelly back roads to the paved stone of the highway leading to Elandria. This was the same road that led to Elthloriel’s manor. It was only the outermost farms like mine that were connected with such poor roads. 
 
    I peeked out the window and saw the walls and spires of Elandria in the hazy distance. The fog that local waterways inevitably produced on a clear night like last night still lay thick on the farmlands around us, but the spires of Elandria stuck up through the fog. 
 
    As the sun started to burn the mists away, it also gleamed off the towers and gabled roofs in the distance. I imagined walking those streets once more, for the first time in months. It was a prospect that at once thrilled and terrified me. We had many challenges ahead of us today. 
 
    Off to the right I saw the shadow of Coramir’s body outlined by the sun. She was tracking us closely, though I knew she would disappear before we reached town. For now, it was comforting to know she was close. The stone golems would be far ahead of us, hopefully under the city walls by now. They could travel quickly. If they had a clear path, they could roll along the ground faster than any carriage, and the farmland surrounding us would provide plenty of clear paths. 
 
    The walls and spires of Elandria quickly came to dominate the horizon. The sun was not very high in the sky yet, but it had already burned off the mist around the town, leaving it only in valleys and ditches. The town itself shone brightly, its white stone reflecting the sunlight. 
 
    This early in the morning, there was already a line of carriages waiting for admission into the town. It looked like it was going to be a busy day of trading, which was good news for me. 
 
    The guards seemed to be checking everyone entering the town gates, going from carriage to carriage and occasionally searching their belongings. It was fortunate that we’d planned for this event so carefully. I had nothing to hide from the guards except my ears. I pulled out the handheld mirror Lizzie had given me and checked again that the tips of my ears couldn’t be seen under my braids. 
 
    When the guards reached our carriage, they spoke briefly with Elthloriel’s driver. He assured the guards that he was merely driving his mistress into the city to trade, and that she was a minor noble from a far-off elvish kingdom, with exotic wares to trade. 
 
    The mention of exotic wares alarmed me slightly. The herbs I was selling were hardly exotic. The legendary plant from the woodland fairy certainly was though. I hoped it would be enough to back up our story. 
 
    The guards moved on from the front of the carriage. One of them went round to the back to search my wares, while the other came to the window of my carriage. With a gruff wave of his hand, he gestured for me to open the window. 
 
    I looked around the side of the carriage, trying to find a way to open the window, but I couldn’t work it out. The guard was looking unimpressed and impatient. I worried that not even knowing how to open the window of my carriage might make me look suspicious. 
 
    “The latch by the side of the window,” Ozwald whispered. 
 
    I could tell he was doing his best to seem inconspicuous as communicating with an owl was not something I was supposed to be able to do as an elven noble. 
 
    Gratefully, I noticed that Ozwald was right. There was a small latch on the side of the window. I figured Ozwald must have known these things from his time in the academy. 
 
    I grabbed the latch on the side of the window and turned it, releasing the pane of glass. I glanced behind me and saw Ozwald and Rusalka, sitting perfectly still and looking in front of them. This was it, the moment I’d been dreading. I had to convince this guard that I was an elf, and not a human plotting to disrupt their precious marketplace. 
 
    The window didn’t even creak as it swung open on its hinges. The guard pulled it the rest of the way with a grunt. 
 
    “State your business,” he said. 
 
    He was wearing a ragged leather jerkin and a plain steel helmet, with a nose piece that failed to conceal the entirety of his bulbous nose. His ears were not even pointed. They were merely round but more elongated than mine. I felt vaguely peevish knowing that I was going to be interrogated on my status as an elf by someone who was clearly not a pure elf himself. It was a silly feeling, but one I couldn’t quite suppress as I struggled to banish my worries and concentrate on the task at hand. 
 
    “I’m here to trade my goods in the marketplace of Elandria, good sir.” I’d practiced that line with Lizzie countless times, trying to get the inflection and accent just right, so that I would still sound foreign, but in a refined and noble way, not a boorish peasant way. Lizzie had also taught me all of the insulting and demeaning phrases the elves would use to describe those of lower status, like ‘boorish peasant’. Knowing them would add a certain authenticity to my story, she said. 
 
    The guard leaned forward, peering at my face and at Rusalka and Ozwald. He sniffed, as if that would somehow help him ascertain whether I was telling the truth. I panicked for a moment, wondering if he could in fact sniff out humans. 
 
    “Where are you coming from?” the guard asked. 
 
    I gave him the name of the region Lizzie had given me. 
 
    “What are you trading?” The guard narrowed his eyes as he continued his interrogation. 
 
    I listed the goods I’d brought with me. I’d brought the generic herbs and vegetables as well as a handful of more specialized herbs. 
 
    The guard wrinkled his face, as if he was somehow dissatisfied with my answers. He glanced at the back of the carriage. The back door of the carriage was slammed by the other guard. 
 
    “Just herbs,” he said. 
 
    The first guard looked disappointed. I was sure he’d been waiting to catch me out on something, but this part of my story at least had just been corroborated. 
 
    “This one looks like that person we were told to look out for. What are we looking for again?” the first guard asked. 
 
    “A human healer, they said,” the second guard answered. “That noble’s got us checking for a human healer at all the gates. It’s been that way for months, even though she’s obviously not coming back.” 
 
    The first guard stuck his head back in the window and peered at me. “Are you a human?” His breath nearly overpowered me. 
 
    “No.” I gave my best stoney look, hoping the guard would drop the issue. 
 
    “Are you sure?” the guard persisted. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Check her ears,” the other guard said from outside the carriage. 
 
    The first guard started to reach out a hand to grab my hair. 
 
    “Hey!” I batted his hand out of the way, scrambling to think of a reason why he shouldn’t check my ears. 
 
    “Got something to hide, do we?” the guard said. 
 
    I shook my head, but gently, to avoid disrupting my braids. I decided to try using charm. 
 
    “I don’t like when someone touches my hair. You wouldn’t want to make a visitor to this fine city uncomfortable, would you?” I gave the guard my sweetest smile. 
 
    He growled, forcing me to smell more of his bad breath. “Don’t care if you’re uncomfortable, I just want to know if you’re a human. Boss’s orders.” 
 
    That last statement gave me an idea. If charm wasn’t going to work, maybe threats would instead. 
 
    “If you touch my hair, I will report you to the authorities,” I said. “You’ll lose your job and your home, for harassing innocent elven nobles. We’re not the ones you’re supposed to be searching. Go and search the vagabonds further down the line.” I wasn’t entirely sure of what would really happen to him, but I was piecing bits together from my conversations with Lizzie. 
 
    The guard blanched as I mentioned those threats, and pulled his head back out of the window. 
 
    “She’s an elf,” he said to his fellow guard. “They can go.” 
 
    The two guards waved to Elthloriel’s driver and we set off into the city. I breathed a huge sigh of relief. 
 
    I did wonder what it was that had finally convinced them. Had I happened to say something that only an elf could have known about? Then I saw a flashing notification in the corner of my vision. I opened it up. 
 
      
 
    Persuasion +1 
 
      
 
    So that explained it. I’d inadvertently used persuasion on the guard and it had been enough for him to let me go. I felt a flood of gratitude again for the system that had just saved us from being either turned away from Elandria, or worse, taken prisoner and hauled before whoever it was who had put out an order to search for a human healer. 
 
    I wracked my brain trying to work out who might have put out an order to search for a human healer. It seemed like a big coincidence that they were still searching for a healer, which is exactly what I was. How did anyone in Elandria know about me? And what would have given them a reason to search for me and detain me at the gates? Had I used my healing powers where someone other than Elthloriel would have seen it? 
 
    And that’s when I remembered. I’d healed Coramir in the marketplace. When I’d done that, I’d snatched the griffin away from an elven noble, who was set on purchasing her, and wasn’t look happy that she had flown away. 
 
    So that elf was looking for me. This expedition had just become significantly more dangerous than it already was. I pulled the braids down around my ears again and hoped that it would be enough. 
 
    Elthloriel’s driver brought us toward the marketplace, where we would be able to buy and sell what I needed. I pushed the search for me to the back of my mind and tried to concentrate on the day’s trading ahead. I had much to do before the golems would arrive in Elandria.

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I looked out the window as Elthloriel’s driver drove us along the main street of Elandria, from the gates toward the marketplace. Last time I had seen this street was in this same carriage as Elthloriel was rescuing me from the angry slavers. I was feeling much less scared and much more confident in my mission and my abilities than I had at that time. 
 
    We passed many carriages going in other directions, and many more were ahead of us, going toward the markets. Evidently business was booming in Elandria. 
 
    Now that I knew what I was looking for, I also saw all manner of monstrous creatures carrying out errands for their masters. There were birds and other winged creatures overhead as well, carrying cargo or messages. It made me hopeful that Coramir wouldn’t look too conspicuous carrying my wares out of Elandria if I needed her to. The six golems would still have been hard to justify traveling with me though, given how small my cargo was. 
 
    I ran over the tasks ahead of me in my mind. I had to work out how much my harvest was worth and find vendors to buy the crops. After selling all the crops I had a list of items I needed to purchase. Then I would need to find the golems to help me rescue the monsters from the marketplace. 
 
    Elthloriel and Lizzie had given me instructions on working out how much to sell the crops for. Merchants in Elandria could be ruthless and would attempt to buy the crops for far less than they were worth. I would need to visit a couple of stalls first and see how much they were selling various herbs for. 
 
    Elthloriel said I should not settle for anything less than two thirds of the price that other herbs were going for. He also said that the seeds he’d given me were valuable, and that a reasonable price was most likely higher than average. 
 
    At the end of the day I was at the mercy of the vendors, however. In order to sell directly to customers in the markets I would need my own stall, and I would have to pay the exorbitant fees for a license to sell in Elandria. Elthloriel insisted that it was cheaper to simply sell everything to vendors and let them take care of the hard work of selling it on. 
 
    The bustle of the city intensified as we reached the commercial district. Elthloriel’s driver found a safe spot to stop in a wide street a short distance from the wide plazas where the trading took place. 
 
    We all got out and waited as the driver took our things from the compartment at the back of the carriage. He handed the two buckets of harvested crops to Rusalka. Despite her slight frame, the tiny fairy looked perfectly capable of holding the weight. I put some of the extra herbs, the more generic ones, in my satchel. 
 
    The driver instructed us to meet him back at this spot in the early afternoon. Then he whipped the unicorns into motion and set off to run some other errands. 
 
    With Ozwald on my shoulder, I led the way, guiding Rusalka past crowds of shoppers, burly men carrying deliveries, and the richly dressed servants of nobles delivering messages. No one made way for anyone else. The noise and the smells were overwhelming after the tranquility of my farm, but we adjusted quickly and stayed on a steady path toward the markets. 
 
    I did my best to emulate the elves around me, holding my head up so high I could hardly see the ground beneath my feet. It was an unfamiliar posture for me. How was anyone supposed to find mushrooms on the ground or forage for herbs when their heads were tilted so far back on their necks? 
 
    The first town square that we reached was the one we would be spending the first part of the day in. This was where they were selling herbs and remedies as well as magical artifacts and monster parts. 
 
    Looking around at the clientele, I could see that the elves had very different priorities than me. Many were focused only on buying and selling magical items and body parts harvested from monsters. The peasants were the ones buying herbs and potions. 
 
    I had to surmise that elves wantonly used magic for effects that could equally be achieved through the arts of an alchemist. I did still find several stalls offering the service of healers, however. They sold potions and salves directly as well as charging for the mending of wounds and ailments on the spot. 
 
    The prices for various goods were listed on small signs. I kept a sharp eye out for other herbs like mine. The advice Elthloriel had given me of observing the prices others were charging was unfortunately of limited use as no one seemed to be selling the exact same herbs that I was. The good news was that none of their herbs seemed to be anywhere near the same quality as mine. 
 
    I decided to make an offer to the healers. They would no doubt be interested in herbs of the highest quality with the ability to permanently increase the health pool of anyone who consumed them. I couldn’t begin to imagine what properties these herbs might offer in a potion with the right recipe. After observing the prices charged for many of the herbs in the marketplace, I decided to ask for one silver coin for every three fronds. 
 
    Knowing that merchants here would try to haggle every coin out of me that they could, however, I approached the first stall and asked for four copper coins for each frond, which would work out at one silver and two coppers for three fronds. 
 
    The merchant held up one of the fronds and inspected it. From the gleam in his eye, I suspected that he was using Evaluate, though I couldn’t see the actual display that was being presented to him. 
 
    “These are very unusual herbs,” the merchant mumbled. “A permanent increase in health. Their regenerative properties could enhance countless potions.” 
 
    Rusalka and I stood in silence while the merchant made his observations. Ozwald remained on my shoulder, trying to pretend that he couldn’t understand the interaction. 
 
    The merchant smiled with satisfaction as he inspected the herb, but he wiped that smile off his face before looking up at me. “Four copper coins, you say?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You do know that I can buy herbs from any of the other stalls in this plaza for one copper, don’t you?” The merchant arched an eyebrow and gestured at the other stalls. 
 
    “They’re not selling what I’m selling,” I said, my tone of voice remaining firm, even though I was also trying to concentrate on keeping my accent neutral. 
 
    “These herbs are certainly unusual,” the merchant admitted. “And hard to find. But maybe that is for a reason. What if I buy your herbs and then find that they are useless? That they don’t work in a potion, and no one will buy them from me?” 
 
    Elthloriel had warned me of this. The merchants would try to convince me that my product was useless, so that they could haggle down the price. The trick, he told me, was not to start arguing with them. Merchants argued all day. They would win every time. 
 
    The trick was to act, as if the interaction meant nothing to me. That I could walk away without making a sale. It was hard for me to understand playing such silly games, where both parties would knowingly lie to each other, but Elthloriel had assured me that it was expected. 
 
    So, I started playing the game. “If you don’t want to buy my herbs at a fair price, I’m sure I can find someone else who will.” 
 
    I took the frond from the merchant, whose hands reluctantly released the herb. I put it back in the bucket that Rusalka was holding and nodded to her, gesturing that we would be leaving. 
 
    “Wait, wait.” The merchant put out a hand, nearly grabbing my arm to stop me. “Let’s not be too hasty. I was simply explaining why I would be hesitant to buy an herb I have never seen here before, without some sort of assurance that it will be useful to me.” 
 
    I looked at the merchant skeptically. “You have evaluated the herb for yourself. You know what it is capable of.” 
 
    The merchant’s face twisted to hide embarrassment. No doubt he could tell by now that I was not some ignorant country dweller that could be swindled, even though in truth, that was exactly what I was. 
 
    “I’m sure we can come to some arrangement,” the merchant said, spreading his hands magnanimously. “You want to be rid of these herbs, and I want to add to the diversity of my wares. I can offer you three copper coins per frond.” 
 
    “You know that these herbs have a very rare quality,” I countered. “Three copper coins is barely higher than the price of many uncommon herbs in this market. But these herbs are rare.” 
 
    “You want more than three copper coins for a frond?” The merchant looked incredulous. 
 
    “I did come here asking for four.” I was determined not to budge until I knew the merchant was negotiating in good faith. 
 
    “Four coins per frond would prevent me from buying anything else today.” The merchant was looking despondent. 
 
    And that was what I had been waiting for—a sign of vulnerability. “If you buy these herbs, you won’t need to buy anything else. But I’m not unreasonable when it comes to bargaining.” 
 
    That was a phrase Elthloriel had advised me to use before offering a final price. I needed to frame myself as one of the merchants, who understood what they were doing and was prepared to engage in the same kind of negotiation. That was how I could deflect suspicion and assure them that I was one of them. 
 
    “I will accept one silver coin for every three fronds,” I said, taking one of the buckets from Rusalka. 
 
    The merchant looked hopeful again. “Now that is a price I can accept for such herbs as these.” 
 
    I started to lay the fronds on the table, close to my body, where he couldn’t snatch them without paying. As I was doing so, however, I caught a greedy look in the merchant’s eye. 
 
    “Why don’t you sell me both buckets for three copper coins per frond?” The merchant gestured at the herbs and smiled magnanimously. “It would save you the trouble of negotiating with every merchant in this plaza. Some of them might not be as generous as I am.” 
 
    I was tempted by the thought of making one sale and being done with the whole business of negotiating. But I heard Elthloriel’s voice in the back of my mind urging me to remember the value of what I had to sell. He’d told me never to be intimidated by the merchants attempting to bully me into settling for a lower price. 
 
    And I knew that I had studied the market carefully before approaching this merchant. I was confident that the other merchants would pay the same price. Especially as I could now tell them what this first merchant had paid. 
 
    I shook my head, smiling graciously. “I wouldn’t want you to run out of funds for purchasing other herbs today.” 
 
    The merchant winced as I threw his excuse back at him. 
 
    “One bucket will be sufficient, for ten silver coins.” I laid the last of the fronds on the table and waited for the merchant to count out the money. 
 
    He sighed and did so, pushing the stack of silver toward me. I put the coins in my satchel and thanked him for his business.  
 
    A notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Commerce +1 
 
      
 
    The three of us went on our way, with the merchant staring after me. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking, but I enjoyed imagining that he was surprised at someone from out of town negotiating so skillfully. 
 
    The other vendors gave me similar difficulties, but in the end, I was able to convince all of them to buy the herbs at the price I had been requesting—and I earned another level in Commerce for my trouble. I sold all the more generic herbs for a reasonable price as well. The herb from the woodland fairy was harder to sell, however. 
 
    Evaluate was unable to make any sense of the herb. Its attributes and uses were unknown. Even though the herb was clearly legendary in quality, without knowing what it was good for, no one would risk buying it. All I got was fake sympathetic looks and explanations about why there really was nothing they could do. 
 
    One merchant even insisted that every elvish merchant knew that an herb could not be sold without being identified properly. That made me stop. I couldn’t risk being found out, no matter how much I thought the herb was worth. 
 
    I was intrigued by the fact that no one could identify what the herb would do. If none of the merchants in Elandria could make sense of it, it must be rare indeed. I would have to do more research and see if I could use the herb myself. That would be a great challenge for someone still young in the arts of alchemy, but I was determined to find a way. I put the herb into my satchel for later. 
 
    We sold all the other herbs and collected a pleasantly heavy little stack of money. It wasn’t as much as I would have liked as I’d been hoping to sell the legendary herb as well, but it would have to do for the time being. It would still allow me to buy the necessary items for the farm, with some left over to simply spend on myself. 
 
    It didn’t take us too long to wander through the plaza and collect the items I needed for alchemy. I got some strange looks. I was purchasing various herbs and mushrooms, anything that I didn’t think I’d be able to find seeds for. I wanted to see if I could use Arcane Growth to replicate these herbs. It was a long shot, but if I could add new plants to my harvest without having to search for seeds, it would allow me to quickly expand my repertoire. 
 
    I suspected the elves were looking at me strangely because they didn’t understand a foreigner buying so many ordinary plants. None of them understood the use of alchemy beyond the most basic uses. The healing stalls I’d seen were the closest to true alchemical practices in Elandria as magic was used for most other things. Alchemy gave me access to a world of potions that my magic didn’t, however, so I proudly stuck to my ways and bought everything I would need to work as an alchemist. 
 
    We were nearly ready to leave the marketplace, when Rusalka and I spotted a stall covered in shiny reflective objects. I was intrigued, and we moved closer for a better look. It took me a moment to work out what we were looking at, but when I did, Rusalka and I both gasped at the same time.  
 
    These were all pure mana materials.

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The merchant selling mana materials saw us looking and beckoned us over with a wave of her hand. “You like what you see, dears?” she asked. “I haven’t been able to sell any of these items all day. It’s like the elves here in Elandria have no use for mana essence.” 
 
    “Don’t most of them already have enough mana to do whatever they want?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, yes,” the lady harrumped. “But what about their servants? Or their children? Don’t they need more mana? I normally sell this stall out by midday.” 
 
    I shrugged, not knowing enough about the elves and their purchasing habits. I continued to inspect the wares myself. They were mostly horns, made of a shimmering translucent substance. I’d never seen monsters with horns, but judging by the size of these, I could only imagine how big the monsters they came from would be. 
 
    There were also a number of wings. I remembered the wing Rusalka had sacrificed for me, to repair our house. It would be months before her wing would grow back large enough to allow her to fly stably again, and a couple of years before her ability was back to what it had been. And I suspected that the wares being sold in this marketplace were not as scrupulously harvested. 
 
    I’d already seen monsters being bought and sold in this very marketplace. Perhaps some of them were being sold to harvest their mana. 
 
    The thought of buying some of these items was appealing. I could make mana potions for restoring my mana, or for increasing my mana pool. And no doubt there were many uses for this substance that I hadn’t yet discovered. 
 
    But I noticed Rusalka next to me, shifting on her feet and looking about anxiously. I wondered how she felt, seeing items that had been taken from monsters, possibly even from other fairies. She had already told us about how her people had been chased out by the White Army. Were we looking at the wings of some of her friends and relatives? I decided to walk away with her and discuss this before purchasing anything. I excused myself from the merchant and we found a quiet alley between some of the other stalls. 
 
    I looked around to make sure no one was nearby. It had been awkward all day trying not to communicate with Rusalka as using Creature Communication would instantly give the game away. But this was something we needed to discuss. Ozwald promised to keep an eye out and shifted to keep watch behind me. After ensuring that no one was nearby to notice, I looked at Rusalka. 
 
    She was visibly nervous and shaking slightly. I wasn’t sure if that was because of what she had seen, but it occurred to me that she might also be nervous around me. She didn’t know if I would take her side in being outraged by the harvest of monsters’ bodies. I needed to reassure her straight away. 
 
    “Rusalka, I am trying to stop the elves from enslaving monsters,” I said. “I feel nauseous even seeing the horns and wings of those monsters being sold out there. You don’t need to worry about what side I’m on.” 
 
    Rusalka nodded, still looking uncertain. “Some of those wings looked like fairy wings, just like mine.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what has happened to the fairies they stole those wings from, or the other monsters who have been taken for their body parts.” Rusalka was struggling to keep her voice level. “Do you think they are still alive?” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said, feeling awful that I couldn’t provide any more assurance than that. “When we’ve met up with the golems today, I will try to rescue as many monsters from here as we can.” 
 
    “I hope it’s not too late,” Rusalka said. “They don’t need to kill us in order to harvest those materials, but I don’t trust them to let us live.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about too,” I said. 
 
    “Are you going to buy any of those materials today?” Rusalka asked. 
 
    It was, as if she’d read my mind. I had been wondering how to bring that topic up, but I was determined to walk away if Rusalka didn’t want me to. 
 
    “Those materials could help me enhance my magic greatly,” I said. “But the thought of profiting from the misery of those monsters is revolting to me. I would rather walk away without buying anything if it means less suffering for those poor creatures.” 
 
    Rusalka put a hand on my arm and looked into my eyes. “Those monsters have already suffered. You can’t change that, whether you buy those wings or not. But you can do something to free them if you get strong enough.” 
 
    I looked down into Rusalka’s glistening eyes without saying anything. 
 
    “The fact that you are ready to walk away is proof enough of your goodwill,” Rusalka continued, her voice breaking. “Buy what you need and use it to become more powerful. Then help us to free the monsters and overthrow this elvish kingdom.” The little fairy’s fists were tightly balled as she said the last sentence. 
 
    I felt some of her courage, and nodded, tightening my jaw. “I will do that, Rusalka. And you shall be by my side as we do.” 
 
    Rusalka clasped my fingers in her own as we sealed a wordless pact to bring an end to the elven reign of tyranny in Elandria. Then we wiped our eyes and strode out of the alleyway, bearing ourselves with confidence, as if nothing had happened. We put on our business faces for the elves once more, ready to use their own commerce against them. 
 
    I saw a notification as we left the alley. 
 
      
 
    Rusalka: +10 loyalty 
 
    Rusalka’s loyalty to you is now 60/100 
 
    You didn’t buy anything without considering the monsters from which the mana materials were taken. That has improved Rusalka’s opinion of you immensely. 
 
      
 
    Ozwald had remained silent for the duration of our interaction, but when I turned my head to glance up at him, he gave me an approving smile, or as near as he could approximate one with a beak and feathers. 
 
    As we were returning to the stall selling mana wares, I saw a man in a dark cloak with his hood up approaching the same stall. The thought of an elf getting his hands on materials harvested from Rusalka’s family made my blood boil and I hastened to get to the stall before him. 
 
    “I’ll take whatever this pays for,” I said, slapping two silver coins down on the stall counter. That left me with just two silver coins remaining, but I wanted to save as much of this material as I could. 
 
    The merchant smiled broadly and handed me several wings and a couple of horns. I put the shiny translucent objects into the bucket Rusalka was carrying. We’d bought nearly half of the woman’s wares. I didn’t know how she was pricing it, but I suspected we’d received a discount due to the slow business she was experiencing. 
 
    As we started to walk away, I overheard the elf in the dark cloak demanding to buy the rest of the woman’s stock. He muttered something about the city furnaces burning low. I glanced at Rusalka and we both blanched. Whatever he was referring to sounded ominous. 
 
    Having completed all the business shopping we needed to, Rusalka, Ozwald and I headed toward the next plaza. I was determined that we would be able to do some pleasure shopping too. 
 
    The next square of the town markets was filled with pleasure shoppers. The stalls sold dresses, coats, shoes, belts, jewelry, and all manner of other merchandise for adornment. Much of it appeared far too luxurious for us, and a lot of it also looked like it was made out of the fur, horn or hide of various monsters. We all shuddered at the sight of such products. Some of the clothes displayed took my breath away with their beauty, but the knowledge of what they were made of turned my stomach. 
 
    A portion of the square appeared to be filled with poorer stalls however, and these didn’t contain any monster wares as far as we could tell. No fur was in evidence. Jewelry was all made from metal, wood or glass, and shoes were made from plant fibers, cunningly woven to be nearly as strong as leather. 
 
    I indulged us all, buying some small pieces of jewelry for Rusalka and me, and even a small necklace for Ozwald, which had a small moon pendant on it. He looked very smart wearing it. 
 
    None of the jewelry was enchanted. The merchant apologized for that, insisting that the pieces could not be sold at such a low price if they were. I made a note to see if I could enchant it myself later on. 
 
    Rusalka and I also spent some time shopping for clothes. The changing rooms next to some of these stalls gave us ample privacy, allowing Rusalka to try on some dresses without fear of her wings being noticed. Ozwald perched on top of the changing room, which was really an open area walled off by curtains, to ensure that no one came close enough to hear our conversation and get suspicious. 
 
    Rusalka found several dresses she liked, all with low cut outs on the back, to make room for her wings. The dresses were all of a similar style, with no sleeves and coming down to her knees. They wouldn’t be suitable for wintry weather, but there was nothing warmer being sold in the market at the time. We would have to find winter clothes when the weather started getting colder. Shorter clothing would be a welcome relief during the summer months, which we were seemingly still in the middle of, despite the storm that had just passed. 
 
    I found several long dresses in the same style as my alchemist’s dress, in vibrant colors and with floral patterns embroidered around the hem and bust. I also found a couple of shorter dresses which would be suitable for inside work or fishing or any other tasks that didn’t require work clothes. They would make the hot weather much more bearable. 
 
    In all, the things we bought in this part of the market cost one silver coin and five coppers, leaving me with five left over. I spent one of those on some sausages made from a vegetable mix. Wrapped in bread and with mustard over them, the sausages provided a very satisfying lunch for us all. 
 
    We had another narrow miss while we were shopping in this plaza. One very nosy elf demanded to know why we were shopping in the ‘poor’ section of the market. 
 
    “Do you not have enough money to buy clothing fitting for a merchant?” he sneered. 
 
    “Do you not have anything better to do than to interfere with other shoppers?” I retorted. 
 
    Rusalka gasped softly, and the elf wrinkled his nose in indignation. My heart faltered for a moment. The retort had come out without any thought on my part. Secretly I knew though, this was what Lizzie had told me to do. 
 
    The elf narrowed his eyes. “You are impertinent, aren’t you? Perhaps I should have you dragged before the court to account for your activities.” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything suspicious,” I responded. “I’m shopping here to save money. You have no reason to be inspecting my activity, so why don’t you just go about your own business?” 
 
    The elf’s face went red and he opened his mouth to respond, but I brushed past him and continued shopping at another stall. He muttered angrily to himself but then went about whatever he’d been doing before. 
 
    Lizzie had been right. Standing firm and acting, as if I had as much right to be shopping there as the other elves was the simplest way to deflect suspicion. We all breathed a deep sigh of relief as the elf left. I resolved not to spend any more time in the market shopping. 
 
    The sun had already passed its zenith, so we returned to the street where Elthloriel’s driver was. He was waiting on top of the carriage, looking agitated. His face lit up when he saw us, and he leapt to the ground. 
 
    Without waiting for a word from me, he took all our things and loaded them into the back of the carriage. I told him we would not be returning with him, so he promised to deliver everything safely to Fatehaven for me. 
 
    “You will leave everything inside the house, won’t you?” I asked. 
 
    He opened his mouth for a moment, looking like he was going to say something. 
 
    “I won’t have to report you to Elthloriel, will I?” I gave him a meaningful look. 
 
    “No, my lady, I will leave everything inside.” 
 
    I was glad I had asked. After the first time, when he’d dropped me off at the estate and dumped all my things on the ground, I didn’t want to risk that happening again. 
 
    I checked my house artifact and was pleased to see that everything at Fatehaven Estate was still in order. I placed the house artifact and my satchel in the carriage as well. I didn’t want to be encumbered if anything went wrong and we had to flee from Elandria. 
 
    Finally, I repeated my explicit instructions to ensure that everything was safely stowed in the house. I warned him again that Elthloriel would hold him responsible if anything was lost. He blanched and nodded, leaving me satisfied that he would carry out the task safely. The driver mounted the carriage and whipped the reins of the unicorns pulling the carriage. 
 
    The carriage turned around and sped down the main street, while we all turned in the other direction. It was time to find the alleyway Coramir had specified, where the golems were going to emerge from their tunnel. Once we’d joined them, we would go to the plaza to rescue some monsters.

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was still halfway through eating my lunch by the time we reached the end of town where Coramir had told us to expect the golems. Ozwald flew up above the streets several times to confirm the exact location of the alleyway. He guided Rusalka and me until we got to the poorer districts of town. 
 
    These districts were less carefully watched than the rest of the city, which was why Coramir had deemed it a suitable place for the golems to emerge. It also had the unfortunate side effect of making me conspicuous. My dress wasn’t exactly on a level with the finery of the elven noblewomen, but it still stood out in these streets as painfully out of place. 
 
    The houses in this area were all narrow and squashed up, one on top of the next. They were built from small round stones, mortared together haphazardly. Much of the mortar was powdery and crumbling, and some houses even had walls that were collapsing, dragging their roofs down with them and granting us a view directly into their living rooms. 
 
    The inhabitants were more diverse than the perfect-looking elven nobles living in the richer districts. Here lived not only poor and disheveled looking old elves, but also non-elfoid people. There were ogres and trolls, many of whom gave us filthy looks. There were other, more monstrous creatures, like Elton’s kind, though not quite as monstrous as him. There were also some birds and beasts of burden who went about various business, muttering to each other in low tones. 
 
    “Why are there monsters living here?” I asked. “If the elves are rounding up and capturing monsters, surely they would start in their own city.” 
 
    Rusalka shrugged. “I’m as surprised as you are.” 
 
    “Many of these creatures are not as monstrous as the inhabitants of the dungeons,” Ozwald remarked. 
 
    We all spoke in low tones as we didn’t want to attract more attention to us than we already did. 
 
    “So, they don’t have the same qualities that would be worth harvesting?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s my suspicion,” Ozwald said. “But even if some do, they are most likely already enslaved to elves.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they be living with their masters then?” I asked. 
 
    “Some elves have so many slaves, they can’t all live on their property,” Ozwald explained. “They would have to live somewhere else, such as here. Then they can be called on for the more menial jobs that don’t require them to live on their master’s property.” 
 
    “So, they own these creatures as property and make them work for them but won’t even give them somewhere to live.” Even knowing what I did about slavery, this idea was shocking to me. 
 
    “What better arrangement?” Ozwald commented ironically. “You can own creatures who do your bidding, and you don’t even have to house them or have them cluttering up your property.” 
 
    My stomach turned and I couldn’t even bring myself to take another bite of my lunch. We kept walking in silence, looking for the alleyway Coramir had directed us to find. 
 
    Before too much longer, Ozwald announced that we had arrived at the alley. We were only a couple of streets away from the city walls, meaning the golems would not need to tunnel too far. 
 
    The alley itself was almost empty. In between the dilapidated buildings was a narrow strip of cobblestone pavement, cracked and broken, with piles of rubbish lying near the end. The only creature to be seen in the alley was a large dog. The dog was sniffing around the rubbish, but also around a patch of the cobblestones in the middle of the street. 
 
    I clutched nervously at Rusalka’s hand, almost tempted to turn around and leave. But the dog spotted us and barked once. He didn’t look too unfriendly, though his fur was matted and dirty, and we needed to enter this alleyway. I didn’t want to try chasing a big dog away if I could help it. 
 
    The dog barked again several times and trotted toward us. He gave a low growl. When I concentrated, I thought I could understand what he was saying. He barked again. 
 
    “What are you doing here? This is my pile of junk,” the dog said. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” I said, trying my best to keep my tone confident but also non-threatening. “We’re not here for your junk.” 
 
    The dog barked again, surprised. “You can talk?” 
 
    I winced at the loud bark. “Please, we don’t want any trouble. Don’t bark too loudly, I don’t want to draw any attention.” 
 
    “You’re smart, too.” The dog lowered his voice. “I don’t want too much attention either. That’s why I was trying to chase you away.” 
 
    “Please, we’re just here to meet some friends.” I held my hands out, my almost finished lunch in one of them, in what I hoped was a friendly gesture. 
 
    The dog laughed. “Meet friends? Here?” 
 
    I looked around to check no one was listening. “The city guards wouldn’t approve of my friends. I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    The dog tilted his head to one side and studied the three of us. “You don’t seem like the other elves around here.” 
 
    “None of us are elves,” Rusalka interjected. “I’m a fairy, and Kaetlyn here is a human.” 
 
    The dog looked intrigued. “Can’t say I’ve ever met humans or fairies before. Can’t be worse than elves. I’ve been running away from elves in this damn city ever since I got lost and couldn’t find my master’s house anymore.” 
 
    As I looked at the big dog’s mangy fur and bright red eyes, his words triggered a memory. “You’re not a hellhound, are you?” I asked. 
 
    The dog’s mouth dropped open, letting some drool out on the ground. “How did you know? Most people have no idea what a hellhound is.” 
 
    “I met a hellhound while I was at a manor house outside of the city,” I said. “He told me he had lost his brother.” I still hadn’t solved the quest I’d received to find that hellhound. 
 
    “This manor belonged to an elven noble?” the dog queried. 
 
    I nodded. “He said his brother ran away to chase some wolves who were howling nearby.” 
 
    “Which elf did the manor belong to?” the dog asked, looking expectant. 
 
    “Elthloriel,” I said, “you’re not his missing hellhound, are you?” 
 
    “I am,” the dog said. “My name is Cerberus, and I used to guard Elthloriel’s manor with my brother.” 
 
    I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    You have found the hellhound’s brother 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
    Return the hellhound to his home and your reward will be greater 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to return home?” I asked. 
 
    “I do.” Cerberus’s voice was heavy. “I have been lost for several months now, searching for a way home.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” I asked. “Did you really go chasing wolves?” 
 
    “Why would you chase wolves?” Rusalka interjected. “They’re scary.” 
 
    “To you maybe,” Cerberus laughed. “To me they are not so scary. I am almost the same size as them.” 
 
    “What happened when you chased them?” I asked. 
 
    “They didn’t accept me,” Cerberus’ voice was somber again. “They didn’t want me to run with them. They thought a domesticated beast would be untrustworthy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” The idea of wolves rejecting another animal for not fitting in with them was sad. 
 
    “It was very disappointing,” Cerberus hung his head. 
 
    “How did you end up here in Elandria?” I asked, curious to know how our paths had crossed. 
 
    “I chased the wolves when I first heard them call from midnight until dawn,” Cerberus explained. “By the time I’d worked out that they didn’t want me to join them, I was so far from home, I couldn’t find my way back. After several days of searching, I was so hungry, I followed the nearest convoy of travelers to see if they would drop any scraps.” 
 
    “And did they?” Rusalka was leaning forward, rapt by the hound’s story. 
 
    “They didn’t.” Cerberus looked even more despondent, and his red eyes dimmed. “But I did find my way to the city.” 
 
    “And they let you in?” I asked. 
 
    “Several guards menaced me, but I was able to find a busy gate and slip inside when they were searching through some carriages.” 
 
    “How long ago was this?” I asked. 
 
    “I forget now,” the dog said. “A month ago, maybe two.” 
 
    “Fortunate that you managed to get past the guards,” I said. “They are on the lookout for magical beasts.” I suspected that their efforts to find me might have been what aided Cerberus. They were so busy looking for a human healer, they overlooked a hellhound sneaking past. 
 
    “It was fortunate,” Cerberus replied. “But it didn’t help much.” 
 
    I looked at the ribs sticking through the hound’s emaciated hide. “You haven’t found much to eat in Elandria?” 
 
    “I haven’t.” The dog shook his head sadly. “Scraps are in high demand in this city. There are so many strays, and the elves are not at all generous with food.” 
 
    “They must throw plenty away though,” Ozwald interjected. “Every city I have seen abounds with wasted food.” 
 
    “They would rather burn the food than throw it away for beasts like me to eat.” Cerberus’ eyes flared with anger, then dimmed once more. 
 
    I looked at the unfinished sausage in my hand. I’d eaten enough to survive the day anyway. 
 
    “Here,” I said, holding out the sausage. “This is plant based, and it might not be what you usually eat, but you’re welcome to it.” 
 
    The hound let a long trail of drool hit the ground and opened his mouth hungrily. I dropped the sausage and he caught it before it even left my fingers. 
 
    After almost swallowing the meal whole, the dog barked in gratitude. I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Cerberus: +30 loyalty 
 
    Cerberus’s loyalty to you is now 30/100 
 
    Your kindness has paid off. Cerberus is now favorably disposed toward you. 
 
      
 
    “Now, we have to see about getting you home,” I said, anxious to complete my quest and see Cerberus reunited with his brother. 
 
    The hound’s red eyes flared bright again. “You could bring me back to Elthloriel’s manor?” 
 
    I nodded and leaned in to speak in a low voice. I didn’t think any creatures who could understand me would be spying for the elves, but I didn’t want to take any chances either. 
 
    “I will be attempting to rescue some monsters from the markets today,” I said. “If you come back with us, I will bring you to my estate. It will be easy to get you to Elthloriel’s from there.” 
 
    “That would be very kind of you,” Cerberus said. “It has been so long since I have seen my brother. I am sure he has given me up for dead.” 
 
    “I know he still waits for you,” I said. “You will receive a warm welcome if we can get you back to the manor safely.” 
 
    “I am indebted to you,” Cerberus said. “I would be most grateful if you could bring me back. I will gladly help you in rescuing monsters today. They all deserve to be rescued from this hell hole too.” 
 
    I was curious to hear Cerberus using ‘hell hole’ as an insult, given that he was a hellhound. But now was not the time to inquire as to why. I turned my attention to meeting up with the golems. I expected that they would be arriving soon. 
 
    Before I had a chance to think about where they were though, I received another notification. 
 
      
 
    Cerberus: +20 loyalty 
 
    Cerberus’s loyalty to you is now 50/100 
 
    Status Update: Cerberus is now an Ally. He will aid you in rescuing the monsters 
 
    So, I got a bit carried away when I should have waited to notify you all at once. How was I to know his loyalty would increase so much so quickly? These hounds give their loyalty faster than any beast I’ve seen before. 
 
      
 
    The notification made me grin, but I dismissed the grin along with the golden screen and walked over to the other end of the alley. 
 
    “This really is the right spot, isn’t it, Ozwald?” I asked, looking around at the broken cobblestones and the piles of rubbish. 
 
    “I’m certain of it,” Ozwald replied. “Coramir gave me a very detailed description of the area.” 
 
    “Where do you think they could be?” I asked, worried that they might have gotten lost under the city walls somewhere, or worse, that they might emerge in front of the city guards. 
 
    “I’m sure they will be here soon,” Ozwald said. “It is a long way to dig, and the sun is still high in the afternoon sky.” 
 
    “I wonder if I can hear them digging if I put my head to the ground,” I murmured. I tried getting down on my knees without soiling my dress. Rusalka pulled my hair to the side to prevent it from getting dirty. 
 
    With an ear to the cobblestones, I tried blocking out the other city noises. I thought I could faintly hear scrabbling underneath me, but it was hard to know if it was my imagination or not. But the sound increased in regularity and volume. Before I knew it, the stone beneath my ear dropped away, followed by the stones underneath my hands. 
 
    I nearly pitched forward into a great hole and was forced to put my hands and grab onto the nearest stable patch of dirt. Medusa’s face was right next to mine, staring up at me. 
 
    “You’ve arrived. Excellent.” I brushed my hands off and tried to act, as if it was perfectly normal for me to be nearly falling in on top of the golems as they climbed out of the hole. 
 
    I got to my feet and stepped back, giving them some room. Medusa gave me a sly smile, suggesting that she knew full well that I’d been impatient and had nearly toppled in on their heads. But she said nothing, and the golems all climbed out of the hole and lined up, ready for action. 
 
    Medusa gave them instructions and together they filled in the hole as best they could and covered it with cobblestones, so that it was less obvious. This was such an abandoned alleyway, however, that I wasn’t too worried about anyone discovering it. 
 
    I looked at everyone assembled once they had finished. “Now that you’ve arrived and we’re all together, it’s time for us to go and rescue those monsters.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in a quiet street near the markets with Rusalka and the monsters. We had a direct view of the slave markets from here. The sights and sounds that met our ears were appalling. Monsters begged for food and water and were greeted with cracks of the whip for their troubles. Every few minutes, new creatures were herded into the plaza and shoved in cages, usually too small for them to even stand in. The atmosphere in our little street was tense as we watched. 
 
    This street was narrow and had a dead end with a pile of waste at one end, so almost no one came in here. We had made it to the markets with great difficulty. The convoy of monsters accompanying me drew a lot of attention, but I found that as long as I walked with confidence in front, everyone assumed that the monsters were my slaves and left us alone. 
 
    A couple of times we had been stopped, and I had been wracked with anxiety that we would be found out, but I followed Lizzie’s advice and spoke, as if they were the ones who had to prove themselves to me. Each time, they let us go. It might have also helped that six giant stone golems made a very intimidating entourage. 
 
    I stood with Rusalka and Medusa near the end of the street and we watched and made plans. The other five golems and Cerberus waited near us behind some of the piled-up rubbish, so that we wouldn’t immediately attract so much attention. Ozwald had flown into the marketplace and was making some observations, gathering information. 
 
    “There are so many monsters there,” Rusalka said, looking at the plaza. Her face was pale and her eyes wide as she stared, seemingly transfixed by the horrific spectacle. 
 
    “There are many more than there were last time I was here,” I croaked. My throat was dry. 
 
    “It would seem that the White Army has been busy,” Medusa remarked. “Do you think this is their handiwork, Rusalka?” 
 
    The fairy nodded. “They led hundreds of monsters out from my dungeon. I would assume they have been doing the same to the other dungeons as well.” 
 
    “What are they doing with them all?” I asked. “Putting them all to work?” 
 
    Medusa shrugged. “Don’t ask me how the mind of an elf works. They will be selling these monsters off to work for their masters, but if what Rusalka says is right, there must be many more monsters.” 
 
    “Where could the others be?” I asked. 
 
    “You saw the stall we bought those mana materials from,” Rusalka said. 
 
    “You think they are harvesting monsters for those materials?” I knew the answer but it was difficult to accept. The others only nodded. 
 
    I looked out at the array of monsters caged in the square in front of us. There were fairies, griffins, hellhounds, vampires, centaurs, minotaurs, golems of all kinds, and various hybrid animal creatures, including tortoise people like Elton. The whole underworld appeared to have been upended and released in this plaza. 
 
    The sight would have been beautiful in any other situation. Color and magic abounded. Monstrous creatures of all shapes and sizes were assembled, creating a cacophony of sounds and sights and smells. I tried to imagine what they would have looked like assembled in their dungeons, but I was sure my imagination fell short. I could only picture these beasts as they were now, chained and miserable. I was sure they would look so much more splendid in their homes. 
 
    The plaza was patrolled by guards, some of them elven, but many more of them human, troll or orc, and even some ogres. They cracked whips, kicked heads, and shouted curses at unruly beasts. One thing I didn’t see them doing was feeding the animals. Amidst the din, I heard many cries for food and water. The guards didn’t understand them, nor did they care. 
 
    Aside from guards and monsters, the plaza was filled with slavers parading their ‘wares’, and the richest of elven nobles. The nobles were shopping with other slaves in tow, presumably to carry their purchases and to guide other slaves back to their property. 
 
    I wondered if the slaver I’d freed Coramir from was present. I didn’t remember the man’s face though. All the slavers looked the same, with the same greedy, aggressive expressions. 
 
    One of the slavers, close to the street where we were standing, was talking to a woman. I had a vague feeling that I recognized the woman. She wasn’t dressed like the elven nobles here. Her clothes had a more exotic cut, and her hair was adorned with a wreath of woodland flowers and vines. 
 
    I kept wondering where I might have seen her face. Apart from Lizzie, I’d had little interaction with any elfoid women since I came to Elandria. And she was certainly not from my old village. 
 
    That left only one other possibility. The more l looked, the more sure of it I became. Her face was the face of the woodland fairy who had granted me my magic system. But her dress was open at the back. Where were her wings? 
 
    “Rusalka,” I whispered. “Could that woman in front of us be a fairy?” 
 
    Rusalka inspected the woman I pointed to, her eyes narrowed. “She has no wings.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s the woodland fairy who sent me on this quest,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, a woodland fairy,” Rusalka said, and stared again. “Yes, it is possible.” 
 
    “Has she removed her wings?” I asked. “Is that possible?” 
 
    Rusalka shook her head. “No, it’s not possible.” 
 
    “Then she’s not the fairy I saw,” I muttered, confused. 
 
    “It’s not possible for her to remove her wings,” Rusalka said. “But it is possible for her to hide them.” 
 
    “Hide them?” I asked. “How could she hide her wings under that dress?” 
 
    If wings could be hidden under a backless dress, implausible as that seemed, then Rusalka could surely have done the same. 
 
    “Woodland fairies have access to more powerful magic than we do,” Rusalka explained in a low voice. “They can create illusions, so that you won’t see their wings even when you look right at them.” 
 
    “I see.” I examined the fairy more closely, trying to spot the wings. As I looked, I could see the faintest glimmer of an outline in the afternoon sunlight, hovering behind the fairy’s back. 
 
      
 
    Perception +1 
 
      
 
    So, this was a fairy. Now that I had confirmation, I became certain that it was the same face. But what was the fairy doing here? Coming to check up on me? I felt anxious at that thought. I hadn’t completed her quest yet. I couldn’t afford for her to take away my magic system so soon. Surely, she would understand that such a quest would take time. 
 
    But this wasn’t the day for such a confrontation. I had to hope that she would leave me alone until after I had left Elandria. My mission to rescue the monsters here was more urgent. I pushed the fairy from my mind as she wandered over to another part of the plaza and returned my attention to the matter at hand: planning a rescue. 
 
    My view of the fairy’s receding outline was obscured by the shadow of Ozwald’s wings as he fluttered into the alley and landed on my shoulder. The owl took a moment to fold his wings and settle. 
 
    “Well, Ozwald, did you see anything important?” I asked once he appeared ready to talk. 
 
    “Several things, actually,” Ozwald replied, sounding a little out of breath after his flight. I imagined that remaining concealed in plain sight in front of all those slavers must have been a frightening task, even for the experienced old owl. 
 
    “Anything that will help us with rescuing monsters?” Medusa asked. Her giant shoulders were hunched as she leaned forward to listen. 
 
    “The monsters are all shackled,” Ozwald said. “Each one has an iron manacle around its leg or neck or some other place, if they don’t have either of those.” 
 
    “Oh, how awful!” Rusalka exclaimed. “That will stop any of them using magic.” 
 
    “As I suspected,” Ozwald said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “What does iron do? Does it block magic somehow?” 
 
    “It does,” Ozwald explained. “It is a very impure metal and interrupts the flow of such things. Elves never use it in their own weapons or tools.” 
 
    “That means none of the monsters can fight back until those shackles are removed then,” I surmised. “Is there anything we can do about that?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ozwald said. “I noticed as new monsters were being brought out, the guards would use their keys to lock the shackles. It didn’t look like a specific key was required. Each guard has some sort of universal key that will unlock any shackle.” 
 
    “We just need to steal one of those keys then,” Rusalka said excitedly. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Ozwald said. “That may not be as easy as it sounds. The guards are all on high alert against the possibility of someone trying to steal monsters.” 
 
    “What sort of defenses do they have?” I asked, looking for anything that would help me formulate a plan of attack. 
 
    “The shackles appear to form the bulk of their defenses,” Ozwald said. “The monsters on their own are unable to do anything as long as they are shackled. The guards form the other layer of their defenses. They are heavily armed and on the lookout for anyone acting suspiciously.” 
 
    “Does that mean they have a lot of magical defenses?” I knew most elves were capable of high-level magic, and I didn’t think even the golems would be capable of withstanding a magical assault. 
 
    Ozwald shook his head. “As you might have noticed, many of the guards are not elves. They are ogres, trolls, orcs or even humans.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they have more elven guards?” I asked. “Aren’t they worried about an attack using magic?” 
 
    “They are more frightened of their own guards turning against them,” Ozwald said. 
 
    I turned to look at the owl in astonishment. “Their own guards?” 
 
    “If this city is anything like the other cities I have visited or lived, the guards are not paid well, nor are they treated much better than the slaves,” Ozwald explained. “The only reason the guards are loyal is because they are scared of the magical power of the elven nobility.” 
 
    I reflected on the notion of a hierarchy so dependent on fear, trying to imagine running Fatehaven in the same way. It didn’t seem practical, having to coerce the monsters living with me to do anything, although I could see how it would be cheaper and simpler than having to ensure the satisfaction of each monster before expecting any help. 
 
    “The guards have few magical defenses then,” I clarified. “Does that mean the golems would be able to overpower them?” 
 
    We all turned to look at the market square again and all the burly guards milling around. 
 
    “Alone, probably not,” Ozwald said. “But with the help of some of the monsters, we might be able to overpower them, at least here in the square. The elves seem to be more concerned about a lone thief stealing monsters for personal profit.” 
 
    “Won’t the monsters be too weakened by the shackles to help?” Rusalka asked. 
 
    “If we can steal the keys from some of the guards and remove the shackles, some of the monsters should still be able to fight,” Ozwald said. “Some of them are indeed greatly weakened by captivity, but many more are restless and eager to strike a blow at their captors.” 
 
    I started thinking about the idea of unleashing so many angry monsters in the middle of the slavers’ square. The thought brought a smile to my face, but it also worried me. Such a big fight would draw a lot of attention, and potentially retribution from the elves. It was a far cry from the stealthy rescue mission I had intended to execute. 
 
    “How many monsters would we need to free in order to win a fight against the guards?” I asked. 
 
    “You mean if we want to free enough to survive?” Ozwald asked. “If we only free a few monsters, they might win, but many will also be slaughtered by the guards. We will need to free lots of them if we want to overpower the guards. Possibly all of them.” 
 
    “All the monsters,” I repeated. That was a tremendous number. In every direction this square was filled with monsters. Some of the cages were even stacked one on top of another. There must have been hundreds of them, possibly more than a thousand. 
 
    “Can we rescue all of them?” Rusalka jumped up and down in excitement. 
 
    “How are we possibly going to feed all of them?” I asked. “What would I do with all those monsters once we left Elandria? Fatehaven would be bursting with them.” 
 
    “If I may offer my opinion, Kaetlyn, that question is hardly important.” Medusa gently put her giant stony hand on my arm. “The way the monsters are living now is cruel and will lead quickly to their deaths or to slavery. Even if you can’t house them at Fatehaven, you can release them into the wild lands. They will be better off there than they are here and now.” 
 
    Medusa made an excellent point. I looked out at the huge assembly of monsters. There could have been no more than fifty guards in the market square, not counting the slavers and elven shoppers. If we could release a thousand monsters and lead them in an uprising, I felt sure we could make our way out of Elandria. 
 
    It meant giving up on some of my dreams, not least of those being the notion of trading freely in Elandria and purchasing new supplies whenever I needed them. If the elves worked out who I was, I would never be welcome in Elandria again, and I would possibly need to be prepared to defend Fatehaven from the White Army. That thought was the most chilling of all. But the thought of leaving these monsters in captivity in Elandria was worse. 
 
    “Fine,” I announced at length. “We will rescue all the monsters.” 
 
    Rusalka and Medusa cheered as quietly as they could. 
 
    I turned to Ozwald. “Go and fetch Coramir.” 
 
    Ozwald nodded and spread his wings. 
 
    “Wait with her in the air until you see the fight break out, then tell Coramir to enjoy enter the fray.” 
 
    Ozwald took off for the skies, and I turned to Rusalka and Medusa to lay the last part of our plans for an assault on the slave markets.

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I left the shelter of the quiet street we’d all been waiting in and started walking toward the guards at one end of the slavers’ plaza. I had my best slightly lost smile on, hoping one of the guards would offer me directions. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I could see Rusalka making her way as unobtrusively as possible toward the middle of the square, preparing to charm another guard. And even further to my left, six golems lumbered out of the alleyway toward the other end of the square with Cerberus behind them. They were waiting for me to initiate a conversation before providing their own diversion. 
 
    “Can I help you, miss?” 
 
    Perfect. One of the guards had stepped away from his post guarding the cages, a spear casually held upright at his side, to offer me assistance. I glanced at his belt and saw the large key that each guard held. That was my target. 
 
    I smiled up at the guard, doing my best to look a little confused. “I’m looking for small monsters that can help with household duties. Can you tell me where I would find suitable monsters?” 
 
    The guard was a giant ogre with a less hostile demeanor than some of the other guards. He appeared to be highly alert, but still managed a stiff smile. “You’ll find those sorts of monsters in the household section. Try row five, you should find someone there who can help you make a purchase.” 
 
    I smiled sweetly and thanked the guard. He was just about to turn around to return to his post when a loud crash echoed from the other end of the square. Shouts rang out and the crack of stone on wood. 
 
    This was the moment I’d been waiting for. The guard’s head snapped around to look at the source of the disturbance. My hand shot forward and my fingers grasped the keyring attached to the ogre’s belt. I deftly slipped the keyring around and off the belt loop it was attached to. I pulled my hand away not a moment too soon as the ogre hefted his spear into the air and started charging in the other direction. 
 
    Without sparing a glance at the golems, I ran to the nearest cage. A morose centaur stood inside it, his head grazing the top of the cage. 
 
    “I can’t open this cage,” I called out to the centaur, not worried about being overheard above the din. “If I undo your shackle, can you break out?” 
 
    The centaur stared at me uncomprehendingly, blinking as he processed my words. I shook the key impatiently. 
 
    He seemed to finally get the hint and pressed himself as close to the edge of the cage as he could. I unlocked the shackle around his leg and let it fall to the ground. The centaur reached down to rub the red mark left on his leg. 
 
    “Hurry!” I said. “We need you to break out and help the others.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” the centaur mumbled. “Who are you? Why are you helping? Where are we going?” 
 
    “No time,” I practically screamed at him as I moved toward the next cage. “Just break out and start helping.” 
 
    The centaur nodded and backed up, stamping his hooves against the dirt. He charged hard at the gate of his cage, which was only made to withstand an already weakened monster. He smashed through the cage, splintered the wooden slats and shook himself to get the splinters off. 
 
    I dashed to the next cage and repeated the process. I told every monster I freed to start fighting the guards and breaking open cages, while I hurried along removing as many shackles as I could. 
 
    After the first few were released, I took a moment to check what the others were doing. Rusalka was in the middle of the plaza, surrounded by a growing horde of vampires, goblins, and animal monsters. She was removing as many shackles as she could, in a growing circle around her. 
 
    The golems at the other end of the plaza were taking a more direct approach, simply pulverizing cages with their fists. Each golem had taken a key and was unlocking shackles too. Cerberus was menacing any of the guards who approached. 
 
    Within the first minute at least a hundred monsters were freed and starting to break their fellows out. Any monsters with hands had started in on the work of unlocking their fellow prisoners too. Those who were still caged had seen what was happening and were yelling, screeching, and banging on their cages. 
 
    The din didn’t bother us, but it did terrify the guards, who were backing into corners with their spears leveled. The golems weren’t at all concerned by the spears. Any time a guard menaced one of them, the spear got smashed, and the guard in question got knocked back against the wall or a broken cage. 
 
    One particularly enterprising group of guards created a wedge formation, with spears held out in all directions, and started approaching me where I was standing with the centaurs. The centaurs started charging them but pulled up short when they realized the spears would impale them. They retreated, one step at a time, until the guards had them pinned in a corner. 
 
    I looked around for a solution. If I could release some of the smaller animals, perhaps they could crawl underneath and disrupt the formation. But before I needed to do any such thing, a huge shadow dropped down over the guards. A loud screech announced the presence of Coramir, right above the guards. 
 
    Several guards wailed and crouched in fear, holding their arms over their heads to protect themselves. None of it stopped Coramir, who was in a rage. She descended on the guards, picking them up one at a time and hurling them toward the outside of the square, where most of them slumped to the ground unconscious. 
 
    Ozwald hovered beside Coramir, taking what opportunities he could to peck at the guards’ faces. My heart nearly stopped when I saw him. I didn’t want any harm to come to Ozwald, who had no defenses against their spears. None of the guards were capable of defending themselves at this point, however. 
 
    Ozwald started grabbing the keys from incapacitated guards and delivering them to monsters who were capable of releasing other monsters. Coramir smashed cages where she found the opportunity to, and then flew around the square terrorizing slavers and shoppers alike. It wasn’t long before the few remaining elves panicked and fled the square. 
 
    I did notice a few elves on the outskirts of the plaza however, who were taking shelter behind some debris and watching us. They seemed to have their eyes on me in particular, which unnerved me. I asked Coramir to chase them out, and she obliged, swooping toward them with talons outstretched. 
 
    They fled, and Coramir abandoned the chase as soon as they left the square, but I still wondered what they had wanted. I already knew one of the elven nobles had ordered the guards to search for me, and I didn’t know if this was connected. But I took courage in the sight of hundreds of freed and angry monsters rampaging through the square and putting anyone who showed signs of resistance to flight. 
 
    Most of them were too preoccupied with freeing their fellow monsters to attack the guards beyond fighting them off. A few however, appeared to be so enraged that they started beating the guards and even attempting to kill a few of them. I couldn’t blame them, after what I’d seen them suffering, but I did want to avoid any unnecessary violence. Nothing would be gained by turning the elven tactics on the elves in turn. It was time to start moving the monsters out of the square and to attempt to escape Elandria. 
 
    I was just about to signal Coramir so she could help me in guiding the escape, when several ogres approached me, their spears pointed down at the ground. Their leader was the one I had taken the first key from when the fighting started. I shrank back against one of the cages, looking for someone to defend me. I didn’t know what these guards intended, but I didn’t expect anything good, and I was temporarily isolated from the other monsters. 
 
    I opened my mouth to scream for help when one of the ogres put out a hand. 
 
    “Please,” he growled in a gruff voice. “We want to join you.” 
 
    I stared at the ogre in disbelief, still hoping I could signal some of the other monsters to come to my aid. 
 
    “We want to help you,” the ogre repeated. “We don’t like being here. Take us with you.” 
 
    I shook my head nervously. 
 
    The ogre growled in frustration and threw his spear to the ground. The others followed suit. 
 
    I started to consider that maybe they meant what they said. Maybe they really did want to help us. Ozwald had already said that the guards weren’t treated very well by the elves, and the ogres seemed likely to be treated the worst, given that they looked the most monstrous. 
 
    “Why would you want to help us?” I croaked. I was choked by my own nerves. 
 
    “The other guards hate us,” The ogre gestured with a thumb in the direction of the plaza, indicating the other guards, trolls, orcs and humans. “The elves hate us. The monsters hate us. There’s no life for us here.” 
 
    At that moment the help I’d been looking for arrived. The centaurs stampeded up behind the ogres, swords taken from the guards in their hands, ready to behead the ogres. 
 
    A series of thoughts rushed through my head in a panic. If I simply did nothing, the ogres would be killed, and I would not have to deal with them. There would then be no risk of them betraying us, or of the other monsters being divided with distrust when the ogres joined us. 
 
    But on the other hand, I felt sympathy for the ogres, even if one of them had given me directions for buying a slave. They were hated by everyone, they had no tribe, they had just been doing what they had done in order to survive. There was no doubt about it, if they joined us, they would have to prove their loyalty and their regret for the terrible things they had done. But they deserved a second chance. 
 
    I waved at the foremost centaur and shouted for him to stop. The centaur hesitated. The others barreled up behind him, bloodlust in their eyes. They waved their swords and gestured angrily at the ogres. 
 
    I stepped forward, carrying myself with as much authority as I could in my tattered dress and with the dirt and filth of battle all over me. The ogres made way for me, allowing me to stand between them and the centaurs. I stared up at the centaur before me, some eight feet above me. 
 
    “These ogres want to help us,” I shouted, trying to raise my voice above the din of battle. I noticed that the ogre behind me was startled to hear my voice. He had addressed me in the common elvish and human tongue, and was no doubt surprised to hear me converse in the language of monsters. 
 
    The centaur shook his head and pointed his sword at the ogres. “They have imprisoned us. They cannot be trusted.” 
 
    There was no time for me to waste words trying to convince the centaurs. I needed the ogres to convince them on my behalf. I turned to face the ogres. 
 
    “If you are really on our side, round up all the slavers and put them in cages,” I commanded. “And put the other guards in there too. If you see any elves, lock them up using the magical shackles.” 
 
    The ogre bowed to me and picked up his spear. “It shall be done, my lady.” 
 
    The other ogres all stamped their spears on the ground and shouted, before turning to carry out my bidding. I turned and glanced up at the centaur. 
 
    He gave me a skeptical but impressed smile. “That was well done. We shall see what happens.” 
 
    I was relieved to have that conflict resolved for the time being, and also hopeful that the help of the ogres would be instrumental in allowing us to escape. I turned once more to locate Coramir and Medusa, so that we could coordinate our flight from the city. 
 
    Once I had Coramir’s attention, she picked me up and carried me over the plaza toward the golems. Beneath us the battle raged, though it was clearly one sided. Furious monsters swarmed over the cages, smashing property and tormenting terrified elves and slavers. Most of the monsters had been released by now and were working on freeing those who remained. 
 
    Some of the monsters were greatly weakened by their captivity and needed to be carried by other monsters. Many of them seemed to find plenty of energy however, once their bonds had been smashed. 
 
    Seeing what the ogres were doing, other monsters began seizing slavers and guards and elves, anyone they could get their hands on, and locking them into the cages, delighting in throwing the keys onto the roofs of nearby houses, or placing them just out of reach on the ground. 
 
    Some elves were trampled by their own slaves, who broke free as they saw what was happening and turned on their masters. It was clear that the fight would quickly transform into a riot that would take over the whole city if I couldn’t get it under control. 
 
    While I had no love for Elandria, I also had no illusions about the power of the elves. I knew that they would send more well trained and trusted guards against us before long if we didn’t get out of the city, and I feared that they would send the White Army if we gave them enough time. The White Army had been enough to capture all of these monsters from their local habitats. Within the walls of Elandria, we would stand no chance against them. 
 
    Coramir put me down next to Medusa and I told them both to start spreading the word to other monsters to make their way to the western end of the plaza, ready for an escape from the city. They started passing the word around, and before long the monsters began assembling. It took some effort to convince the more enraged among them to stop fighting and form up in an orderly fashion, but the golems explained that this was the way to freedom. 
 
    Ozwald and Rusalka joined me at the western end of the plaza, and I started giving orders to the more powerful monsters. I got the centaurs, the minotaurs, the golems and the ogres to form our front. I’d never had any experience in battle, but all the books I’d read as a young alchemical student were paying off now. In spite of Otto’s derision at my reading, I was grateful for the curiosity that had led me to read about historic battles, and not just about potion recipes. 
 
    Ozwald gave me some directions as well, and before long we had a fighting formation. The weakest monsters were huddled in the middle, with some stronger creatures to carry the frailest victims. The strongest and most savage creatures were at the front, ready to smash whatever resistance they found. 
 
    I figured that putting the ogres here would give them no opportunity to turn on us if their courage failed them. They could either fight their way out of Elandria or turn and face the horde of monsters behind them. 
 
    The rear was brought up by the weaker but still deadly creatures. The vampires and goblins, the animal creatures, and the wraiths formed our rear defense. I was in the rear formation, since I was too weak to be of any use at the front. Medusa took the lead at the front in my place. Coramir led the griffins and any other flying creatures overhead. 
 
    At last Medusa gave the signal and we started to move out. The noise was incredible, enough to shake tiles off the roofs of the houses we passed. The dust was enough to choke me, and the ground thundered beneath my feet, but we pressed forward, urged on by the lusty shouts of the monsters, eager for freedom. I started to feel a glimmer of hope that we might escape without incident after all. 
 
    But as we rounded the corner onto the main street of Elandria, I caught a glimpse of what I’d been dreading, standing beyond the monstrous horde.  
 
    A column of elven mages was waiting for us in front of the main city gate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I tried to see past the immense column of monsters to assess the threat of the mages at the gates, but the army I had unleashed was simply too big. Shouts and animal curses from the front indicated that they had seen the threat too, and the column’s advance did seem to slow. 
 
    Dust was kicked up in huge clouds from the feet and hooves of monsters as they slowed down. I desperately wanted to get the attention of Ozwald or Coramir so that I could get their assessment of the situation, but the airborne monsters were busy looking forward at the threat as well. 
 
    Rusalka dropped down next to me. In the conflict she had evidently decided stealth was no longer important. She had sliced holes in the back of her dress and let her wings out. Even on only three wings she was still able to competently hover above the army column. 
 
    “What can you see up there, Rusalka?” I asked as I tried to keep the dust out of my nose. 
 
    “There is a formation of mages at the gates,” Rusalka said. “Probably about fifty of them. They haven’t cast any spells yet.” 
 
    “Is it the White Army?” I waited with baited breath to hear if my worst fears would be confirmed. 
 
    Rusalka shook her head. “They are just elven nobles. None of them are wearing white.” 
 
    “Is that better or worse?” I asked. “Nobles might have more powerful magic.” 
 
    Rusalka shrugged. “My guess is that they haven’t had time to assemble the White Army yet.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they don’t get a chance,” I said. “I have to get to the front so I can direct the attack. Can you try to get Coramir’s attention so she can carry me to the front?” 
 
    Rusalka nodded and carefully lifted off into the air again. She hovered over the heads of the monsters, not daring to fly any higher, and flew forward toward where Coramir was hovering. 
 
    As I waited for Rusalka and Coramir to return, I continued marching behind the immense column of monsters. A bellow sounded out from near the gates, in the elven tongue. 
 
    “Form up and cast defensive spells,” the voice shouted. “These are unintelligent monsters. Stop shaking in your boots like small children and hold your ground.” 
 
    I certainly wouldn’t have expected the White Army to need such instructions. They had plundered dungeons full of monsters. They would be experienced enough to face an army like this. But these nobles were inexperienced. I started to feel hope again that we could escape Elandria. If only Coramir could get me to the front to lead the offensive. I was starting to regret leaving Medusa in charge of the vanguard. I didn’t know if she would understand what needed to be done. 
 
    But before Rusalka could even get Coramir’s attention for me, I heard Medusa’s voice bellowing out over the din. “Monsters, attack!” 
 
    I smiled at how simple Medusa’s plan was. Hopefully it would be sufficient. 
 
    The din of the army of monsters instantly intensified as hundreds of heavy hooves kicked up dust on the cobblestone road ahead. Centaurs, minotaurs, and golems all barreled forward with shouts and thunderous steps. 
 
    Although I couldn’t see much, I felt their energy even from the back of the column. All the smaller monsters yelled with excitement and shook their fists in the air, encouraging their companions onward. The whole army surged down the street, almost leaving me behind. I hurried to catch up. Rusalka dropped to the ground beside me, having seen that an attack was underway regardless. We chased the rear of the army together. 
 
    I couldn’t hear the reaction of the elven nobles at the gate. I couldn’t even hear their commanding officer shouting orders over the noise of their attackers. But I imagined that they were terrified. 
 
    Then a splintering crack rang out even over the noise of the rabble, and I saw wood and stone flying overhead. The army let out a loud cheer almost as one and continued pouring down the street. I was sure by now that they must have reached the wall and the gate ahead, but they kept on going. 
 
    It was more than I dared to hope, but I started to think they’d actually broken through. I looked at Rusalka as we ran, and she looked back at me with excitement. She was floating just above the ground, her toes almost dragging on the cobblestones, and her face was beaming. 
 
    As we got closer to the wall, I became certain of it. The monsters had smashed the elven defenses and were escaping into the land beyond. Other monsters were even emerging from the houses and streets to the sides of the main street and joining the charge. They savagely kicked back the masters who were trying to restrain them. I felt a swell of pride, knowing we had given them the courage to finally fight for their freedom. 
 
    The street we were charging down was radically altered from the one I had ridden up earlier that very day. Smashed carriages littered the sides of the road. Fruits and vegetables were scattered underfoot and ground to a pulp. Injured elves lay in gutters, while others stepped over them in hasty attempts to flee. Some were attempting to stop us, but it was futile. All a monster had to do was snarl in their direction and they ran. 
 
    A bottleneck was starting to form at the gates as a thousand monsters tried to pass through it all at once. Creatures of all kinds were running, crawling, slithering, or loping toward the gate. I heard crashes and assumed from the loud noises that the golems were smashing the gate to widen it. Griffins were even swooping down to pick up monsters in their talons and lift them over the walls. 
 
    Eventually the leaden weight of doubt in my stomach started to lift. Despite all my worst fears, it looked like we were actually going to escape, having lost almost no one. I looked around for my companions and realized that nearly everyone was busy elsewhere getting the monsters out. Only Rusalka was nearby, so the two of us contented ourselves with picking up any monsters that were faltering and helping them keep struggling toward the gate. 
 
    Rusalka and I came across a fallen vampire who was shuffling along the ground at the rear of the column. 
 
    “Can you stand?” I asked, reaching out a hand toward him. 
 
    “Not well,” he mumbled. “The sun is not good for us.” He held his hand out to block the sun from his eyes. 
 
    “Vampires are not meant to be outside in the sun at all,” Rusalka explained to me, stooping to grab the vampire’s shoulder. 
 
    “We have been out too long already,” the vampire said, his bloodshot white eyes squinting. “The White Army should never have taken us from the Blood Dungeon.” 
 
    “Let’s get you out of here then,” I said, grabbing the vampire’s other shoulder. “We can find you an underground shelter at my estate soon.” 
 
    We walked along with the vampire between us, and I pictured all of the modifications I might have to make to the farm in order to accommodate so many monsters, especially the ones with special needs like vampires. 
 
    After a few steps, some of the vampires ahead of us, who were faring slightly better than their friend, noticed us, and turned back. They thanked us and took the vampire with them. We turned and looked to make sure no other monsters were being left behind who needed help. 
 
    “Kaetlyn!” Rusalka screamed as she turned. “Behind you!” 
 
    I was about to turn around, when I felt two hands descending on my arms, their grip like iron. I couldn’t turn as the hands immobilized me. I squirmed as Rusalka was screeching for help, but all I got was a glimpse of two white robes, one on either side of me. They started dragging me backward. 
 
    Rusalka ran toward me, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to do anything, and I didn’t want her in danger. 
 
    “Go!” I shouted at her. “Tell the others and get to safety. Just get out of here first.” 
 
    Rusalka wavered, but her expression as she looked behind me told me that things weren’t about to get any better. 
 
    “Go!” I urged again. 
 
    She turned and ran as a heavy cloth descended over my face, blocking everything from view. The last thing I saw was the retreating line of monsters escaping from the city gates. 
 
    I felt myself being thrown into a carriage and heard the door slam. The carriage rattled along the cobblestones, taking me somewhere. All I knew was that I was being taken away from the monsters I had just helped to rescue, and away from everyone I knew, back into the city I thought I was leaving behind for good. My captors, judging by their clothing, were most likely from the White Army. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I rode in a carriage for what felt like an eternity. In reality, it was not very long. I still had two soldiers from the White Army restraining me, not especially roughly, but still firmly. Enough that I’d have huge bruises later, no doubt. 
 
    The carriage seemed to go around a number of winding streets and up a slope for some distance before coming to a stop. I didn’t have time to think about what might be happening to the monsters outside Elandria. I was too busy worrying about where the elves might be taking me and why. I was assuming that it was elves who were transporting me, although I’d had no confirmation of that. 
 
    I was glad I’d had the foresight to give my house control artifact to Elthloriel’s driver. That device would have immediately told the elves where the monsters were heading. As it was, they might have been taking me in order to interrogate me. The image of the elves spying on me in particular during the market uprising came back to me. How long had they been spying on me? I wondered if this had anything to do with the elven noble who’d ordered the guards to watch for a human healer. 
 
    The more I thought about my situation the more dire it seemed. There were large plots afoot in Elandria that I’d blundered into the middle of without a clue. I was also worried about what the elves might do to me physically, whether that might be torture or beating, or something else. I had no idea what to fear. But the calm, strong presence of my captors on either side of me quieted those fears temporarily. It was foolish to be calmed by those who’d taken me prisoner perhaps, but I had to hold onto something to keep me from going mad. 
 
    When the carriage stopped, the figures on either side of me escorted me again, firmly but expertly, from the carriage and into a building. I could tell by the muffled sound of footsteps on stone, and the musty smell in the air, that we were going underground, although we didn’t seem to be going far. We only descended a few short flights of steps before the ground leveled out again. 
 
    The clinking of iron keys in a lock, followed by the creak of an iron door swinging open met my ears. Then the blindfold was abruptly lifted, and I was blinded by torchlight. A hand on my back shoved me into the cell and the door clanged closed. 
 
    I was a prisoner in Elandria.

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The prison cell I found myself in was less disgusting than I had expected. The walls were made of smooth, cut stone, and the flagstone floor was almost entirely free of dust, as if it had been swept just that day. A large window with bars on it let in some of the last afternoon light from above, illuminating an ample bed in the corner, and the basin and amenities to one side of the room. There was even a small mirror above the basin. 
 
    I hadn’t been in a prison before, but everything I’d read about them led me to expect a hole in the ground, or at best a dirty mildewy cell, filled with rats and the screams of desperate prisoners. 
 
    Curious about my condition after the day’s events, I hobbled over to the mirror, favoring the leg that didn’t have heavy bruises. The bruises must have been sustained at some point during the fight in the markets, though I’d been far too focused on surviving to notice. 
 
    The fine dress Lizzie and Rusalka had helped me with for a week was shredded. Lace hung off the bust area, where my neck had sustained some scratches, perhaps from the time I’d stumbled and tripped against one of the cages. Somehow the braids covering my ears were still in place too. My face and arms were lacerated, and my legs had bruises, but I didn’t appear to have acquired any serious injuries. 
 
    A long slit down one leg made the dress look like an entertainer’s dress from some of the stories I’d read about courtly life, but the slit in this case was a giant rip, possibly caused by a guard’s spear. I vaguely remembered one of the centaurs yanking me out of the way earlier, preventing me from getting speared in the leg. 
 
    I felt a little sad about the fate of the dress, knowing how hard we’d worked on it, but also proud at what it had allowed me to achieve. We’d rescued a thousand monsters, all because the dress had allowed me to get into Elandria. 
 
    That thought brought my worries back again though. I couldn’t be sure of how long this victory would last, or if the elves would succeed in bringing all the slaves back to the city. I also didn’t know what fate awaited me in this prison. The little I’d read about prisons led me to suspect that a luxurious prison like this one was intended more for political prisoners than for people off the street being punished for being poor. The iron bars also seemed likely to be designed for keeping magic users from casting spells. 
 
    I had no doubt in my mind that I was a valuable prisoner at this point. If the elves had indeed identified me as the one responsible for starting the insurrection in the marketplace, they would want to punish me for everything that had happened. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed for a little while, trying to collect my thoughts after so much had happened. I was trying to keep the fear at bay, since worrying wouldn’t get me out of this prison, or ensure the safety of all the monsters we’d just rescued. 
 
    The heavy oak door sealing my cell prevented me from seeing much in the corridor outside, but the little window at head height was open, and that did allow sound in. For a while all I heard was the routine sounds of guards marching up and down the corridors and prisoners being shut into their cells. Eventually I heard a conversation start up between a couple of the guards. 
 
    “Heard about what happened today in the markets?” asked one deep voice. The voice was smooth and sounded more like that of an elf than a troll or an ogre. 
 
    A second voice laughed. This one was a little more gravelly, but still probably elven. 
 
    “How could I not have heard?” A thud rang out like the butt of a spear thumping against the stone floor. “The whole city is talking of it.” 
 
    “How could they have done it?” the first voice asked, though the question sounded rhetorical. “I still can’t believe they freed every monster in the city and led them right out through the gates in front of the nobles.” 
 
    “I heard it was an elf who started the fight,” the second voice said. “Those monsters couldn’t have managed it on their own.” 
 
    I felt indignant as I reflected on how instrumental monsters had been in carrying out their own rescue. I also realized with a start that the elves were all convinced that I was an elf. My disguise had clearly worked. 
 
    “Well either way, the nobles will be pretty upset about the slaves getting away,” the first voice remarked. 
 
    The second voice laughed. “Serves them right, the cocky bastards.” 
 
    “Shhh,” the first voice cautioned. “You never know who’s listening in these halls.” 
 
    “Aye that’s true,” the second replied, in a quieter tone. “Though I don’t think the other guards here have much love for the nobles. They tried to fill our ranks with their cronies, but even us elves have had enough of the Guiding Council and their crazy ideas.” 
 
    The words ‘Guiding Council’ were spoken in a derisive tone. I wondered what institution they could be referring to. Elthloriel had said nothing of such a group. 
 
    “Well, they’ve been bringing us to economic ruin, it’s simple,” the first voice replied. “It was alright when we could pillage the dungeons as we pleased and just take a few slaves for ourselves here and there.” 
 
    The second voice chuckled. “You got a wife out of that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Aye, that I did,” the first voice agreed, though his tone held no mirth. “A fairy who might not exactly have wanted it but couldn’t do much to stop it.” 
 
    “What, didn’t you enjoy it?” the second elf asked. 
 
    “For a little while, sure.” The first elf sounded sour. “But she died after only a few months.” 
 
    I zoned out of their conversation for a short time, barely able to repress the urge to scream and break something. Any sympathy I might have had for the elven people or hope that they might be swayed to turn against the nobles, was extinguished. The elves, at least the ones guarding this prison, were truly evil if they could carry out such barbaric acts. Hot tears streamed down my face as I tried hard not to imagine the fate of that poor fairy. 
 
    I tried to stuff down my rage and horror. I still needed to get whatever information I could from these guards in case it could help me escape. Any insight as to my situation would also be valuable. 
 
    “Well, none of us can purchase slaves now,” the second elf lamented. “Just as I got an extension built onto my house too.” 
 
    “Do you think anyone else in Elandria is going to riot?” the first elf asked. 
 
    “I hope not,” the second elf replied. “If they do, I might just be tempted to join them.” 
 
    “We’d all have the White Army to worry about if we did,” The first elf sounded resigned to the situation. 
 
    Hearing him mention the White Army made me curious about what exactly this army was. They hadn’t been present for the monsters’ escape from the city, perhaps because they were so busy plundering the dungeons for more monsters. And it didn’t sound like the elves who had been capturing slaves from the dungeons previously had anything to do with the army. I wondered if it was perhaps an elite group of soldiers employed by the ‘Guiding Council’, though I was still struggling to picture how the politics of the city worked. 
 
    “Would you let the prisoners out if it came to a riot?” the second elf asked, in such a low voice that I had to strain to hear him. 
 
    The first elf chuckled mirthlessly. “I won’t deny that the thought has crossed my mind. These prisoners wouldn’t hesitate to overthrow the Guiding Council.” 
 
    I was startled to hear this discussion. I tried not to get my hopes up though. They sounded like they were only jesting anyway. 
 
    “As long as they didn’t overthrow us too,” the second elf added. 
 
    “Nah they know we’re elves just like them,” the first elf said. “They hate the nobles almost as much as they hate monsters.” 
 
    “Too right,” the second elf replied. “Filthy creatures, all of them.” 
 
    My faint hope of being released by insiders died again. I wasn’t an elf, and these guards sounded barbarous. It seemed like I couldn’t expect any help from inside the prison. I curled up to nap for a bit. For the time being my only hope of rescue was from the monsters and Elthloriel. I would have to hope they would find a way of coming back for me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I dozed fitfully in the early evening. My body was exhausted, but my mind was still running on anxiety. The prison cell was also hot, having absorbed the daytime heat. Being underground, the heat had nowhere to go, so my sleep was even more disturbed. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I’d been sleeping, or dozing, but I was eventually awoken by a tinkling sound and a soft light filling the cell. I wondered if one of the guards had come in to check on me, or if I was dreaming. The soft glow was a warm bluish light, not at all like the daylight from outside which had long since faded. 
 
    “Kaetlyn.” The voice calling my name was gently spoken and vaguely familiar, quite unlike the voices of the guards outside. That finally prompted me to sit up and open my eyes. 
 
    The bluish light was fading, leaving me staring into the nighttime gloom. Only the torchlight from the hallway illuminated a small square of my cell. I peered around the room and became distinctly aware of a presence in the cell with me, but my groggy eyes didn’t tell me what it was. 
 
    “Kaetlyn,” the voice repeated. “Don’t tell me I went to all this trouble for you to simply fall asleep on me.” 
 
    I definitely knew that voice, though I hadn’t heard it for quite some time. I was trying to put my finger on it as my eyes adjusted to the dusk. 
 
    “Kaetlyn!” The voice was sharp this time and forced me to sit up. A bright blue light flared up, brighter than before. 
 
    I opened my eyes properly, squinting into the blue light, and looked in front of me. “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    “Of course it’s me! Who else would have been able to get into this damn cell you got yourself into?” It was the woodland fairy, and she sounded slightly irritable. 
 
    I looked around at the cell, with the fairy in the middle. Her wings were now plainly on display. She was holding a small globe of light in her left hand, which cast soft shadows. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said, trying to piece things together. “How did you get in? Aren’t the iron bars in here supposed to stop anyone from casting magic?” 
 
    “I see you have learned much since we parted ways all those months ago.” The fairy sounded slightly impressed. “I am a woodland fairy. We have overcome many limitations that even the elves cannot master.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and sat bolt upright now. I was with a woodland fairy. She was so much more powerful, by all accounts, than any other magical beings I would ever have a chance to talk to. I had so many questions about running my farm and staying safe from the elves and I didn’t want to waste this opportunity. 
 
    “You can control your magic even when iron is present,” I said. 
 
    The fairy put her hands on her hips. “I wouldn’t have to if you hadn’t gotten yourself into this mess. It’s quite the predicament you’ve landed in.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not, as if I got captured on purpose,” I retorted, aggrieved that the fairy hadn’t praised my efforts for rescuing the monsters instead of berating me. 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t,” The fairy gave a resigned sigh. “I don’t know how you were planning to get out again though, after all the monsters you freed left the city.” 
 
    I put a hand to my mouth, worried at hearing the fairy speak so freely. “Can the guards…” 
 
    “Can they hear us?” The fairy laughed softly, her voice like water running over shallow stones. “Don’t worry, I put a ward around us. Those imbeciles will be totally unaware of our conversation. They won’t even see me if they walk into the cell.” 
 
    “You must be immensely powerful then,” I whispered, a little awestruck. 
 
    “My dear,” the fairy laughed.  “You haven’t seen anything approaching true power yet.” 
 
    “If you’re so much more powerful than me, why do you need me to be growing your herbs for you?” I finally blurted out the question that had been quietly plaguing me ever since she’d stepped into my cell. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” the fairy acknowledged. “One that I thought I answered when we spoke in the glade before I sent you here. But perhaps I was not clear. You have potential, Kaetlyn.” The fairy looked at me intently. 
 
    “Potential,” I repeated, somewhat disappointed at such a vague answer. 
 
    “You have great potential, and you have just demonstrated some of it in this brazen move of yours today.” The fairy began fluttering back and forth over the stones as she spoke, the light in her hand bobbing up and down and making the shadows flicker. “You will be capable of growing herbs that I am not, before too long. You have the innate talents, ones which were lost long ago.” 
 
    Did the fairy somehow know about my Auramancer class? I wondered if she could read my whole magic system from where she was standing. Was she the one writing those sassy messages to me every time I received a system update? 
 
    “Never fear, I don’t have access to your system,” the fairy assured me. 
 
    Not to my system, only to my thoughts, apparently. 
 
    “But I knew when I saw you, and you approached the best herb in my garden unswervingly, that you had a kind of magical discernment never found in humans.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to the fairy. I didn’t want her to know about my class just yet. I wasn’t convinced I could trust her. I had seen her conversing with slavers that day, after all, though I couldn’t imagine why. But I did wonder about her appraisal of me, and whether it could be connected to the class I’d received. 
 
    “You made a bold decision today, Kaetlyn,” the fairy continued after a moment’s silence. “I’m impressed that you managed to pull it off.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. The fairy seemed pleased with what we’d accomplished, rescuing the monsters. Maybe she’d even been spying on the markets for the same reason, to help the monsters. I decided I needed to show the fairy a little more trust. I needed all the help I could get, and I suspected if anyone could advise me on resisting the White Army, it would be her. 
 
    Besides, I had to assure her that what I was doing wouldn’t interfere with her quest. I couldn’t afford for her to doubt my commitment and take my system away. I opened my mouth to speak, but she continued. 
 
    “It’s not the move I would have made,” the fairy said. 
 
    Oh. Had I made a mistake? I wondered what she could see that I couldn’t. 
 
    “Since we work for the White Army, it was a risky decision to steal all their slaves.” 
 
    My mouth nearly dropped open, and I barely suppressed a laugh. The fairy was jesting with me now, surely. 
 
    “But the slaves you rescued were the least valuable, and it will convince the other monsters of your loyalty,” the fairy continued. “It was an excellent strategic decision.” 
 
    She wasn’t joking…? 
 
    “You may have some conflict with the White Army on your hands in the short term,” the fairy said, continuing to float back and forth as she speculatively laid plans. “But that is for the best. It will maintain the illusion that we are not working together. Perhaps I can even put in a good word and assure them that you are secretly on their side. They will go easy on you.” 
 
    “Er… yes… that would be most kind of you,” I stuttered. My mind was reeling, but I was still paying enough attention to know how important that opportunity was. If the fairy could delay the White Army’s retaliation, I wouldn’t say no. A small notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Deception +1 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification as quickly as I could, while the fairy was turning at the end of her pacing. I didn’t want her to notice a golden gleam in my eye as I read the screen. 
 
    “Oh, it is so good to be able to initiate you properly into our plans,” the fairy said, beaming at me for a moment. “I hadn’t thought this would be possible for some time yet to come, but your decisive action today showed me that you have the determination required to take part in our plots. The White Army’s guards were foolish enough to throw you in prison, but those of us in the know are aware of your true value to our cause.” 
 
    I was stunned by the contrast between the fairy’s immense magical power and her blind inability to see the reality of what I’d done. I had attacked the White Army and ‘stolen’ their resources, and the fairy perceived it as a demonstration of my loyalty. Still, it sounded, as if she had access to the ears of some powerful elves if she was in fact part of their conspiracy. This opportunity was too good a fortune for me to pass up. I would play whatever game I needed to in order to ensure that the fairy maintained her positive impression of me. 
 
    “Your sound decision making may even allow us to accelerate the Guiding Council’s plans,” the fairy went on, oblivious of my flurried thoughts. “More monsters will be drawn to your little estate, believing it to be a safe haven from the White Army.” 
 
    The fairy paused and looked me straight in the face. “You know you really are quite devious. I’m almost a little bit jealous.” 
 
    I smiled my most innocent smile. “I do try my best.” 
 
      
 
    Deception +1 
 
      
 
    If only she knew just how devious I was. 
 
    “Now, we must talk about your next step.” The fairy settled to the ground again. 
 
    I wondered if she would address the obvious fact that I was stuck inside a prison cell. 
 
    “I have prepared some instructions for you, concerning the herbs that I need you to grow for me.” The fairy produced a scroll, seemingly out of thin air, although I suspected that it had simply been concealed up to this point. 
 
    I took the scroll, feeling the thick wax seal under my fingertips. 
 
    “Don’t open it until you are in a safe place back home,” the fairy admonished me. 
 
    “Speaking of home…” I looked at the fairy meaningfully. 
 
    She laughed. “Did you think I’d forgotten? Impatient to get back already I see. You really are so dedicated to your work.” 
 
    I refrained from answering, except to look earnest, hoping that I fit the image the fairy had in her mind of me. 
 
    “I will send you back home now.” The fairy stepped to one side and began a ritual with her fingers, though she barely even glanced at what she was doing. “Don’t forget. You mustn’t let on to the monsters what it is that you are really doing, and your resistance to the White Army will only be token of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, not even blinking. 
 
    A blue portal opened up in the middle of the cell, flooding the room with the same bluish light I’d seen before. 
 
    “What if I need to contact you?” I was secretly hoping to find out just how much surveillance the fairy had on my property. 
 
    “The scroll contains instructions on how to contact me,” the fairy said, pointing at the scroll in my hand. “Otherwise, I shall pay you a visit every few months. It will not be long before our plans reach the next stage, so be ready.” 
 
    “I will.” I bowed my head and looked at the fairy earnestly. 
 
      
 
    Deception +1 
 
      
 
    “Excellent.” The fairy smiled broadly. “Now, be on your way. We shall see each other again soon enough.” 
 
    I smiled back to the fairy and thanked her before stepping through the portal and onto the hillside above Fatehaven Estate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood at the top of the hill looking down at Fatehaven Estate. The shock of so many rapid changes in my situation left me feeling disoriented and exhausted. Only the previous morning, I had been getting ready for my shopping trip in Elandria. Now I was a fugitive, having instigated a mass uprising against the elves and escaped from their prison. And I’d just found out that the fairy who was watching my progress was in league with the enemy. 
 
    The sight of dozens of small fires twinkling in the fields below me gave me hope. I could see monsters moving around in the firelight and could hear the babble of hundreds of chattering voices. Occasionally a loud sound of celebration reached me from the valley, and I knew that the escape mission must have gone well. 
 
    I tried to push all my fears and my anxiety about the future to one side for the time being. We had done it. We’d rescued the slaves from Elandria. It was time to celebrate. I could worry about the consequences tomorrow. Or maybe the day after as the red light on the horizon told me that the next day was only hours away. 
 
    Before returning to the estate, I decided to check my skill tree, since several things had changed in the course of the previous day’s events. 
 
      
 
    Kaetlyn 
 
    Beginner Auramancer 
 
    Level 3 
 
    XP: 35/130 
 
    Mana: 500/500 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Charisma: 11 
 
    Dexterity: 10.5 
 
    Intelligence: 14 
 
    Luck: 10 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Vitality: 10 
 
      
 
    Active Skills 
 
    Arcane Growth: Beginner 3 
 
    Commerce: Beginner 5 
 
    Cooking: Beginner 8 
 
    Creature Communication: Intermediate 4 
 
    Creature Tending: Beginner 6 
 
    Deception: Beginner 5 
 
    Evaluate: Beginner 3 
 
    Farming: Beginner 6 
 
    Fishing: Beginner 5 
 
    Foraging: Intermediate 1 
 
    Healing: Beginner 3 
 
    Persuasion: Beginner 9 
 
    Potion Brewing: Intermediate 7 
 
    Reading: Beginner 8 
 
    Sewing: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Auramancer Sub Skills 
 
    Enchanting: Beginner 1 
 
    Monster Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
    Plant Evolution: Beginner 1 
 
      
 
    Passive Skills 
 
    Eavesdropping: Beginner 3 
 
    Evasion: Beginner 2 
 
    Perception: Beginner 8 
 
      
 
    It was amazing seeing how far I’d come since the fairy had given me my system months ago. Even if the fairy had turned out to have nefarious plans, I would still take advantage of what she’d given me. Hardly a skill had been left at the same level as when I’d started, and many new skills had been added. I was excited to see how much more progress I would make in the coming fight against the White Army. I set off for home with a slight spring in my step. 
 
    Gravel crunched under my feet in a comforting way after all the cobblestones and polished stone of Elandria. I walked down the hillside in worn out boots and a tattered dress, longing for some warmth and food. The fairy had healed my many scratches and bruises before I stepped through the portal, but that had done nothing to fill my empty stomach. I had no doubt I could find plenty of food at home on my farm, so I hurried my pace, eager to be reunited with the others. 
 
    A giant form loomed in the driveway as I entered the estate. 
 
    “Who goes there?” a deep gravelly voice challenged me. 
 
    “Hengus?” I asked. 
 
    “Kaetlyn!” the voice boomed. “Exactly who I was hoping to see. You are safe?” 
 
    “I am, thank you, Hengus,” I said. “Did everyone else get out of Elandria safely?” 
 
    “They did, Lady Kaetlyn,” the giant golem confirmed. “They are all worried about you though. We heard that you were captured. They’re all trying to find a way to rescue you.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you for telling me, Hengus.” I was moved by the thought of the monsters all planning to rescue me. 
 
    “Should I go and inform the others?” Hengus asked. 
 
    “No, don’t worry about it,” I said, starting to walk down the drive again. “I’ll let them know myself. You can go and rest if you like.” I was also secretly hoping to surprise everyone. 
 
    “Don’t need rest, my lady,” Hengus replied. “I’ll just keep watching the fields in case anyone comes to take those monsters back.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” I said over my shoulder as I kept walking. “Do let us know if you need anything.” 
 
    “Glad to know that you’re safe, Lady Kaetlyn,” the golem called out behind him, before returning to his watch. 
 
    I smiled to myself. These monsters felt like family to me after all we’d survived together. It was the first time that I felt like I had a home where I belonged and people who cared for each other. I was excited to be reunited with the others as well. 
 
    As I walked down the drive toward the house, I passed many clusters of monsters gathered around small campfires or simply dozing in the middle of the fields. A couple of them recognized me and greeted me with enthusiasm as the one who had initiated their rescue, but most of them paid me no heed. 
 
    It didn’t bother me at all that they didn’t know who I was. It was enough for me that they were free and safe and enjoying their lives once more. I passed them all by and kept heading straight for the house, where the densest crowd of monsters was gathered. 
 
    Elthloriel’s carriage was standing out the front of the house. I didn’t know what to make of that, but it either meant that his driver had taken an exceptionally long time delivering my purchases from Elandria, or more likely, that one of the monsters had somehow got Elthloriel’s attention and brought him to my estate, despite the language barrier. 
 
    As I reached the house, the first thing I encountered was a small crowd of monsters out the front. I approached the circle and tried to see what they were all looking at without drawing attention to myself. 
 
    The monsters formed a wide circle, listening and watching intently. In the middle of the circle stood Elton, in front of a table. Medusa, Rusalka and Coramir stood nearby as did Elthloriel and Lizzie. Ozwald perched on Coramir’s shoulder. One of the ogres stood beside Elthloriel. A couple of fires burned nearby, casting flickering light across the circle of monsters. 
 
    Elton appeared to have arranged a miniature stone gate on the table, with a number of small stick figures populating it. 
 
    “We will have the griffins fly in for an aerial attack,” he explained, picking up a small shard of wood and zooming it over the stone gate. “Then the golems can break the elves’ defenses.” 
 
    The ogre translated what Elton was saying into elvish speech for Elthloriel’s benefit. 
 
    Lizzie put up her hand. “Couldn’t the golems burrow under the gate again and attack from behind?” 
 
    “No, no, no!” Elton thumped a fist peevishly against the table. “That will take too long, and then Kaetlyn might be taken away somewhere else, or I don’t know, executed, maybe. We still don’t know where she has been taken and we need to find her fast.” 
 
    I smiled at Elton’s passion while the others murmured in response to his outburst, trying to formulate other ideas. I decided that their discussion, touching as it was to watch, had gone on long enough. 
 
    I cleared my throat, loudly. “None of that will be necessary.” 
 
    A gasp of shock rippled through the crowd, and they parted around me. The others peered across the flickering firelight to make out my features. 
 
    “Kaetlyn! You’re back!” Rusalka flew forward, faster than I thought she could on her three wings. She embraced me, nearly toppling me backwards, until one of the monsters put out a hand to steady me. 
 
    I embraced Rusalka back, glad to know she was safe, and moved by her affection for me after we’d known each other for so short a time. The adventures we’d been through had done much to bring us all closer together. 
 
    The others lined up to greet me as well. Medusa gave me a tender but very gentle hug, trying not to squash me with her giant stone hands. Coramir also embraced me after a fashion, though I did more of the hugging than she did. Her wings folded around my back briefly. 
 
    “It’s good to have you back with us,” she said. “I’m very relieved to know you’re safe.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re all safe too,” I said. “I was taken away before everyone got out of the city, and I was very worried things might go wrong.” 
 
    “We’re all extremely fortunate that they did not,” Coramir said. 
 
    Elton greeted me with a curt nod. He smiled and seemed glad to see me, but he also gave a forlorn glance at his table full of miniature battle plans. I almost felt bad that I’d disappointed him by escaping safely. 
 
    As soon as the others had stepped away, Ozwald flew over and took up his customary position on my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re safe, my lady,” he said, in a solemn tone. 
 
    “So am I, Ozwald.” I reached up a hand to touch Ozwald’s feathery coat. 
 
    “I was so worried about you,” the owl said, brushing his feathers up against my cheek. “I was about to set off and continue searching Elandria for you.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, I suppose none of you knew where I went,” I said, realizing that they’d all been outside of the city before the elves took me away. 
 
    “Indeed,” Ozwald said. “I searched Elandria for you yesterday as soon as I heard that you had been taken, but with no luck. Fortunately, none of the elves thought to capture a lone bird, so I was able to roam the city at will, but I could still find no hint of your whereabouts.” 
 
    “Well thank you, Ozwald,” I said. “I’m grateful for the effort that all of you went to for me, but fortunately none of that will be necessary now.” 
 
    “Fortunate indeed,” the owl concurred. “And now, if you will excuse me, I must go and check up on some of the monsters again, to ensure that provisions have been adequately made for all.” I stretched out my arm and allowed the owl to fly off again. 
 
    Elthloriel and Lizzie stepped forward to greet me as well. Lizzie was holding some baked goods. 
 
    “Welcome back, Lady Kaetlyn,” Elthloriel said, bowing slightly toward me. “It’s a relief to know that you are safe.” 
 
    “Thank you for your concern,” I replied. “But how did you know to look for me?” 
 
    Elthloriel wiped his brow. “Truth be told, we didn’t. We’ve had the hardest time trying to understand what was going on. Several monsters showed up at my manor, trying to get our attention, but none of us could speak the language.” 
 
    “We’ve had to rely on the ogre here translating for us,” Lizzie interjected. “He’s been very helpful.” 
 
    “And then we got to your estate and found the most enormous assembly of monsters.” Elthloriel pointed at the fields around us. 
 
    “Oh my, that does sound difficult,” I said. “You really should learn a bit more creature communication.” 
 
    Elthloriel scowled. “Perhaps.” 
 
    Lizzie elbowed him. “That’s a wonderful idea.” 
 
    “When we have time, maybe,” Elthloriel conceded. 
 
    “Did Cerberus come home?” I asked, remembering the hellhound as Elthloriel spoke of the monsters visiting his manor. 
 
    “Who?” Elthloriel looked puzzled as did Lizzie. 
 
    “The hellhound,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh, that’s who you meant,” Elthloriel said. “Yes, he did.” 
 
    I got a notification. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    You found the hellhound’s brother and successfully brought him back to the Gembrook Manor 
 
    Reward: 20XP 
 
      
 
    The hellhounds: +50 loyalty 
 
    The hellhounds’ loyalty to you is now 50/100 loyalty to you  
 
    Status Update: The hellhounds are now your Allies. They will aid you as long as you have a common cause. 
 
      
 
    I was happy to see that I’d been able to deliver on my promise to the hellhound at Elthloriel’s manor. Hopefully his fur would start to grow back in, now that he was reunited with his brother. 
 
    Lizzie seemed to notice me eyeing the food she was holding and handed me a bread roll with a sumptuous filling. I gratefully started eating as we talked. 
 
    “I see that the dress we made didn’t survive.” Lizzie pointed to my tattered clothing. “How did you get on today?” 
 
    I sighed, holding the tattered edges of my sleeves. “Shopping went well. We sold my herbs and made a number of purchases. I assume your driver deposited everything safely in the house?” 
 
    Elthloriel nodded. “Everything is safely stowed away inside.” 
 
    “We even sorted your purchases and stored them in the laboratory for you,” Lizzie said. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” I replied. “After the shopping, I helped rescue some monsters from the slave markets.” 
 
    “Some!” Elthloriel snorted. “You have the population of an entire dungeon on your estate.” 
 
    I smiled ruefully. “Yes, there are a lot of them. I still haven’t worked out what to do with them all.” 
 
    “That’s still much better than leaving them to be enslaved by elves,” Lizzie cut in, encouragingly. 
 
    “That was my thought as well,” I agreed. 
 
    “And what happened to prevent you from coming back with the others?” Elthloriel asked. 
 
    “I was captured,” I replied. “I was thrown into prison in Elandria and I only escaped less than an hour ago.” 
 
    Elthloriel and Lizzie gasped. 
 
    “How did you get captured?” Lizzie asked. “We took so many precautions to prevent you from getting found out.” 
 
    “I think I was being watched from the moment I entered Elandria,” I said. “They had guards at the gates watching for a human healer.” 
 
    Elthloriel looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “But you got past those guards, didn’t you?” Lizzie asked. 
 
    “I did, thanks to your help and the disguise we made,” I said, giving Lizzie a reassuring smile. “But then there were elves watching me specifically as we began the riot in the slave markets.” 
 
    “Why do you think they were watching you in particular?” Lizzie asked. “You didn’t do anything too suspicious, did you?” 
 
    Elthloriel shuffled again, making me wonder if he was somehow guilty as unlikely as that seemed. 
 
    “Apart from walking to the markets with six giant stone golems behind me, no,” I said. 
 
    “Very strange,” Lizzie remarked. “Looking for a human healer.” 
 
    “I think it must have been the elf I rescued Coramir from in the markets several months ago,” I explained. 
 
    Lizzie’s eyebrows went up. 
 
    “Coramir was being auctioned off and I managed to rescue her under the guise of healing her,” I continued. “The elf who was planning to buy her did not look pleased. That’s why Elthloriel had to rescue me from him and from the slaver who was selling her.” 
 
    Lizzie turned to look at Elthloriel. “You’re awfully quiet. Did you know something about all this?” 
 
    “The truth is… er…” Elthloriel looked at his feet. “The truth is, that elf is my father.” 
 
    I couldn’t help gasping. “Your father? I thought you said you were disowned from the nobility in Elandria.” 
 
    “I am,” Elthloriel said, looking downcast. “The elf you displeased was my father, and he disowned me when he realized I had no magical abilities.” 
 
    “I see.” I couldn’t blame Elthloriel for feeling a bit ashamed. It did explain why he had been less than forthcoming in the past about his family. “It’s not your fault, Elthloriel. You can’t help what your family has done as unpleasant as it might be.” 
 
    “No, I suppose you’re right,” Elthloriel said. His jaw clenched. “The fact is, I’m ashamed of my family, and I’m even more ashamed that you were put in harm’s way because of them. I promise you, I’ll help you to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “You realize this will mean fighting against your family, don’t you?” I wanted to be sure I could trust Elthloriel, and I didn’t want to risk him changing sides. I wasn’t sure if he knew how serious the situation was becoming. 
 
    “They’re not my family anymore,” Elthloriel said, flatly. “They disowned me. I don’t owe them any more loyalty. Lizzie here is my family.” The noble elf gestured at the monsters around him. “And I have a new family, if you all will have me.” 
 
    I was taken aback. Elthloriel had always been distant and a bit haughty, but I was starting to see that that was the remnant of the harsh treatment he’d received from his family and the attitudes he’d learned from other elf nobles. 
 
    “You are most welcome, Elthloriel,” I said. “I can’t speak on behalf of the monsters, but I for one will be honored to consider you an ally in the coming fight.” 
 
    Elthloriel gave me a small smile, apparently not daring any further emotional expression for the time being. 
 
    “You keep speaking of a fight,” Lizzie said. “Are you expecting retaliation from Elandria?” 
 
    “I am,” I said. I told Lizzie and Elthloriel of my experience in prison and what I’d overheard about the White Army, about my encounter with the fairy and what I’d heard about the Guiding Council. They were troubled by the news, but not surprised. 
 
    When I’d finished, they expressed admiration for how well I had dealt with the circumstances. Now, I was eager to know more about the outcome of the rescue mission we’d carried out. 
 
    I turned to Rusalka, who was standing not far off. “Did all of the monsters make it out of Elandria?” I asked. 
 
    In the early dawn light, I could see monsters camped in the fields stretching in all directions. It seemed that a thousand monsters could really fill a vast expanse when they were let out of their cages. 
 
    The giant bodies of centaurs, griffins and golems clustered around fires like small mountains. Tiny fairies, sprites and pixies buzzed energetically around them, apparently needing less sleep than everyone else. Mounds of dirt revealed where some animals had burrowed into the dirt. Other creatures had found homes for themselves in the trees. I even saw some tortoise folk in one hollow. Elton was chatting avidly with them and embraced a couple of them, possibly his family or friends. 
 
    “Everyone escaped safely,” Rusalka told me. “We’ve been patching up the wounded and feeding those who couldn’t find food for themselves. The vampires have taken up residence in your cellar for now, to get away from the light, but Medusa promised to start digging a home for them soon.” 
 
    “And the ogres?” I asked. “Has there been any tension?” 
 
    “Some,” Rusalka said. “But the other monsters know that they joined in the fight, so I think for the most part they’re waiting to see how the ogres will behave.” 
 
    “That’s a good start.” I was relieved to be able to put that little problem off until I could start dealing with the larger problems. At that moment I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update! 
 
    Free the monsters 
 
    Reward: 100XP 
 
    You rescued all of them. For the first time since you started, I don’t know what to say… 
 
      
 
    Level Up!  
 
    You have reached Level 5! 
 
    Progress to next level: 25/140 
 
      
 
    I smiled. I’d finally made this snarky system speechless. Then I got another notification. 
 
      
 
    System Update! 
 
    You have been granted a specialization. 
 
    Class Specialization available: Beastmaster 
 
    Beastmaster Specialization grants: 
 
    Loyalty boost from monsters 
 
    Bonus to XP from Monster Evolutions 
 
    Increased Control over monster interactions 
 
    This is an ancient Specialization, forgotten by most and available only to Auramancers. 
 
    Do you choose to accept? 
 
      
 
    I was intrigued and excited by this specialization, which promised to help so much, especially in the coming battles. I would be relying on the monsters for help. I could hardly wait to accept this upgrade, but first as always, I called Ozwald over to consult. 
 
    “What do you think of this update, Ozwald?” I showed him the notification I’d received. 
 
    The owl studied the notification for a moment. “I can’t see any downsides to this update. You need the monsters right now and they need you, more than ever.” 
 
    “You think I should accept it then?” My finger hovered over the confirmation button. 
 
    Ozwald paused, for what felt like an eternity. “Yes. I do. You should accept it.” 
 
    I pressed the button and watched the screen flash away in brilliant golden light. I felt the tingling sensation of an update taking place, much like the feeling I’d had when I first received my system. 
 
      
 
    Update Complete! 
 
    You are now officially a Beastmaster. Now you can truly enhance the potential of the beasts at your discretion. 
 
      
 
    Ozwald congratulated me on my new status and then flew off to tend to some more tasks. Before I could get busy helping in any way or thinking about the food and sleep I desperately needed after the ordeal of the last few days, Coramir approached me, with a number of griffins in tow. 
 
    “Kaetlyn, I just wanted to thank you, well, we wanted to thank you, for rescuing my friends,” Coramir nodded over her shoulder at the griffins behind her. “These are some of my dearest friends from the dungeon I used to call home.” 
 
    I nodded at the griffins. “I’m honored to meet you all.” 
 
    The griffins excitedly nodded back at me and uttered their own words of appreciation as well as wonder at my fluent creature communication. Then I received another notification. 
 
      
 
    Coramir: +10 loyalty 
 
    Coramir’s loyalty to you is now 80/100 
 
    Status Update: Coramir is now officially your Friend. 
 
      
 
    You have acquired your first Friend! 
 
    Friends, those whose loyalty to you is 80/100 or above, will do anything to aid you, whether it furthers their own interests or not. Consider yourself truly fortunate to have friends and do all in your power to hold onto them. 
 
      
 
    I reflected on the wisdom of the system’s advice here, and also wondered whether Ozwald counted as a friend, or whether he and I had a different kind of relationship, due to our longstanding bond. Before I could contemplate that further, however, I received another notification. 
 
      
 
    You have acquired your first slave! 
 
    Reward: 10XP 
 
    As a Beastmaster, all monsters whose loyalty to you exceeds 80/100 are automatically enslaved to you as Auramancers know of no other purpose for befriending monsters. Learn to use this feature to your advantage and strategically strive to increase the loyalty of your subjects through acts of ‘kindness’. 
 
      
 
    I gasped and stared openmouthed at the notification for several moments before remembering myself. I quickly swiped away the notification before Coramir could read it, even if she was standing on the wrong side of the screen. I didn’t understand what had just happened, but I knew I didn’t want her reading such a thing and misinterpreting it before I got a chance to work out what was going on. 
 
    My head was spinning, and my gut clenched with nausea. After everything the fairy had said about me rescuing the monsters in order to trick and enslave them, this latest development smacked of the bitterest irony. I had to find Ozwald and work out how to prevent my system from enslaving all the monsters to me. 
 
    The old owl was sitting on a low tree branch at the top of the hill at the edge of my estate. His gaze was fixed on the horizon as I approached him, and he didn’t respond to my calls. When I was standing right next to him, he finally turned his head to look at me. 
 
    “You remember that Dark Force I spoke of, that they told tales about in the old legends?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I don’t think it was just a legend.” 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    Did you enjoy Fatehaven 1? Leave a review and let us know you want more! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    DB King Facebook Group  
 
      
 
    Want more books about magic using main characters? Grab recommendations and be with folks who share your love for magical books! 
 
      
 
    Join the Facebook group 
 
    

  

 
   
    Support DB King on Patreon!  
 
      
 
    Read books before they’re on Amazon, see exclusive artwork, and check out sneak peeks into the writing process on DB King’s Patreon. 
 
      
 
    Become a Patron today at: https://geni.us/DBKing-Patreon 
 
    

  

 
   
    Free progression Fantasy Novel!  
 
      
 
    Join my email newsletter to receive a free ebook of the progression fantasy novel, Hellion Mage. 
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    Facebook Genre Groups 
 
    Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun! 
 
    Want to connect with other fans of Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Join LitRPG Books 
 
    What about Western Cultivation Stories? Check out Western Cultivation Stories.  
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