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      “You think the city will be rebuilt?” I asked my father as we looked at the fire in the distance, still consuming the city of Azalon.

      “It was rebuilt two hundred years ago. So, it will be rebuilt again,” my father said and shook his head. “At least I can hope. So much death. So much destruction.” He turned away and went down the stairs back into the watchtower where the escape tunnel was connected to.

      While my family had escaped with most of their wealth, the loss of our home and shop was a disaster. The people I knew and grew up with were gone now. Unlike the rest of my family, death had been my companion for quite a while.

      “Edward.” I looked up to see my older brother Galric, who had come up. “Still burning?”

      “Still burning,” I said with a sigh.

      “What what do you think will happen now?” Galric asked.

      I honestly had no idea. With the City of Azalon destroyed, this was a disaster, not just for us, but the entire kingdom.

      “Nothing good, let’s go inside.” We made our way back into the watch tower and Knight Sinclair was waiting for us. We had managed to escape the city with his group. Thankfully, he knew an escape route in the deep sewers.

      “I’m going to head down for breakfast, speak to you later,” Galric said after he saw the knight staring at me. My brother left and then it was just the two of us.

      “You were quite capable escaping the city with your family,” Knight Sinclair said with a slight bow of his head.

      “Thank you, yourself as well. We’re parting ways shortly, what is it you wanted to talk about.” I decided it was best to skip the pleasantries and get straight to the matter at hand.

      “My charge and I are remaining here. You are welcome to stay,” he said.

      “Surprised you aren’t speaking with my father,” I said while thinking over who the charge might be. Probably one of the Duke’s relatives or heirs. The Duke himself might even be concealed in the group.

      “You are an adventurer and clearly in charge. Your family would have never made it out of the sewers if you weren’t there to protect them.”

      “That is fair. I still don’t know what we are going to do.” I glanced at the burning city again.

      “I understand that, but the supplies will only last so long. That is why I am asking,” Knight Sinclair said.

      “That is part of the problem and there are no easy answers. Our shop was lost. That was my family’s focus and livelihood. Without that, it will be difficult to recover and where will we recover? Refugees are fleeing from everywhere and the capital will be overwhelmed. People will be more worried about their next meal and won’t be interested in maps or books.”

      I let out a small sigh. My family made luxury goods. While they were useful, they were not necessary for survival. The loss of Azalon would throw this entire Kingdom of Aurulian into disarray.

      “My lord would consider taking such capable people into his retinue, especially one such as yourself.”

      I had to think about that offer for a moment. It was a good offer, maybe, but I needed more information. “Who is your Lord, I don’t remember?” I asked.

      “The Duchess of Azalon,” he said.

      “Duchess? Wait, the Duke?”

      “He stayed in the city to lure the Lich. His daughter escaped and holds his title.” I winced a bit at that. The daughter was only eight or nine years old if I remembered correctly. This meant she had almost no political power that she could wield on her own. She couldn’t even marry someone.

      This tower was probably a rendezvous point. More soldiers would come and the group would flee to the capital to the Duke’s holdings there. Then they would come the political intrigue as the nobles jockeyed for power with the loss of such a large city. Azalon was a key port. The loss would have huge ripple effects.

      No, that was wrong. The ripple effects were already happening. Other kingdoms and groups like the kobolds would see such a huge loss as weakness. The army had been crushed and a major city was destroyed. Azalon was finished. There was a good chance of it being absorbed into the Kingdom of Yorek, or completely fracturing into city states, plunging the land into chaos.

      “Thank you for the kind offer, but I am going to have to decline,” I said.

      It was too risky trying to stay in this sinking ship of a kingdom. If it was just me, then I would probably say yes since I could leave at any time. With my family, it wasn’t that simple. Once we started settling down again, we would not be able to quickly pack up and leave. Once they were settled, they wouldn’t want to leave their comfort zone. That was why I was the adventurer and they all worked stable jobs.

      “I understand. Well, good luck,” the knight said and went back down into the tower. It was only a moment later when my father came up.

      “Edward.”

      “Father. Did you hear everything?” I asked.

      “Yes. It was a good offer, you didn’t even ask us.” I could tell he was upset with my behavior, but he didn’t want to have a fight.

      “The Kingdom of Aurulian is finished. It will likely fracture. You have read all the historical accounts. The last time Azalon burned, the country barely held on.”

      “That is true. But it is our homeland. The Montegers have never shied away from hardship.” I turned and stared at him. He looked away, a bit embarrassed. “It is true. That is why I didn’t raise more of a fuss when you left to be an adventurer.”

      “I appreciate it, but now we need to decide what to do. You know that scribing is a luxury service.”

      “Ha, indeed it is. Leaving has even more dangers than staying,” my father said.

      “Just different dangers. Dangers that are on a smaller scale. If a city is being overrun by kobolds or another country invades, what are we going to do then?” I asked. My father was silent and I continued. “We can survive, but there will be countless refugees, unless you think we can live with mother’s side of the family?”

      “No. We might send a rare letter occasionally, but you know that they are struggling as well with all their kids,” my father said.

      “Then we need to leave. The question is where?”

      “The Kingdom of Yorek has a similar language and culture. We can set up in Crathlaw.”

      The nice thing about my father being a scribe was that he had read more and drawn up more maps than I had. I could picture in my mind the city he was talking about. It was a major outpost near the coast and acted as a border town to Aurulian.

      “That means we would either need to travel by ship, the coast, or through the swamps. Well no, not the swamps,” I said.

      “Why not?” my father asked.

      “Ah, well it is overrunning with kobolds,” I said while thinking about the lizard like monsters and my last adventure into the swamps. That was far too close for comfort. “They are dangerous and that is where they live.”

      “I will differ to your judgment in that matter. That leaves by ship or by the coast.”

      “The ships will be packed with people fleeing. But I have the coin to see us away.”

      “No, a ship is far too dangerous. Unless we trust the captain, we can easily be robbed,” my father said as he shook his head.

      “I was thinking the coastal road is more dangerous. Most people will be fleeing by land,” I said.

      “That is precisely the reason. More people means it will be safer.”

      I disagreed with that, but I didn’t want to argue about the route right now. “So we are going to Yorek then, preferably Crathlaw?” I asked.

      “That is the best option for opening a shop. From what I know, there is a very low amount of scribes in the city, or that their quality is not good.”

      “Aren’t you in the back room all day?” I asked, wondering how my father knew such things.

      “I pay attention to the competition and see where the texts and maps come from. You know senior and master scribes often leave a mark to indicate their work and word gets around of who is using which mark.”

      That was something I never really paid attention to since that was a high level thing scribes did. I was only at Experienced 5. I didn’t really think I would ever go beyond Advanced in terms of my scribing ability.

      My father paid attention to the marks and inquired where stuff was coming from. If a lot of new marks showed up that would indicate a surge of people reaching a high level in the profession. Naturally, he would ask where the item came from, or had the lady who had been tending the front of Illumination ask. I recalled the conversations my father had in the past and now they made more sense in hindsight.

      “I see. So there is a lack of people in the city.”

      “Yes, it is a small city or a large town, however you want to call it. The thing is Crathlaw is a port, which means there is trade and people moving through.”

      “Surprised that there isn’t another scribe.”

      “Probably someone at the level of Advanced. You might not realize it, but Senior and Master scribes are quite rare. To reach the high ranks it takes a lot of time and effort, but you also need opportunity. If you aren’t copying manuscripts from 100 years ago, then your improvement is slower.”

      “Wait, really? You never told me.”

      “It is just speculation, but the harder the task, the more the improvement. I thought you knew. I mean, fighting monsters improves skills and you master such a skill due to the pressure. For non-combat professions like being a scribe, it is all about pushing your limits.”

      “We are getting off track.” I shook my head while glancing back at the still burning city. “So Crathlaw?”

      “Yes, it is the best place and has the least competition. Also being close to the border, hopefully the culture isn’t that different either.” My father let out a sigh.

      “The place doesn’t have a good reputation. A lot of alchemy goods move through there and there are high level adventurers. I am talking about twenty-five and higher. You actually get combat mages. The nearby swamp is a huge focal point at the moment.”

      “You mean the Jockel Swamp?”

      “Yes, I was there before and while I came at the swamp from the direction of Aurulian, Crathlaw is on the other side.” Now that I was really thinking about it, the push into the swamp from Yorek’s direction could easily be what was driving the kobolds into Aurulian.

      “Is it bad?”

      “The swamp itself is a problem for the city. That many high level people and near the border.” I shook my head and let out a sigh. “There will be gangs and other groups running the city most likely. Only part of Yorek in name. It isn’t a safe place.”

      “Then do you have any suggestions?” I tried to think about a good place to go to. “Any place else will be near impossible to get a start. Even if we have to come under the auspices of a gang, the runes your mother can make and our services won’t be thrown away easily.”

      “That sounds like working under a noble,” I said.

      “Which is why I would have preferred the Duchess. Do you really think Aurulian is going to collapse?”

      “It is already collapsing. By the time any of us realize, this entire land will be in chaos.”

      We were both silent as we thought about the future. “Well everyone else is up, we should head downstairs and have some breakfast,” my father said.

      We both went downstairs. The one thing we didn’t talk about was how we had fled Azalon. My family was probably grateful, but they had lost everything, from their home to their friends. It wasn’t simple leaving everything behind. The only thing now was to keep moving forward.

      “Morning,” Galric said. He was sitting at the table and eating a bowl of porridge.

      “Not what we normally have, but no fresh bread.” My mother let out a sigh.

      I got out my personal bowl and took a seat on the floor. A number of the knight’s group were eating silently or having hushed conversations.

      “So, you sort everything out?” Rothgar asked as he sat on the floor next to me.

      “Maybe? We are leaving Aurulian. Father thinks Crathlaw in the Kingdom of Yorek is the best option. It is a rough city and a trip, but it is doable,” I explained.

      “A long trip.” My brother frowned. “I wanted to say thanks. I mean for getting my family and me out of there.”

      “Our family, and no problem.”

      “You know. I always thought you were crazy to head off to be an adventurer, rushing headlong into danger. I never felt…so helpless.” He raised a fist and then unclenched it. “It was frustrating.”

      “Well, now it’s time to brush up on all your skills, since we ’re going to travel.”

      “With what supplies? You know the shop was hanging on as it was.”

      “Wait, really?” I asked.

      “I checked the accounts with father since I am the heir. It wouldn’t be that bad, but Galric’s fee needed to be paid. I have a family. Food adds up.”

      I nodded at that. I knew all too well how the cost of food could add up over time.

      “We weren’t going to lose the shop were we?” I asked.

      “Nothing that bad, but there was belt tightening. At best we have around three gold pieces. Most of the money was tied up in inventory.”

      “Only three?” I was far richer than that.

      “Why do you think most people become adventurers? Really, you must be the only person out there who became an adventurer for the excitement and not the money.”

      “Money is a concern, but not a major concern. It was mostly about improving my skills. But only three gold pieces?”

      “Just about. I am sure Galric has more hidden away of course. But he isn’t the type to save up that much.”

      I agreed with that. He wasn’t the type to save. “I thought there was a lot more.”

      “It isn’t cheap running things. We saved a lot, but we also lost a lot. All that inventory, the building.”

      “Well, good news is that I have quite a bit of money and can help out.” I had a sudden thought about the people I had killed and robbed.

      “How much?” Rothgar asked.

      “Enough. Unless the cost of things becomes insane, I have enough. The hard part will be breaking the money down while avoiding attention. We need to get a wagon and as much food as possible.”

      I couldn’t help but feel frustrated that the horse I had ridden here was dead and how I needed to find a new one and a wagon. The hard part wasn’t rescuing my family, but everything that came afterwards. Give me a couple monsters to fight and I would be far happier.

      “Well then, we better finish up and get moving. I am going to go help Hilda.”

      That was his wife and my sister-in-law. I hadn’t really spoken to her that much.

      “Alright,” I said and finished my porridge. At least breakfast was warm. A far cry from stale bread with a bit of mold to oversalted pieces of meat. After cleaning my bowl, I got my family to get their packs and get ready to leave.

      It was exhausting. I loved my family, but trying to deal with them was frustrating. With two small kids, it became even worse. Everyone was tired, sore, upset, sad, and it took a lot of effort not to yell at them to all hurry up. I was used to being able to leave quickly, but they weren’t.

      After way too much time, they were ready and we started walking down the dirt path that led away from the tower. “Ahh, where are we going?” Galric complained.

      “Towards a town so we can get a wagon or find a ship,” I said.

      “Sure, but I mean where are we going, going?” my brother asked.

      “Yorek most likely, Crathlaw,” I explained.

      “Why there?” I looked at my father, but he was struggling to walk with everything he was carrying. I wanted him to answer the question, but it was clearly falling onto me.

      I started to explain everything I had already talked about, but I left out Knight Sinclair’s offer. It would create too much drama if I talked about it. I felt in my gut the kingdom was doomed and didn’t want to argue that point over and over. We reached the main road and encountered other people fleeing as well, some people heading back, and a lot of confusion.

      After traveling until mid-day and listening to more complaints than I cared for, I said we would stop at the next good place to rest. It was either fate or luck that just after two more bends in the road I saw three men sitting on some boulders to the side of the road.

      “Hold up there.” I saw a group of three men stand up from the side of the road and the biggest one spoke up. “We are protecting this road, need some money or supplies to pass through.”

      I just looked at them and then looked up into the air. “Just don’t,” I said.

      “I don’t think you have the proper attitude.”

      “My attitude is that you are probably dock workers from Azalon based on your outfits. You don’t have proper weapons, only cudgels with leather, and finally, you don’t stand like someone who can fight. I am a mage and an adventurer. I can kill you all as easily as lifting my hand. Now, you have two choices. You can let us rest in peace, or I can kill you all and ruin the scenery.”

      “What are you? Twelve? Probably just off your mother’s milk. You don’t know who we—”

      “Bolt.” The blast of energy struck the man and he collapsed to the ground with a short scream.

      “Mercy!”

      “Please no!”

      “Pick him up and leave,” I said. They grabbed their heavily wounded companion and quickly left. I went over to one of the boulders and took off my pack.

      “Wow,” Rothgar said.

      “You are scary, brother. Did you kill him?” Galric asked.

      “Heavily wounded, won’t be moving for at least a day, probably more. Sit and rest,” I said.

      Normally I would have killed all three and just have kept moving along. I only held off due to how upset it would make everyone. I had no doubt that I would have to kill people in the future, but my family was not used to the level of violence I experienced on a regular basis. The man only lived since I didn’t want to create more unnecessary drama.
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      I checked my status and skill panel. I was still level 18, a far cry from the powerful individuals out there. My skills, on the other hand, were quite expansive. I had Scribe, Rune Crafting, Toughness, Chant of Time, Meditation, Anatomy, Chant of Lightning, Lightning Resistance, Chant of Healing, and Observe. From the casual conversations in the guild I had picked up on, having 1 skill every 20 levels related to combat was about the average.

      I had three chants, two passive skills, three utility skills, and then three crafting or support skills. The fact that I had three chants was huge. Most mages only had a single chant, maybe two. My versatility was the key to me being able to adapt and be successful.

      What I really needed was to unlock more active abilities and level up the skills to cost less mana. Mediation was the key to that, but it was annoying to use since I wasn’t able to move while using it. That was another reason to get a wagon, so I could use the skill while being dragged about. It had almost reached the point where I would be able to regain a mana per minute.

      Without Meditation it took way too long to regenerate mana. The difference was 0.0135 mana per second compared to 0.0005 mana per second. The skill was at Experienced 3, which was one of my better skills, but it still needed a lot of work. No skill had risen to the Advanced level yet. That was the downside of having so many skills, they took longer to improve.

      That was also the reason I was missing skills related to using a sword. I never trained with a sword. I used it as a weapon and worked to improve, but it wasn’t a focus. I had come to realize skills only appeared when I was focused and made a breakthrough in a task.

      I had no doubt that I would unlock a sword type skill eventually, but since I was focused on chants and thought about them in my free time, those were the skills that appeared and I had to work with.

      It wasn’t a new idea, but after having experienced and tracked how everything worked with my status and skills, it made a certain intuitive sense. A person with a single skill would improve it far more quickly than someone with three different skills.

      That was a big reason why my father didn’t work with runes. He was focused on scribing in order to breakthrough to the Master level. If he reached that level he would be able to get work anywhere. Anyone who reached the Master level in any skill was worthy of respect.

      I chewed on some jerky as I considered my options on what to train and the best way to train said skill. The best synergy was to use the Chant of Healing, Meditation, and to improve my Toughness. Toughness directly reduced physical damage taken, while Meditation would allow me to regain mana more quickly. Chant of Healing for the sole reason that being able to heal without a potion of some kind was a life saving skill.

      “Edward.” My mother had come over. I’d noticed that most of my family was sitting slightly away from us. She sat down next to me and gave me a huge hug. I hugged her back. “Thank you. You didn’t have to come back. I know we’ve had our differences, but I love you. Thank you.”

      She then started crying a little. The stress was probably getting to her and I didn’t blame her one bit. Her entire life had just been wrecked and she wasn’t used to violence and death.

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry, I’m pretty strong and have enough money to sort things out. Everything will work out, you’ll see,” I said.

      She let the hug go and stopped crying. She pulled out a handkerchief and wiped off her face.

      “You should be the one crying to me. When did I become so helpless?” She let out a sigh and then looked up at the cloudy sky.

      “You were never helpless. This is something that happens. The world is dangerous, very dangerous. That is always why I wanted, to get stronger and see more of the world.”

      “You were always the trouble child. Stealing from customers.”

      “Wait, you knew I was overcharging them? How? I only did that to people outside of Azalon.”

      “Your mother knows. I mean really, you don’t think I would never check on you while you were manning the front counter and there were customers.”

      “Ah, having to call out.”

      “Indeed. We might not have been the best parents, but we loved all of you.”

      What we weren’t talking about was my sister and her daughter, Clarissa. At least her corpse was not desecrated and had been sent to the Gods. I could only shake my head at how sudden her death had been.

      “I don’t want to lose any more of you,” my mother said.

      “Well, it is going to be hard. If you can keep people from complaining, it would be a huge help. Also…there is probably going to be a lot more death going forward, so you better prepare.” I turned my head to look at her eyes to try and convey how serious I was.

      “I understand. I won’t fall apart. Still, my feet are killing me. Even lost some health.”

      “I will heal people at the end of the day, but we need to keep covering as much ground as possible. I don’t want to spend more time camping in the wilderness than we have to.”

      “Save your mana. Sore feet and some blisters are something we can overcome. I know you need to focus on getting us to safety.”

      There wasn’t safety really anywhere, but I knew what my mother was trying to say. “Alright. Perhaps everyone will had a strength point or two.”

      “More like ten for both strength and endurance. I love you.”

      “Love you too,” I said and my mother got up.
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      “Can’t do it. Already filled up. Now get out of the way. Next!” the quartermaster of the ship shouted, and two ship hands pushed the mother and teenage son to the side. They brought up swords and the two quickly retreated.

      I walked forward. “Number?”

      “Five adults, two children. Seven total.” I had seen the people ahead of me and knew what to do.

      “Destination?”

      “Crathlaw in the Kingdom of Yorek,” I replied.

      “That is near the end of the loop, going the other direction you see. Around the sea, full trade trip. Useful skills?”

      “I am a mage, four of the adults are scribes,” I explained.

      “So completely useless as a mast on a wagon. Four gold each, that means twenty-eight. If we get in combat and you help out, well that is just your life on the line.” I almost choked on my tongue when he said that amount.

      I also knew the man wasn’t haggling. People wanted to escape and quickly. “What about going the other direction?” I asked.

      “Already put people on the ship, have goods to deliver, also you don’t look that rich to buy my contract out.”

      “Food included?” I asked.

      “If you people work in the kitchen and help out on the simple chores. Otherwise, two gold per person.” He gave me a wicked smile.

      “I will have to think about it.” I left the desk and made my way back towards my family.

      “Next!” I ignored the shout and thought about what we could do. The ships were too expensive, food was too expensive, lodging was near impossible unless we wanted to waste coin, getting a cart and horse was asking for the Gods themselves to bless us, and now the ship was complete robbery.

      “Any luck?” my father asked.

      “No, we are looking at fourteen gold pieces,” I said.

      “Fourteen, insanity.” My father shook his head.

      “Well, we can’t stay. Everything is too expensive. Any luck on a wagon?” I asked.

      “No, everyone wants one and no one is selling.”

      “I don’t even have that much. If it was silver, then we could do something, but two gold a person, no way.”

      “We can sell our maps and—”

      “No. If we sell those it will be near impossible to start up the Illumination again,” I said. Selling the items we needed to reopen the shop was not an option.

      “What other way is there? Settle here?” my father asked.

      I needed to figure this all out.

      “Give me some time. Go back to the others and I will sort out a wagon. There has to be one for a gold piece or two.”

      “Alright,” my father said and I left him.

      Making my way into the small town, that just had the single dock for trade ships, was going to be an exercise in frustration. I made my way to the market square and looked around. Listening to the food prices, I winced at how much they had gone up.

      I went over to one man selling potatoes out from the back of his wagon. “I want the wagon and potatoes. All of it, how much?” I asked.

      “Ten copper per ‘tato and not selling the wagon.”

      “Ten silver for the wagon.”

      “Small thing like yourself going to pull it? Get lost.”

      “Thirty silver.” I saw the man hesitate before replying.

      “One gold.”

      “One gold for the potatoes and wagon, all of it. Agreed?”

      He gave me a look. “Money,” he said.

      I pulled out a gold coin and his eyes widened. I then handed it over and his breathing hitched.

      “Agreed?” I asked again.

      “Agreed.”

      We shook and then I handed over the gold. I quickly closed up the rear gate and began pulling the wagon back towards my family. I saw a number of people giving me looks, but no one came to stop me. The town wasn’t completely lawless since the guards required people to pay to get past the gates. Most just kept running or camped outside.

      I got back to my family where we were camped out with some other families in a small open area near one of the walls. “Got a wagon. Eat as many potatoes as you can, sell the rest. I am going to try and find a horse now,” I explained.

      “How—” Galric started to ask, but my mother put her hand on his shoulder. He closed his mouth.

      “Keep an eye out.”

      I already paid the guards three silver to leave us alone and do the occasional patrol by our camping spot. It gave me some peace of mind while I left to go do things. I went to the guard barracks at the gate that was a short distance away.

      “What you want, already paid to keep an eye on your family for a day,” the guard said.

      “A horse. Someone has to have one.” I pulled out a couple of copper and he easily took them.

      “Best bet is someone desperate outside the wall. Might be a horse or two.”

      “Thanks.”

      I left the guard and made my way outside of town. Since we had arrived at mid-day the camp had grown much larger. It was getting close to sunset and already the size was close to doubling. I looked around and there was a horse. I smiled and made my way over to the four men setting up a tent and fire pit.

      “Hey, the horse. How much?” I asked.

      “Not selling,” one of the men said.

      “One gold,” I said.

      They all paused. “A gold.”

      I could see the greed in their faces. “A gold, will you sell or not?” I asked.

      “Three.”

      “One. Come tomorrow, you will have to take care of it. I can see it is a noble’s horse. You probably stole it and don’t have much else. Take the gold, get some food.”

      “Others want to buy it.”

      “Yeah, but it is harder to hide a horse compared to a piece of gold, isn’t it?” I pushed. I had overpaid on the wagon, but the fresh food and the complete lack of wagons made it necessary. We had to hurry. The longer we stuck around, the worse things would get.

      “A gold, you have it?”

      “Here.” I pulled it out and tossed it over. The man caught the gold piece.

      “By the Gods.”

      I went over and untied the horse while keeping an eye on the men. They stayed quiet as I left and didn’t try anything. I made my way back to the gate.

      “A silver to—” I handed over a silver piece and the guards let me pass. I heard complaints from people standing outside, but the guards didn’t care. If they let everyone in, there would soon be a riot and the town destroyed. As it was, if there was a riot it would happen outside.

      I made my way back to my family with the horse. They all looked relieved when I showed up again. “Got a horse.”

      “It has a saddle,” my father said.

      “I didn’t ask where the men got it from. We have it now. The wagon done yet?” I asked.

      “Here.” I was handed a baked potato and began eating it. “So by the coast then.”

      “Unfortunately. We are leaving at dawn tomorrow. I mean we leave, not wake up. As soon as the gate opens we need to get out of town.”

      “Why that early?” Galric asked.

      “Because people will try to kill us and take the wagon and horse. Leaving early makes it more difficult for them to follow us. At least you got different outfits, which should make you look like fighters.”

      I had made my brothers get clothing that was more inclined for adventuring and less inclined to sitting down and scribing all day. There had been complaints about wasting money, but I didn’t listen to any of them. They didn’t have the confidence I projected, but at least they didn’t look like targets waiting to be robbed.

      Looking at the wagon, my brother and sister-in-law had set up a small firepit and were baking selling potatoes to the people camped out near us. I noted she was only charging five copper and a piece of food for the fire.

      “It itches,” Galric complained and I gave him a look.

      “Don’t care. At least when you itch you know you’re alive. We got the water skeins?”

      “Got everything except the potions. The price is way too high.”

      “Enough dried meat?”

      “A barrel of salted fish,” my father explained.

      “Alright. I need to rest after taking watch the last couple of nights. Three shifts, split between you and my brothers. I need to meditate.”

      I had been healing my family up at the end of the day. No matter how much my mother wanted to act tough, the healing was needed so they could keep walking the next day. As it was, there would be a lot of walking still. The women and children could ride in the cart, but the rest of us would have to walk. It was a matter of not killing the poor horse and staying alert.

      I picked a spot next to the wagon and sat against it. “Meditate.” Time to get back my mana.

      Thankfully, nothing happened during the night and we left right away the next morning. We made our way out of the town and back onto the coastal road. The dirt road was a far cry from the paved streets of Azalon.

      “Ugh my feet,” Galric complained.

      “My body,” Rothgar joined in.

      “Shut up. Focus on your sides. This isn’t a joke.”

      “Really brother, it isn’t—”

      “Galric shut up and focus,” my father said.

      This is why people should never adventure with family members. It was exhausting. Constant questions, challenges, and people who wanted their hand held. The fact they were my family was the only reason I hadn’t walked away.

      I checked behind our group. I was walking at the rear in case there was any kind of pursuit. “Keep going. I’m going to wait and see if there is an ambush behind us. I can run to catch up. Father, you are in charge. If you have any issues just put your hand on the hilt of your sword and don’t back down no matter what. Got it.”

      “I understand. How long until you are back?”

      “Not that long. If anyone is following us they will only be a couple of minutes behind.”

      I went and sat behind a rock. The nice part about traveling in a group like this was the wagon to put my pack on and splitting up the night watch. I waited and there was no one following. Still, I was glad that I checked.

      I got up and easily caught up with the wagon.

      “Any problems?” my father asked.

      “No.”

      “So I was looking at the maps last evening,” my father said.

      “Hmmm?” I replied.

      “The trip along the border is going to be extra tough. Place is a dead zone and the Jockel Swamp is spilling out.”

      “The last war,” I muttered. It was only twenty years ago, but Aurulian and Yorek fought there.

      “It is only showing up on the most recent map, but that area is desolate. Two towns wiped out.”

      I thought back to what I had read and heard about the war. Both kingdoms had about equal navies, which meant the main push was by land. The Jockel Swamp was impossible to move a large force through and would be caught up with the kobolds.

      The two options were far from the coast, near the mountains. That area was up on the plateau and easily defended. Both kingdoms had a fort at the canyon that fed the Jockel Swamp. While an individual or small group could pass or get around the forts, we wouldn’t be able to do it with a wagon.

      This meant the only remaining route was the coastal route. Both sides knew this and the armies fought over the land and towns in the area. The war had gone on for five years until both sides were too exhausted to keep fighting, and the area they both were trying to take over was completely ruined.

      While I had no doubt some people had returned due to the choice farmland, the area was completely wrecked. The roads were ripped up, bridges destroyed, and buildings burned. It had been a brutal fight with a number of high level skills being used.

      When a magnus would shatter the ground itself or cause a forest to grow, the entire terrain became wrecked. In large scale fights it was often a battle of attrition and small scale groups trying to take out mages. Armies acted a lot like adventurers with more strict command structures and information sharing.

      The only real way to defend or slow the opposing army down was large scale offensive mana. Reading the history books that I had, large scale conflicts either ended very quickly as one group outmaneuvered the other, or took forever as both groups were able to block each other.

      All of this meant that the land along the coast was completely wrecked and the swamp had spread out further and some portions had sunk into the sea, making the situation even worse. Still, there was a single road through the area and trade did occur since the war was over.

      Since I was a rank 2 adventurer I could pretend to be a hired guard for my family and hopefully make it through with our money intact. Still, that was a future problem. First, we had to head south along the coast and then cross the desolate area.

      “It should have recovered a bit and there is traffic along the road,” I replied.

      “Some traffic. Not a lot. There aren’t many goods that we trade with Yorek. Most of the trading goes by ship. That area is going to be a complete mess,” my father replied.

      “Well, we can deal with it when we reach there. I am surprised you know so much,” I said.

      “It is a matter of paying attention. If Aurulian had lost the war, then there would be changes. Also, it was one of the few things people talked about at the time. That is why I remember hearing the stories about how brutal the fighting was.”

      “Well, we can always take a small boat up the coast rather than a ship.”

      “Not easily. Fishing rights are a big thing in that area. That’s one of the reasons the war started.”

      The conversation ended since I had nothing more to say and my father had nothing more to add. I knew the rest of the family was listening in and I didn’t mind. It was good for them to hear about our options and the risks we would be facing.
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      I stared at the broken bridge. It was half burnt with a burnt out cart sitting on the collapsed portion. I noted the large number of corpses scattered about.

      “Ugh, the smell,” Galric complained.

      “An ambush,” I muttered as I looked the scene over. It was at least a day old with how ripe the corpses had become. I looked at the stream. The banks were steep and there was no good place to move the wagon over. I thought about the nearby terrain and it would take forever to go around.

      Every time we had to pay for the exorbitant food prices farmers, merchants, and everyone was charging, I winced at the cost. “We can’t backtrack, we have to cross,” I said.

      “How, the bridge is burnt out,” Rothgar said while looking over things as well.

      “Start thinking on it,” I said and made my way over to the bridge. I walked over to the collapsed portion with the burnt out wagon. Why would anyone burn the wagon and the bridge? It was so stupidly destructive and wasteful that I wanted to slam my head on a rock.

      “Alright.” I went back to the group. “We detach the horse and move the supplies and packs to the far bank by hand. Then we all lift the wagon and move it past the burnt out portion.”

      “It is way too heavy. I don’t have the strength,” Galric said.

      “You have the spare points, then put them into strength,” I said.

      “I—”

      “If you have a better idea, then say it. Otherwise, let’s just get this done,” I said. Thankfully, everyone listened and got to work. It took a good chunk of the day, but we managed to lower the wagon and push it up on the far embankment.

      We got to loading the wagon up when a group of soldiers showed up. No, not soldiers, they were poorly dressed and were probably deserters.

      “Hey there,” I said while stepping forward. “What can we help you with?”

      “Got word the bridge is destroyed. Looking for the people who did this. See anything?”

      “No, just managed to get across.”

      One of the soldiers spoke up next to their leader. “You know it’s mighty suspicious that you are here right where a bunch of people died. I think we need an explanation.”

      “How much of an explanation?” I asked. Ten was a lot to take on which made me hesitant.

      “Fifty silver,” the leader said. “Either that or the wagon and horse.”

      “Slow All!” I cast the spell in the center of the group. I got eight out of the ten. “Slow! Slow!” I got the two remaining people as I rushed forward. I drew my sword and began cutting them down.

      “Slow All!” I cast the spell again slightly offset from the first. I needed to control how many people I was facing at once. A minute after the fight began it was over, with ten cooling bodies on the ground.

      “What? Why?” Rothgar asked.

      “They were the bandits,” I explained tiredly. “They were asking for money. They probably had a fight with the last people on the bridge and were probably talking about what to do after it burned. We were at the bridge for a while, so it isn’t a surprise they found us there. Come on, we need to loot the corpses.”

      “That is desecration,” Rothgar said.

      “We will burn them after, but right now we need everything we can get. The extra weapons and armor we can sell. The bit of blood can wash right off.” My family members were all staring at me. “This is how things are out in the wild.”

      “The wild…the wild he says, this is still civilization,” Galric muttered.

      I got to work and about a minute later, my father began helping me. He honestly had a hidden side I never knew existed.

      “It is how it is. If you want to die, give up your money, then go right ahead. They weren’t even trained. The fact they weren’t spread out when confronting us, shows they weren’t real soldiers. It is standard in fights to spread out any melee fighters to avoid area mana like I used,” I explained.

      “Galric, shut up and help. Rothgar, we will burn the bodies afterwards. Our family has not survived for 500 years by being afraid. Your brother is right, they were trying to rob us and he acted at the right time,” my father said.

      I then looked at my mother and saw her give me a nod. Ah, so that was it. They probably had a talk and while I was the youngest brother, I was also the most capable right now. Without me, they would either be dead or scattered. While Galric had a hard time coming to terms with this, my father realized how much of a precarious position they were all in.

      I could walk away and figure something out, but for the rest of them, it would be a huge struggle. Rothgar, with his wife and two children, would be hard pressed to feed them. They would probably die in a bandit attack and Hilda raped. It was an unfortunate fact that chaos was spreading with the loss of the army and the fall of Azalon.

      We put the swords and pieces of clothing into the wagon. I noted that Galric changed out his shoes to the more heavy boots. I didn’t say anything. I wanted to go over and point out that he was taking advantage of the situation he complained about, but that would just be causing trouble.

      The main thing was to just survive and reach Crathlaw. It would take a number of ten-days but we couldn’t give up. I couldn’t give up. Still, I was tired mentally.
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      I looked out across the shattered landscape and meandered through the desolation. It had taken thirty-five days to get here, the border. Thankfully, after the bandit group that were either deserters or people pretending to be soldiers, we were ahead of the chaos and refugee wave.

      The broken bridge also helped to some degree as well. The best part was that the impact on food prices decreased the further we traveled, and salted fish wasn’t overly expensive for the most part. The main issue was keeping our costs low.

      Now we had a new problem. “Well, this is…” my father said, trailing off.

      “It is a lot worse than we thought,” I said.

      Looking at the landscape the entire portion along the coast seemed to have sunk just enough to make the entire area overly wet. All the mana being tossed around probably destabilized the landscape.

      Earth mana was good for building small single structures. It would pull in dirt and rock from the surroundings. The problem was when large scale earth mana was used and it wasn’t properly stabilized, it was all too easy for the ground to be washed away. Especially here, there was a lot of rain in this part of the continent, which was the main reason for the Jockel Swamp.

      “The tide is high right now. When it lowers, we should be able to cross,” Rothgar said. He was becoming more and more useful. At least in terms of using his brain. I was losing hope that Galric would improve.

      “The problem is distance. We have forty miles of this to cross,” I said.

      “That is what, two, three days,” Rothgar replied.

      “It is too easy for the wagon to sink. We will need to carry our packs and attempt to cross that way.”

      “That is only part of the weight,” Rothgar said.

      “True, but you saw the cost people were charging for a ship ride past this portion of the coast. It isn’t cheap.” While we weren’t poor yet, our funds needed to be conserved.

      “No choice but to try,” my father said.

      I nodded at that and we set off. We left our packs in the wagon to start. It was miserable to say the least. While it wasn’t cold, it wasn’t warm either. Also, we kept our boots on in case there was something in the water. While there probably wasn’t that much alive since the water was going from fresh to salt, the water was still connected to the Jockel Swamp.

      The first night we all stayed in the wagon. The ground was too wet and there were shelled bugs crawling on the sand. While they appeared harmless, I didn’t want them crawling on me while I slept.

      The next day was even worse. Even at low tide it was hard to make progress and we ended up having to push the wagon at parts while attempting to figure out which way the road twisted and turned. Occasionally, we would see parts of a building or settlement sticking out of the water or wrecked on a small bump in the land.

      The second night was even more miserable, but everyone had learned to stop complaining. “Waaaah.” One of the kids started crying and woke me up.

      “Hush now, hush,” Hilda whispered. I cracked an eye open and it was close to dawn. I slowly got up and left the wagon, then began stretching.

      “Woke up?” Galric asked.

      “Yeah. Anything happen?” I asked.

      “Just the waves. Honestly, it’s so boring.”

      Something was off. I looked at the sky and there were no birds. That was one thing that had been common so far. Birds eating the shelled creatures. This was a bird paradise. Then there were bigger birds and I suspected flying monsters eating said birds.

      “Where are the birds? Did you hear any?” I asked.

      “Um, no. I mean, I didn’t notice them. Why?”

      “Wake up, everyone. Wake up, now,” I whispered and began shaking people.

      “Wha—”

      “Quiet, get up. We need to get moving now. Something scared away the birds. Quickly and quietly. We can eat later.”

      Thankfully, everyone was used to me being in charge of situations like this. So while I did hear some muttering, no one complained. We got ready and began moving again, pushing the wagon to help the poor horse drag it through the silt covered shore.

      “RAAWWW!” Something roared in the distance, off the coast. I looked in that direction and didn’t see anything. Everyone began pushing the wagon harder in order to move more quickly.

      “There!” Rothgar said and pointed. I looked where he was pointing. It was a glittering cloud moving over the ocean. I tried to remember if I had read about something like this.

      “Glittering death…” Galric muttered.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Monsters that fly over water, eat anything they can grab. Heard stories in the merchant’s guild,” he explained.

      “Shit. Keep pushing.” I kept an eye on the swarm and it slowly grew larger and turned towards our group. The monsters were floating balls with tentacles sticking out in every direction. There were no eyes or other organs. Their skin was a light whitish blue, allowing them to blend in with the ocean.

      “What else do you remember?” I asked Galric.

      “Um, they are weak individually, but don’t let them grab you. They take health, stamina, and mana. Weak, to uh, um, fire. Also, they don’t go over land for some reason.”

      I looked around. There was no large piece of land nearby, but there was a half sunken and half collapsed tower off to one side. “There, push, we need to get there.”

      Everyone started working together and the wagon was pushed towards the tower. It was a pain to keep proper footing on top of the wet ground. I glanced at the swarm of Glittering Death that was getting closer and closer.

      “The entrance, over there,” Rothgar said. We pushed the wagon through the entrance.

      “No way we can block this, and the roof is open as well,” my father said.

      “Push the wagon in that corner. I got—SLOW!” I slowed down a large snake that was closing in from the ceiling. I got my sword free and quickly cut off its head. It landed in the water with a plop and the brackish water turned bloody.

      “Push the wagon, now.”

      My family began pushing the wagon into the corner and kept the poor horse calm. I went over to the doorway.

      “Blot.”

      Three of the Glittering Death died, falling into the water, their outer portions blackened. They were incredibly weak, but there were a lot of them.

      “Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.”

      Over twenty of the monsters fell into the water, but that was only a small portion of their total number. I retreated back into the tower.

      “Are we—”

      “Shut up and get your sword ready. No speaking,” I said. I didn’t care who I was interrupting. I needed to focus.

      Shit. The Glittering Death was swarming towards the tower. I began the chant for Slow All. I needed every bit of power for this to work. The bubble of slow appeared at the entrance and I backed off a bit. A good chunk of the Glittering Death impacted the slowed area, but the monsters behind them hit them and moved around.

      This kind of monster wasn’t intelligent. It kept going due to its numbers. The lack of reaction from the Bolt attacks made that very clear. Thankfully, none of them floated up over the side of the tower and down towards our group.

      The sphere of slow disappeared and the monsters started entering the tower. I began cutting them down. From a single direction it was easy enough. Thankfully, most of them had already moved past, and Rothgar and my father came to my side to help me cut them down.

      “Thanks,” I said as I cut the last one down.

      “No problem,” my father said. Rothgar turned and smiled at his wife, who just rolled her eyes a bit but still smiled back.

      “We need to get going before more show up, or something is attracted by the blood,” I said. We got back to pushing the wagon past the monster corpses and outside. We then went back on our route. The swarm of Gilttering Death was drifting away along the coast and I shook my head.

      “Good job Galric for remembering them,” I said to my brother.

      “Ah, no problem. I just got lucky, remembered them from some loss reports I had to write. Thanks for getting that snake.” He shivered a bit. “If that had landed on me, I would be dead.”

      “Probably, but that is why we are a team.” I gave him a smile and a slight nudge. He nudged me back.

      “Is it always like this? Life and death?”

      “Adventuring is extreme. I would rate the Glittering Death on the lower side in terms of danger. I mean, one could just go underwater and swim away. They just kind of float along. There are a lot of them, but they don’t think. I would say this is not as bad as it can get, but still rough.”

      “Uck, I can’t wait until a new shop is set up.” Galric let out a sigh. “My fee to the merchant’s guild, pointless.”

      “You can’t get work at another branch?”

      “Branches are separate and compete against each other. It isn’t like your guild which is more centralized. Each major city has a branch and we all compete. Sure, knowing my way around one branch is a bit helpful, but the real value are the connections. Hah, connections.” He shook his head at that. Probably thinking about everyone who had fled or died when Azalon was destroyed.

      “Well, I’m sure our parents would love to have you around while they try to get things set up again,” I said.

      “I already talked to father about that. I’m going to stay and help for a bit to get on my feet. More front desk work for me since we can’t afford to hire anyone, and Rothgar needs to level up his Scribe skill.” Galric let out a sigh.

      “Can always become an adventurer and live in the dirt and fight through the blood and guts,” I said with a smile.

      “Yeah, this is enough adventurer for ten lifetimes. My feet hurt, everything hurts. Even my eyelids hurt. I don’t know how, but they hurt.”

      “Embrace the pain, you might get the Toughness skill.”

      “Yeah, no thanks. I saw you cut yourself one time.”

      “Wait, really?”

      “Well, I knew the shopkeeper across our courtyard, they had a son, Franz, my age. We talked a couple of times, he saw you, then I spotted you one morning.”

      “You never said anything.”

      “Why would I? I mean, you weren’t hurting anyone and everyone wants to test out their stats and try to unlock a hidden skill. You were always too quiet and did things by yourself. You should have gotten out and made more friends.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. That is how you find things out. Books are great, but not everything.”

      “Heresy.”

      “Heresy it might be, but talking to people is important.”

      “So what did you do to earn a skill?”

      “Voice practice. La la LA LA.”

      “What were you trying to unlock?”

      “A singing skill. I always thought being a bard would be interesting if I could sing. With all the stories I have read, I would make a killing.”

      “What happened?”

      “Didn’t get the skill. Tried playing a friend’s lute, but no talent for that at all. I also have a lot of levels in Scribe, so it came down to money. Working at the merchant’s guild paid quite well and I knew I would have a chance to move up, being connected to nobility.”

      “A bard. I never would have realized.”

      “A death defying adventurer, soaked in the blood of monsters. Hmm, yeah I can see that. You were always a trouble maker.”

      “I was very well behaved growing up.”

      My brother was silent and just turned his head to look at me.

      “He has you there Edward, you were always trouble,” Rothgar said, jumping into the conversation.

      “Fine, fine. I was always trouble,” I muttered.

      My father just laughed.
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      “Finally, my feet are like an old lady’s face,” Galrik complained, poking his wrinkled foot while his boots were drying off to the side on the rock he was sitting on.

      “Kids holding up?” Rothgar asked his wife.

      “They are. Greg is fussy and upset, but I can manage them. You have been amazing.” She gave him a kiss on the lips.

      “Ha, yeah. Don’t worry. Everything will work out.”

      Easy for you to say oldest brother, but I have to make everything work out. At least the sun was out and we were on solid ground once again.

      “About a day or so away from the border point, I think. Then another five days until Crathlaw,” my father said.

      “It will be great to settle back down. No monsters, no bandits, just some peace and a bed,” Galrik said.

      “We need to set up shop and make money first. It is going to be a bit rough,” my father said, then looked at me.

      “You are going to have to use what you have. We can sell the wagon and the horse. That can be my contribution.”

      “Thank you son. I am too old for this.”

      “Old, hush you. If you are old, then how old am I,” my mother spoke up.

      “Ah, sorry. You are still young like a spring flower, capturing the essence of the heavens and earth itself,” my father said.

      “Well, I won’t say no to not moving for a day at least,” my mother said.

      “Warm food,” Hilda added.

      “Yes, warm food. A brilliant wife Rothgar,” Galric said.

      “I know,” he replied.

      “Alright, we have daylight left, we need to keep moving,” I said.

      “Really?” Galric asked and everyone looked at me.

      “The sooner we get moving, the sooner we can stop moving. We stay any longer, we might as well set up camp for the day.”

      “That wouldn’t be a bad thing. Pushing that wagon…and our boots are still wet,” Galric said.

      I looked around. “A day off. We can rest and recover before pushing on tomorrow.”

      Everyone smiled at that and I just shook my head. This was my family, not other adventurers. Also, the trek through the desolated area along the coast was exhausting, even for me. The stress, the poor sleeping conditions, and the monsters. If the Glittering Death had come at night, we would have been finished most likely.

      Luck, the most hidden and secret stat of them all. I felt we were using it all up on this trip. I just wanted it to end. Get my family settled and then go back to adventuring, gaining levels, and improving my skills.

      The sun was nice and letting my feet dry out was even nicer. I was a bit impressed with my family for pushing through and not complaining for so long. The unsung hero was my mother. She kept everything running smoothly and organized the food.

      That was the nice thing about traveling with people who were not focused on killing constantly. They were willing to do all the small things that made traveling in the wilderness or along a road possible. It was one of the reasons I had enjoyed traveling with a merchant caravan between cities and towns. It wasn’t just a matter of safety in numbers, it was also all the things I didn’t want to do myself.

      That was one thing I learned while killing goblins. It was exhausting to have to do everything while also having to fight. I could do it, but I didn’t want to do it. I would rather kill monsters and not have to worry about the details.

      Traveling with my family wasn’t terrible at least or had gotten better over the ten-days we had been traveling. Everyone was coming to terms with leaving their home and I was sure the points in strength and endurance they were picking up were helping as well.

      “So what do you plan to do afterwards?” Rothgar asked me.

      “Me?”

      “Yes you, silly.”

      “Go back to adventuring. I had some money stored away in the capital. Just planning to leave it for retirement. Well, it is probably all gone or moved by now. Keep adventuring really. Probably stick around for a month to help you all settle in, make sure there aren’t problems, but I don’t plan to stay.”

      “If you want to stay, we could use you. I know you often sit still to regain mana, right?”

      “Yes, the idea has some merit. The problem is that training means I will have a hard time doing other things like watching a counter.”

      “I have been talking with father about Crathlaw. It is a very rough town. Might consider basing out of there into the Jockel Swamp. Have a place to stay when you come back.”

      I just realized what Rothgar was doing. I smiled. It was nice that my family was trying to support me just as I had supported them. They probably had a conversation or two while I was doing a meditation session about the money I had spent and the effort I was putting in.

      The problem with saving people was the responsibility afterwards. I could only think about all the stories where heroes swooped in and saved the day, but there was nothing about all the boring stuff they had to do afterwards.

      “I like that. I will try and not be too much of a stranger. Still, I worry some of my work might spill onto you.”

      “Like what?”

      I let out a soft sigh. “There are conflicts out here. Even more so when something valuable is on the line. It isn’t as simple as split the reward in half. I have seen good people and a lot more selfish people.”

      “Ah, I get it. Don’t worry too much about that for now. Even if we have to pay a protect fee, we did that back in Azalon.”

      “Wait, what? Why am I only hearing about this now?”

      “Well, it isn’t something father talked about a lot. The guards were good, but the entire area was controlled by the Shields.”

      “That group with those pins on their shirts?”

      “How do you not know this? Did we grow up in the same house?”

      “Rothgar, you have to know that Edward only cared about mana and fighting growing up,” Galric said, jumping into the conversation.

      “Hey, I was more focused on figuring out chants. I invented a new type of mana,” I complained while bragging.

      “The mana of death and blood everywhere,” Galric said.

      “Those are classed as dark mana and forbidden,” I replied.

      “Still, how did you not know about the Shields?”

      “Well, I managed the shop and in my free time I trained or worked on chants. I didn’t have friends I talked with all the time. So the Shields?” I asked.

      “Just the group that acted in that part of town. We were on the nicer side and they didn’t go over the top. Still, they stopped other groups from moving in. A lot of people guessed they had connections with the Duke, which is why they kept their touch so light. Really, you never knew?” Rothgar asked again.

      “Really, I never paid attention. I guess that is why you will be the shop boss and not me,” I said with a smile.

      “That is fine. Just thought you knew more about how the city worked. Crathlaw is going to be more rough,” Rothgar said.

      “Rough? What does that even mean?” I muttered.

      “The local group will press us more money to set up a shop. The Shields took ten percent of our business. The problem is a flat number. Our business has spikes and it will be hard since we are starting once more. It might come down to posturing.”

      I sat up and looked at my father. “Where did my father go and what did you do to him?”

      “I might not fight, but I deal with nobles all the time. Trust me, some street gang is just small scale to the drama that happens in those circles. The sheer risk in having someone copy a skill book.” My father just looked at me with a grim smile.

      “Assassination attempts?” I asked.

      “Nothing so dramatic, but I have been offered some very large bribes to give away information. I am talking platinum level bribes. The kind that people do get assassinated over. You only handled the small end stuff of our business. At the high end, which I did and was introducing Rothgar to, is incredibly dangerous and cut throat.” I just stared at my father and he chuckled. “I would have thought you would have realized all this.”

      “Not really. Sounds a bit exciting. I might be interested in coming back.”

      “Hah, well the profession is a rich one. Very few professions actually have a single skill dedicated to them. That makes being a Scribe all the more important than say a baker or hunter,” my father explained.

      “We will need your help getting settled in and figuring out the politics in Crathlaw without being robbed blind. Please brother,” Rothgar said then bowed a little.

      “No problem. Like I said, I was planning to stay for about a month before I headed back out to adventure some more. Still, I need to think on all this.”

      I had just learned quite a bit about my family that I never knew. I had thought I knew so much, but having this all explained brought a new depth to my understanding. I imagined assassin scribes, moving into a building, just using a quill to stab people’s eyes and a manuscript as a shield. The thought of that brought a smile to my face.
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        * * *

      

      “Aurulian?” The captain of the border guard looked at us.

      “Yes, Captain. I am a Senior Scribe and I’m traveling with my family to set up a new shop in Crathlaw,” my father explained. We had decided he would do the talking and I would only jump in if it was needed, or if there was violence.

      “All of them your family?” he asked.

      “Ah, that one is an adventurer we hired for protection.”

      I flashed my plate when the captain looked at me and he just let out a grunt.

      “Any news about Crathlaw?” my father asked.

      “Run down and trouble. You said Scribe?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Will be a bit rough there.”

      “Any advice is appreciated.”

      “Well, your best bet is to try and get set up in the East District, near the port. Less adventurers and better built and all that. Also, the alchemy shops are there, so a bit higher end.”

      “The group that controls the area?”

      “Last I heard it was the Blood Ravens, but Crathlaw is always a bit rough. Don’t be surprised if that changes every other ten-day. Just don’t make waves and you should be fine. Any weapons besides those swords?”

      “Ah no. Just a couple of swords. If you want to search, feel free to. Just food, water, and scribing supplies.”

      “It is fine. Fee is ten copper a person. With the wagon and goods, we can call it a silver,” he said.

      The one thing I liked about guards and soldiers is that they were very up front about how much they wanted. Bandits and other people tended to be much more round about. It was refreshingly direct at the very least.

      “Alright.” My father handed over a silver coin and we got waved through the gate. We passed through the fort and continued on the road.

      “That was easy,” Galric said.

      “We could have gone around or turned back. They just wanted a bit of money, not trouble. Also, I am a Scribe, not a fighter,” my father explained.

      “Surprised he didn’t ask for more proof,” I said.

      “This area is quiet and they probably want to keep it that way. The fact we have a wagon and a horse, but have worn down women and children made it clear we aren’t bandits. Charging us a gold piece is more likely to make us criminals. Also, you being an adventurer helps,” my father explained.

      “I get that, but still cheaper than what I would have thought.”

      “Brother, your scale of money is getting wrecked. That large a fee, is large. You are dealing with noble levels of money with how much you earn and spend,” Rothgar explained.

      “I am not losing touch, am I?” I asked.

      “A bit. Hey, at least you are good at your job and you are rich even if you are a bit slow. It is better than being poor and smart,” Galric said.

      “Hey! I resent that.”

      “Still it went well enough,” my father said.

      “Large group ahead,” my mother said from atop the wagon.

      I went out front and took a look.

      “That’s the Yorek army,” I said and looked around. “Let’s move the wagon off to the side so we aren’t in the way and get into trouble. Father, you handle the speaking?”

      “Yes, we don’t want a fight here,” he said and I agreed with that. We got the wagon to the side of the dirt road, making sure we were fully clear.

      Five men on horses separated from the column and rode forwards to where we were. “Declare yourselves.”

      “I am Senior Scribe Monteger with my family. We are planning to settle down in Crathlaw.”

      “From Aurulian?”

      “Yes, from Azalon.”

      “What happened there?” the soldier asked. I didn’t know the uniforms and had a hard time figuring out this person’s rank. Probably somewhere fairly high since he had a horse and was asking questions.

      “A Lich attacked. The city was under siege. We managed to escape but then the entire city exploded, taking the undead and everyone inside the walls. The undead fell down after that, so it appears the Lich was destroyed. Unfortunately, he had invaded from the west and caused a lot of trouble. We fled here hoping to escape the coming chaos,” my father explained.

      “Not by ship?”

      “Ah, most of my money was tied up in my shop the Illumination. We saved what we could, but it was cheaper to make our way overland.”

      The soldier nodded a bit at that. “You pass through the fort?”

      “Yes, I spoke with a captain there and he allowed us to pass.”

      “Any mages in your group?”

      “Not that I am aware of. Why?”

      “Conscription. All mages are required to serve two years in the army at a minimum and are considered a national asset.”

      “Thank you for explaining,” my father said.

      The soldier looked over all of us and I was worried for a moment, but it passed. The one thing about skills and levels, they were very hard to figure out unless people intentionally revealed them. That was why skill tokens were such a key feature of the Adventurers Guild.

      “Keep your hands off your weapons until the column passes. Good luck.” The rest of the soldiers had caught up at this point and the horsemen rode forward. We just waited in silence until the entire column had passed by.

      “Well, that is something,” I muttered.

      “Just need to be careful then. If you openly use your mana…” my father said, then trailed off.

      “I can handle it. Some of my chants are very discrete.”

      “A draft for mages, that is interesting,” Rothgar said.

      “It is not a huge matter. If you need help let us know,” my father said to me.

      “That is fine, no need to talk about it anymore,” I replied. “Come on, let’s get the wagon on the road and get to Crathlaw.”

      “Your motivation needs work brother,” Galric said.

      “I think motivation is one of his weakest skills. A six in Charisma?” Rothgar asked.

      “Close enough, but you know that beauty and speaking ability have nothing to do with Charisma,” I said.

      “That is a contested issue. While there are ugly people with high Charisma, there are no beautiful people with low Charisma,” Rothgar said.

      “Really, how did you find that out? Friends?” I asked.

      “Um, yes. I mean seriously, what do adventurers talk about?” Rothgar asked.

      “Fights, monsters, other adventurers, crazy things they have seen. People embarrassing themselves.”

      “Like a story book. I really should become a bard. I just don’t think I could handle all the traveling,” Galric said.

      “You need to toughen up. What six points in Strength?” I asked.

      “Close enough,” Galric said with a grin.

      “You need to create a Teleport chant. Bam!” Rothgar said.

      “Yeah, and die horribly. I am lucky to come up with the chants I have and those took years,” I replied.

      “The rest?” Galric asked.

      “Lots of gold.”

      “No wonder your money sense is off. Still, at least the worst is over. All those soldiers would have cleared out anything in our path or scared it off at least,” Rothgar said.

      “Aurulian is finished,” my father said with a sigh.

      “Well getting through the desolate area will be miserable and there is the fort on the other side,” I replied.

      “The number of soldiers on the Aurulian side was low and I didn’t see any mages,” my father said.

      “Well, it is not our problem anymore. Once we reach Crathlaw we will have other things to worry about,” Rothgar said.

      “Think we will be able to get our money back on the wagon and horse?” Hilda asked.

      “No, prices were high because of what happened. Yorek should be mostly calm, so there should be no issue,” Rothgar said.
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        * * *

      

      “No,” my mother said.

      The docks did have alchemy shops but the smell was terrible. In fact, the smell was terrible everywhere. This was a city without a sewer system. I had taken that for granted in Azalon.

      “What other options are there? Keep traveling, we only have so much coin,” my father said.

      “This smell will kill our souls. We need to do better than this leaky shake by the pier,” she replied.

      We were all silent at that. We had gone to the docks that had been suggested by the soldier, but the entire city was a cesspit.

      “Then where dear?” my father asked.

      “Further south,” she replied.

      We began making our way south. The smell got better and the buildings nicer.

      “This area is bearable,” she replied.

      “Alright. I am going to ask around and see what is available. Rothgar and Galric, you stay with the wagon. Edward, with me.”

      We had worked this out before, but my father was probably repeating it to calm his nerves.

      We went up to a tailor’s shop and entered. “Ah welcome customers, I am Flynn. How can I help you today?”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you Flynn. I am Scribe Monteger and I am looking to set up a shop in this area. Any suggestions would be helpful.” He placed a couple of copper coins on the counter.

      “Aurulian I see.” Flynn held up a coin. “Well everything here is taken, but you might be able to buy out or rent from a map seller two shops up. Old Jeff has been getting on in years, looking to retire and all that.”

      “Thank you Flynn. When we need new outfits I will be sure to remember this store.”

      “Ah, of course. Be safe.”

      We left the clothing store and went to the store two buildings up the street. We had come from the other direction and had not seen a map maker.

      We entered the store and there was an old man sitting in a rocking chair next to a fireplace. A number of maps and other items were placed all over the shop area. I looked at a skull from a human but it was black.

      “Ah the Skull of Black Soul, careful with that. Said to be a powerful manaal totem for the kobolds. Got it at a dear price I did. Interested, or looking for something more specific?”

      “Ah yes, I am Scribe Monteger. Are you perhaps Jeff?” my father asked.

      “I am, what’s it to yah?”

      “We just arrived in town and I am looking to set up a store. I was told this one was up for sale.”

      “Hmm, a scribe and looking to open a shop. We occasionally get someone like you, don’t last long though.”

      “Why?” my father asked.

      “Not a lot of call for luxury goods around these parts. Still, it might be interesting if you are desperate and the fact you are all formal like by using your profession as a title.”

      “Thank you for sharing, but I am still interested. I would also like to inquire about the protection fees you might be paying.”

      “Nothing too outrageous. Selling this place for ten gold coins. Protection fees run about a copper a day, or ten copper every ten-day.”

      “Ten gold, that’s a bit steep,” my father said.

      “You get all the stuff in here as well. Just need to sell it.” We both looked at Frank like he was crazy, which he probably was.

      “Two gold and a gem.” I had talked to my father about my wealth and this was a bit of a secret.

      “A gem, hmm, they sell well and are easy to carry. Alright, we can do that, just give me the money and I will be gone.”

      “We will be doing this properly, at least two witnesses and someone from the local group.” Old Jeff’s smile lessened at that.

      “A bit of a hassle and all that, rather just get things done quick and neat you know. I am an old man.”

      “We can do things all proper. You are asking for a lot of money. Don’t want any confusion after we settle things,” my father said.

      “Fine, meet here tomorrow at mid-day. We can each get a witness.”

      “Very well. We will speak tomorrow,” my father said and we left. “Well, that was way too obvious a trap.”

      “Just glad you aren’t an idiot,” I replied. My father just shook his head and we made our way back to the clothing store. A small thank you gift and Flynn promised to show up tomorrow at mid-day. He then pointed us in the direction of the local group, the Blood Hawks.

      “Either the soldier was confused or there was a change,” my father muttered as we made our way over to the tavern they were based out of. Back in Azalon we would have used the guards to witness something like this, but that was due to the Shield’s having a light touch apparently. So to the local group we went.

      We easily found the tavern with a blood red bird painted on a wooden plaque hanging above the door with a large man standing outside. “Excuse me. I was hoping to speak to your boss. I need to arrange protection and was told your group was in charge of it.”

      “Stay here, be back.” The guard went inside the tavern and came out a minute later. “Follow.”

      We entered and saw a large number of men that looked rough. I would say it was their scars and slightly ripped clothing that gave off that appearance. Still, my instincts were screaming that this was a dangerous place.

      “Welcome, welcome. I hear you want to have some protection.” A middle aged man sitting in the corner greeted us. While there were two chairs we didn’t sit since we weren’t invited to.

      “Yes. I am Scribe Monteger and I am planning on opening up a shop. I want to set up protection and to have a witness mid-day tomorrow for when Old Jeff sells his shop to me,” my father said.

      “Hmm, that is doable, protection will run twenty copper every ten-day,” the man said.

      “That seems quite high. My understanding is that some other shops only pay ten copper,” my father replied.

      “Smart, aren’t yeh. Those shops do favors. Now, if you are the favor kind of shop, then we offer you favorable prices. Hahaha.” A number of other people laughed at that joke as well.

      “What kind of favors. I am a Scribe, not much combat ability,” my father replied.

      “Hmm, now that is a bit tricky. Well, you can draw and have inks. You could make things like a new sign for the tavern or some other places we offer protection. Possibly adjusting some books or looking them over. Favors you see. Now, the thing is if you want to stop doing favors, you can, but no refusing the last favor we offered and you go to the full rate. Got me?”

      “I understand. I am okay with doing favors and ask you reach out to me and not my family,” my father said.

      “Excellent! It is always good making new friends. Cutter, go see the transfer tomorrow, take two men with you. We don’t want any problems.”

      “Got it boss.”

      “Ah, let me pay up front for a hundred days so that way there is no confusion between us,” my father said and placed a silver coin on the table. The group leader picked it up.

      “Aurulian, but close enough to Yorek standard so it doesn’t matter. I like people who pay up front and don’t make problems. Family or hired sword?” He gestured at me.

      “Both, my youngest son and an adventurer.”

      “Ah, one of those types. Must have been quite a trip. You interested in work?”

      “After I help my family settle in, I would be happy to speak with you. It has been a long trip and there is a lot to sort out.” I didn’t want to decline him, but accepting in front of my father might not be the smartest decision.

      “Ah, no problem. Just know, I don’t want bodies showing up. I don’t want trouble. I don’t want the guards or the nobles getting excited. Crathlaw has had too much excitement already. If anyone else comes and asks for protection money, pay and then come and tell me, and I will sort it out. Now get out.”

      We quickly left after that.

      “That went well,” my father said.

      “Really?”

      “The groups that extort a lot will have businesses leave and have their area become run down. He wants the slow and steady money, which means he will leave us in peace. Doing the occasional favor isn’t that bad and he doesn’t want to force people into a corner.”

      “You okay doing favors?”

      “I would tell you about some of the stuff nobles ask for, but then I would have to kill you.”

      “You’re joking right?” I asked.

      “When they have to pay taxes to the King and get audited, having a Scribe check everything beforehand is key. You don’t want an accidental error causing problems, you understand,” my father said.

      “Wow, just wow.”

      “Thinking about his offer?”

      “I need to help you all settle in, take a couple days off, check out the Adventurers Guild, then I will probably go see him.”

      “Just be careful. You can walk away and not have to worry about us. Understand.”

      “I understand. I’m surprised they didn’t try and rob us.”

      “It is pointless, or at least dangerous. If you weren’t here I would have hired at least two guards before going. The leader of Blood Hawk clearly understands what to do and not cause waves.”

      “Well, he has around fifteen people from what I counted in the tavern. Not a small group.”

      “Not large either. Probably paying money up the chain to someone else. But that isn’t our business and be careful making it yours. I know you can do well in a fight, but humans are different from monsters. Monsters have a base cunning, but they won’t smile to your face before stabbing you. A noble or a cutthroat will.”

      “I understand. I have had my fair share of fights like that.” I looked up to the sky and let out a sigh. Too much mistrust and people trying to kill me.

      “Alright then. As long as you understand. I don’t want to have to mourn another child.”

      “I won’t die that easily,” I replied. We got back to the wagon and explained the basics to everyone. After that, we made our way to a nearby inn. I went out with Rothgar to try and find a buyer for the wagon and the horse.

      We ran into a merchant on the pier loading up wagons. “A horse and wagon you say? Alright, where are they?”

      “The inn over there. You can have your men accompany us,” Rothgar said.

      “Of course, of course,” the merchant said and he brought along two guards. He looked the wagon and horse over.

      “A gold piece for both. The wagon is worn down and will need repairs, same with the horse. The poor animal looks half drowned.”

      “But it is strong and sturdy. It won’t go down easily, good stock. Enough to say a gold and twenty.”

      “Gold and ten.”

      “Done,” my brother said.

      “Done then. Unload your stuff and we will take it.”

      I got to work and the wagon was soon unloaded and our packs and spare food was placed in one of the two rooms we had rented for the night.

      “We made it,” Hilda muttered as she sat at a table, feeding her two children, my nephews. I could tell the trip had been exhausting for her and the children. She probably never imagined making such a journey.

      “Everything is all sorted out as well for protection, and the place doesn’t look half bad. Will have to sort through the junk, maybe have a section for interesting items,” my father said.

      “Is it bad?” Rothgar asked.

      “It is…unique. Still, the maps look promising,” I replied.

      “What about the layout?” my mother asked.

      “Didn’t look around much, but we can make it work,” my father replied.

      “It is going to be a mess I just know it. A single man living alone, the bugs…” She shook her head and let out a sigh.

      “That is why we have Galric, the best shopkeeper anywhere,” I replied.

      “Don’t make me stab you, Edward. I swear, I cleaned enough growing up.”

      “Well, things are finally looking up and we made it,” my father said.
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      “So, how are things done here in Yorek?” I asked the person at the front counter.

      “Aurulian?” the man asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Pretty much the same, just some minor changes. Got to verify your service in the army if you know any chants.”

      “Any way out of that?” I asked.

      “A gold piece and you can get a waiver. But the waiver needs to be approved. Looking at another gold piece to pay off the local Baron to get it all done proper.” I put a copper piece on the counter and the worker took it.

      “Can’t just use my badge here and pay fees?”

      “Nope, need the waiver.”

      “What about people who sign up and then large mana.”

      “Conscripted, or need to get a waiver.”

      “That seems…annoying.”

      “That is how Yorek is, you will get used to it. Don’t ask for anything under the table either. That is how you get sent to the mines or are used as bait in the swamps. I like my life, you see.”

      “No I get it. You have been a big help.” I left another copper piece on the counter and left the guild. That was really annoying. If I paid the fees I would be out of money, but at least I could use mana freely.

      “Ugh,” I let out a groan and made my way towards the Baron’s manor. I walked up to the guard at the front.

      “Hello. I am looking to speak to someone about getting a military waiver?” I asked.

      “Need to speak to the castellan. He handles all the paperwork.”

      “Ah, my apologies, I was hoping for an immediate appointment.” I handed for a silver piece.

      “Give me a moment. Hans, get out here. Go see if the castellan is available. Person needs a waiver. You have the fees needed?”

      “I was told a gold piece for the waiver and a gold piece to get it taken care of today,” I replied.

      “Don’t want to waste the castellan’s time. What are you standing around for Hans, go.” His subordinate ran off. “So new in town, Aurulian?”

      “Yes, place is in complete chaos. Hit two bandit groups on my way here.”

      “Azalon?”

      “Gone.”

      “Shame, heard it was beautiful. Still, good time to move here.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Calmed down a lot. A lot of in fighting, but the army came through about a month ago and did a full purge. All the little people making trouble got a bit smaller.”

      “Ah, well I am an adventurer, so staying out of trouble in town is important.”

      “Smart. Most people would just ignore the mage conscription, big mistake to.”

      “How bad does it get?”

      “Bad. Whole team hunts people down. Had a couple lived in town, they are off to someplace unpleasant.

      “Ouch. Anything else I should know?”

      “Not really. Ah Hans, is he cleared to go up?”

      “Not a problem, follow me.”

      “Take care of yourself adventurer.”

      “Thanks,” I replied. I followed Hans into the building into a small but well furnished office. I was glad I had been able to get a bath yesterday, it had been worth the silver.

      “A mage conscription waiver. You have the fees?” the castellan asked.

      I laid out two gold pieces and he quickly took them.

      “Perfect. Here you go. If you are questioned, present this medallion and you will be fine.” The castellan handed me a large copper coin with a big ‘M’ on it.

      “That’s it, you don’t need my name or anything?”

      “Nope. It is only good for ten years. So after that you need to come get another one. We change the letter. Push your mana into it and it will glow only when you push your mana into after that, so people can’t steal it.”

      I pushed my mana into the medallion and it glowed. “Thank you.”

      “Good. Anything else?”

      “No, have a nice day.” I got up and Hans escorted me back out. Money was the key to solving problems, but now I was poor again. Still, I had options. It was tempting to go back to the Adventurers Guild, but I hesitated and made my way to the Blood Hawk tavern instead.

      I was curious about the jobs they wanted me to do and the pay. I reached the tavern and the same large guard was outside. “Here to see the boss. I was with the Scribe earlier in the ten-day.”

      “Stay.” I waited and he came back out after a minute. “Follow.” I followed him in and got led to the same table.

      “Ah the face from before. Sit, sit.” I took the seat.

      “A pleasure, name is Edward,” I said.

      “A bit stiff like your father, but that is fine. I am Blood Hawk.” I nodded at that. “A man of few words, I like it. I need people removed quietly. You are a new face and not part of my group here.”

      “Who, when, and how much?” I asked.

      “Draxin, he runs another group that controls the other portion of the docks. Next ten-day. A gold piece.”

      I thought the request over. “A blood bath or silently?” I asked.

      “Doesn’t matter, dealers choice. But you can’t come to me to hide. The town was swept clean and too much excitement will lead to issues.”

      “Any skill books?”

      “Hah, I wish. You wish. Everyone wishes. Gold piece.”

      “If I can’t take him out?”

      “Don’t show your face in here again, but we won’t cause trouble for your family if that is what you are asking,” Blood Hawk said.

      “No one else can do it?” I looked at the other tables with the rough looking men.

      “If I wanted someone to run up and kill him, sure. But you look like someone with a bit of Wisdom, if you catch my drift. Only a mage would be like that.”

      He had a skill to see my highest stat. It may show him other things, but that was the bare minimum. Just from that information, he could easily tell that I was a mage. I had been hoping for something simpler and with less complications. If a man has a large number of hired killers but doesn’t use them to kill another person, then something questionable is going on.

      It was probably a test of some kind and further pull me into the job of killing people. But there was the very real and very large risk of something additional occurring that would drag me down. Still, killing a person for a gold piece had a lot of appeal. If the first job paid this well, then there was a good chance future jobs would pay even better.

      “Alright.”

      I would take a look to see how well the place was protected and make a decision then. There was no penalty for failure, except not being welcomed back. I got up and left the tavern. It was easy enough to ask around and to find that Draxin camped out in another tavern with his men.

      The place was out front on the pier. The man difference was that the place was more public than the Blood Hawk tavern and a number of sailors would enter and exit. I went back to the new Illumination to rest.

      Entering the shop, Galric was stuck behind the counter. He glanced at me and then went back to napping. All the junk that had been in here before was put off to one side, labeled Curiosity Table, 10 copper each. I noted that a lot of the junk had already been sold off.

      The damp air was not good, but my mother had put up runes. Already this place was starting to have the old Illumination feeling that Azalon had, but with the Yorek twist. There were two floors. The scribing workshop and the kitchen were backed in on the first floor in the back, while the bedrooms were on the second floor.

      There were three bedrooms, which meant I got to share with Galric. My parents got the other and then Rothgar got to share a bedroom with his wife and two kids. Almost all the old furniture had been thrown out and the place cleaned from top to bottom.

      The slight lemon smell made me smile a bit. I entered my room and went over to my bed. There was a single narrow window looking out over the back alley. I laid down and went to sleep in order to wake up really early.

      When I woke up I heard Galric snoring softly. I had told my family I might be keeping odd hours and not to wake me if I was asleep. It was a shame to miss dinner, but we had been together for so long, it was a bit of relief for each of us to have our own space. I got the dark cloak I had purchased during the day and lifted the hood to cover my face.

      I made my way downstairs and quietly unlocked the front door and closed it behind me. Everything was quiet this early in the morning. I noted a drunk passed out in his own vomit on one of the pier next to some crates and shook my head.

      I made my way to Drazin’s tavern and noted a single guard out front and one out back. I did not spot anyone on the roof or the windows. Both guards were leaning against the walls of the building with their eyes half closed.

      While they could just lock up, it would leave them vulnerable to the building being lit on fire and barricaded inside. All the buildings in this town or at least the pier seemed to be built the same way. Stone base, wood second floor, with the front and back doors easily barricaded with a beam of wood. The windows were also barricaded as well from what I could tell. It was tempting to go into the tavern during the day, but there was the risk of standing out too much.

      I went to the front door. “Wake up,” I said at the guard and he leapt up from his place against the wall and looked at me. “Have a message for Draxin, needs to be kept quiet.”

      “Who are you?”

      “A messenger.” I pulled out a silver and held it up. I then pulled out a letter and held it up as well. “I need to put this in Draxin’s hands. Don’t want trouble or a lot of noise.” The guard seemed to be thinking things over and I handed the silver to him.

      “Give me a moment.” He knocked on the door two times, then three times. “Like a lemon out here. Got a guy with a letter for Draxin. Said he needs to put it in his hands.”

      “Ask him who the letter is from?”

      “Who is the letter from?”

      “I get paid to deliver not ask questions. If you don’t want me to deliver it, then I will leave.” The guard past what I said back inside and there was a long moment of silence. Then I heard the door being unbarricaded.

      “Letter, give it to me. I am Draxin,” the man said.

      “Draxin wouldn’t be watching a door and you are too ugly.”

      “He’s asleep. I wake him, there will be a lot of unhappy people. Come back at mid-day. Not at this God forsaken time.”

      “Slow. Slow.” My sword was already free under my cloak. I stabbed both men in the head and then entered the tavern. I saw two men slumped over a table and left them alone. I made my way to the staircase and went upstairs. Same layout as the Illumination shop. All these buildings were built with the same design in mind.

      I went to the main bedroom and tried the door. Unlocked, perfect. I slowly pushed it open and saw a large bed with two women on it. There was a large axe off to the side which Draxin was known for. I made my way into the room. “Slow. Slow. Slow.” I slowed all three people and then stabbed Draxin in the head, killing him instantly. I then killed the two women.

      With the deed done I made my way back outside and closed the front door then left. I made my way back to Illumination and carefully cleaned my sword with a rag and then re-oiled it as the sun began to rise.

      I waited until mid-day and then left back to the Blood Hawk’s tavern. The guard at the front just waved me in. “Ah, my new favorite Scribe. Come, come, sit with me.”

      I went over and took a seat. Blood Hawk pulled out a gold coin and slid it over to me. I quickly pocketed it. “Nice work. A bit bloody, but nice work. Didn’t think you would be that fast.”

      “I looked the place over and it was doable. So I did it.”

      “So Edward, what do you want? Money? Women? I can make a lot of things happen.”

      “Money, enchanted gear, skill books,” I said.

      “Ah, a man of taste. Well, there is a lot of work out there and an entire city that needs cleaning. There are eight other gang leaders, one gold coin for each one taken out.”

      I almost wanted to complain. But the fact was only the highly dangerous jobs would get paid a gold piece. Delivering a message or standing guard was worth coppers. Killing a man barricaded inside a building, that was what was worth a gold piece. At least there was no assassin’s guild I had to share a cut of the money with.

      “They will all be on guard. The more I kill, the more paranoid they will become.”

      “True, very true. Then double for the last four.” Blood Hawk gave me a smile.

      “After that?” I asked.

      “Then there are the big leagues. The nobility.” He gave me a look.

      “You don’t have anyone else?”

      “You mean a mage? I would be paying twice and not trust them. I know you won’t betray me because your family is nearby. It is not a question of even going after you, since I know I won’t stand a chance.”

      “You can see my exact stat number.”

      “Close enough. You know there is a guide to the average number of stat points a person should have per level. You are quite above the curve.” I gripped my sword tighter, but it was clear he was just talking, not threatening me.

      “That is quite dangerous.”

      “Life is dangerous. See, the key thing for a person in my position, is to never make a threat. People who are threatened lash out. I make offers and am a good judge of character.”

      “Charisma,” I muttered. “Skills are developed in relation to a person’s stats or primary stat.” I looked at the man across from me, I really looked. “Charisma based skills?”

      “Hard to get, but they are there. It is amazing what kind of information one can pick up from a person.”

      “I noticed you offered a lot of gold, but no enchanted equipment or skill books.”

      “If you have the money I can ask around, but those kind of items…well, you are looking at platinum pieces, not gold pieces. I can pay, but I can’t pay out that kind of money. Even if I reached the level of Baron of this dump, that much money isn’t simple.”

      “It is a question of supply.” I let out a sigh.

      “Exactly, a question of supply. That is the kind of stuff Rank 5 adventurers are looking for.”

      “It is a question of risk. I killed this person easily, but the rest…”

      Blood Hawk just shrugged at me. I let out a sigh and looked up at the ceiling, while thinking things over. It was good money, very good money. I also didn’t doubt that Blood Hawk sent me at an easier target first.

      If I died, I couldn’t get revenge on him, since it was all my choice. Also, my parents and family had their shop in his area. I could walk away and go back to adventuring, get more levels, get stronger and then come back.

      The problem was that getting levels from killing things was just a different kind of dangerous in the wilderness. This last job killing Drazin was both easier, but also super dangerous.

      “I think I’m going to take a break for now. If I start killing lots of people, it will draw too much attention.”

      “True, true. It is your choice.”

      This guy was scary in how easily he laid out options that were just tempting enough to want to take. I was convinced this was a skill. I could only guess that he had some kind of ability in making offers, reading people, or some combination.

      I got up. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

      “Come back any time.” Blood Hawk smiled at me as I Ieft.

      It just wasn’t worth the risk or headache to deal with more assassinations. While the pay was good, it was also a trap. By just doing a single job, I made sure to let Blood Hawk know I was not to be messed with, while at the same time not being pulled further into his web of darkness.

      With money and a waiver in hand I made my way through the city looking for someplace comfortable I could stay. I found a place not far from Illumination with an older couple looking to rent an upper room. They sold various metal items ships used, like nails and chests. Simple things, but things people needed on a ship.

      While ship quartermasters could run around town to find a blacksmith, it was easier for a shop to be set up and ships to be supplied directly. Also, custom orders could be placed and the fee the shop owner would collect helped ensure quality and delivery time.

      It wasn’t a job someone would get rich doing, but it was a job someone could live comfortably until an old age. Since their children had left, they had a spare room. After having some tea and a bit of fresh bread, I was taken in as a boarder for the next six months.

      I paid up front at a cost of twenty copper a day. Breakfast was at sunrise, dinner at sunset, and if I missed them that was my problem. The front door was also unlocked and locked at these times. It was a bit expensive, but meals were provided, and more importantly no questions asked.

      It was tempting to go adventurer and earn money or fight something, but I needed stronger skills. Increasing skills now would only help me survive later. Also, I would have a lot of spare money as well. Half a year cost around a third of my gold coin, so it wasn’t a bad trade off.

      I had already worked out my training method. I used a dagger to stab my left arm, meditated to regain my mana, and then healed up my arm. With the Chant of Healing and the active ability Heal, I wasn’t worried about dying. Still, I kept a health potion nearby just in case.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes,” I said with a smile. Six months had almost passed by and I had made quite a bit of progress.
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      Meditation had increased to Experienced 8 from 3, Toughness increased to Experienced 9 from 4, and Anatomy went up to Beginner 5. The biggest thing was Chant of Healing had finally reached Experienced 1 and I gained a new active ability, Cleanse. It cost 60 mana and was able to remove poisons or similar aliments from a person.

      It had been tempting to offer my healing services through Blood Hawk to make money, but the Church of Light and Order was also in Yorek and held the monopoly on healing. If they got a whiff of unsanctioned healing I would be killed so quickly, it wouldn’t be a joke.

      Well, that was probably an exaggeration, but I would be investigated and realize that I had probably stolen the Chant in some way. Still, this was a huge improvement in my capabilities. I could only shake my head at how slowly my skills were improving. Sure, it might seem fast, but the fact that nothing had reached the Advanced level left me disappointed.

      It all came down to focus. If I spent another half year working on everything, I would probably get further of course, but the main thing right now was that I needed to think about gaining some levels. The journey from Azalon to Crathlaw had pushed me up to level 19, but that was low.

      Higher than a lot of people, but still low. The training I had done pushed me to level 20. I had gained some points in other areas from the trip, but nothing that screamed massive improvement. I left my apartment and made my way out to the docks and to the local tavern that wasn’t controlled by any specific force.

      This place was a good place to listen for some information. Buy a sailor a mug of ale and they would share the news that was occurring elsewhere. I went in and grabbed the table I normally sat at every week.

      It wasn’t long before this place started to fill up in the evening. “Hey, mind if we join you?” two sailors asked me.

      “Sure, have a mug of ale on me.” I pulled out the coppers and both men smiled. One of them went to grab some drinks while I spoke to the other. “Any news from Aurulian?”

      “Place is a dump now. Half the people fled, a lot of people are dead, and only the capital is holding onto power. Heard monsters are overrunning parts of the kingdom,” the sailor said.

      “That is troubling.”

      “Hah, well get this. Word is that undead have been spotted again. Just a rumor, but if that is the case, things are going to get a lot worse before they get better.”

      I froze a bit at that. The undead, another Lich. No, that was impossible. The same Lich, he was blown up. Someone playing with necromancy in the chaos, that was a lot more likely. The Lich probably inspired a couple of people to try and figure out those types of chants. I listened to other news and got a picture of what was happening in the nearby kingdoms.

      Yorek had bitten out a large chunk of land from Aurulian and now it was just a matter of time until my old kingdom was no more. There had been some refugees that had made it this far, but for the most part things had finally calmed down as the number of homeless people quickly decreased.

      Well, it was time to get back to killing things. I left the tavern and made my way to the Adventurers Guild. I registered and showed my conscription waiver. After that, I began looking over the job board.

      Nothing that great. I wanted a job that offered a couple of gold, but all of the jobs I looked at required a large group. I wanted to sigh at that, assassinations were so much easier in that regard. I shook my head, there clearly was some residual mental influence. Still, Blood Hawk had been correct. He had offered me something I wanted to complete a task he wanted done.

      No threats, just the realization that leaving the offer open like that would drag me back towards him. It was both genius and insidious. Oh, I was an idiot. I left the job board and went to the person at the front desk. “I want to put in my own request for a job.”

      “Rank two, alright, job?”

      “Accompany me for one month to the Jockel Swamp and protect me during the night and carry supplies. Four people.”

      “A leveling expedition?”

      “Also, a hunting expedition. I plan to process the monsters and sell the parts,” I explained.

      “Ten silver to twenty silver per person.”

      “Twelve, each.” I got out the money and handed it over.

      “When will the expedition leave?”

      “Two days from now at dawn. So not tomorrow, but the day after,” I explained.

      “Alright. If there are not enough people, do you want to cancel the mission?”

      “No, I plan to go regardless.”

      “Thank you for your patronage and see you back in two days.” I left the guild and made my way to Illumination. Despite having a separate place, my parents still kept a spare bed for when I needed it.

      “Brother, save me,” Galric complained from the counter.

      “Why are you still here? I thought you would have started up with the Merchants Guild again.”

      “With what money or connections? Sure, I have experience, but that kind of position is not simple.”

      “How much?” I asked.

      “A gold piece.” I just stared at him. “It is a lot, but that is what is needed.”

      “Our parents?”

      “Struggling. This place has a lot of traffic, but not a lot of demand for high quality scribing work. I mean, the highest ranking noble is a Baron and other nobles don’t come here. It is mainly the runework our mother is doing that is keeping things afloat.”

      “Rothgar?”

      “Same, but also struggling. There is no competition, but everything is expensive.”

      “Why doesn’t Hilda manage the counter?” I asked.

      “Someone has to watch the two brats and cook and clean. Since the runes are the real money, mother is constantly at work.”

      “You could write runes.”

      “I have been, just low demand for weak runes.”

      “Well at least the junk table is gone.”

      “Finally, there are always crazy people out there.”

      “You could write a manuscript and try and sell it,” I suggested.

      “We would need an original to copy from. My memory isn’t that good.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “Not that bad, but tight.”

      “So a gold piece, huh?”

      “The Illumination was never my future.”

      “I don’t have that kind of money at the moment,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about it. I have saved up enough to get in a couple of months from now.”

      “Hmm, well I’m going upstairs,” I said. I went to my room and laid down.

      I could only help so much, and already I had spent quite a bit of gold.
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        * * *

      

      “Well at least you aren’t weak.” I let out a sigh as one of the people I had hired looked at me.

      “Edward.”

      “Black Fang. This is my brother White Fang.” Both of them had color coordinated their outfits.

      “Don’t mind him. Thanks for the work.”

      “Those white pieces of clothing must be a pain to clean,” I said.

      “I will be switching them out once we leave. We just do this for the impression people get when they meet us,” White Fang explained.

      “Smart.”

      That was when our last two members arrived. An archer by the name of Frank and another melee fighter named Nathan, like Black Fang and White Fang. I explained the plan and how things would go. Basically they would all form a party while I killed things and processed them. They would make sure I don’t die at night or get swarmed by monsters.

      “It will take about three days to get to the swamp itself,” Black Fang said once we had set off.

      “What about other teams?” Nathan asked.

      “Ignore them and move away,” I explained.

      Nathan nodded and there were no more questions. We set off right away. I had thought about offering a bonus, but that could just lead to troubles with the guild and they were being paid well already.

      I had prepared for this trip quite extensively. The first goal was to see how effective increasing my level like this was. The second goal was to make money. Why do requests for other people, when I can submit my own requests? The ranking for the requests was mainly decided by the perceived difficulty.

      Escort jobs fell into the rank 2 category. The higher ranked stuff was a lot more troublesome. The jobs paid well, but they had difficult requirements, like investigating the deaths of certain people, or trying to find a plant with a specific type of property. The requests became more and more open ended the higher they were ranked.

      Also, the number of jobs quickly decreased as well. I had come to understand that the number of adventurers at each rank exponentially decreased. While I had run into rank 3 adventurers, they were uncommon. Since the higher ranks required a specific number of jobs, it was also a sign of competence in addition to individual power.

      I was fine with my current rank. There was no rush to do other quests. As we left Crathlaw I reached up to my shirt and fiddled with the platinum piece that registered me as a mage in Aurulian. I had debated if I should sell it or not, but held off. While insanely valuable, I needed the strength to hold onto the equipment I would purchase with it.

      “So where are you from?” Nathan asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “I grew up in Azalon, but I left there after the city was destroyed,” I replied.

      “Shame. Still, got a lot more adventurers coming up from the south. Taking a lot of jobs,” Nathan complained.

      “Jobs are jobs. I prefer having more people anyways. Safer,” Frank said.

      “Personal strength is what is important,” Black Fang jumped in.

      “The conversation was about where people are from. We are from a small village to the far South of Yorek,” White Fang said.

      “Then what are you doing all the way up here?” Nathan asked.

      “Work. The Jockel Swamp is a good place to get consistent work. Once you know the monsters that are out here, it is fairly easy to be alert enough,” White Fang said.

      “What is with your names? Siblings?” Frank asked.

      “Bah.” Black Fang waved a hand.

      “Ignore him. We are brothers. Our village has a lot of colorful names like ours. Red Fur, Hawk Eyes, names like that. Black Fang here wanted something better in our coming of age ceremony.”

      “I wanted Fierce Wind,” he complained.

      “Wait, you change your names?” I asked.

      “Before we make our first monster kill our parents name us. Before that everyone is referred to as first child of so and so,” White Fang explained.

      “Can’t you pick your own name?”

      “Doesn’t work like that. The parents decide with the approval of the village chief. While we had some input, some people just didn’t want to compromise.” White Fang looked at his brother.

      “You can always get a name change if you don’t like it. I have met people like that,” I said.

      “The name given is the honor of us and the village. To discard it, is to discard one’s heritage,” Black Fang said in a bored tone. It was clear that this concept had been hammered into him repeatedly.

      “I have thought about a name change in the past. I just could never decide something good. You know a powerful name is great, but then you have to live up to it or you get laughed at,” Nathan said.

      “What kind of names were you thinking of?” Frank asked.

      “The Undertaker, Shadow of the Neverborn, The One With No Name.”

      After listening to his ideas I just rolled my eyes. Those weren’t names, but over the top titles. Still, if a person had enough money and not enough common sense I could see people taking up names like those. I mean, there were people named X out there.

      “So, you an alchemist?” Black Fang asked me.

      “Um no, just someone looking to get materials and resell them. Don’t worry, I have done this before with other people down in Aurulian and have studied up for this trip,” I replied.

      “Well, the coin is good. Why do you want to be the primary person on point? Most people I know who collect stuff hang in the back,” Black Fang said.

      “I am also a mage and need to get some levels. So that is the other reason why I had the request worded the way it was,” I replied.

      “You look young. Good for you. Any type of mana we need to look out for?” Black Fang asked.

      “I may create an area of slowed space. I am going to demonstrate on you, alright?” I asked.

      “No harm to me?” Black Fang asked back.

      “I have used these skills on myself and others. It is a control type of mana.”

      “Fine, go ahead.”

      “Slow All.” Everyone began poking it and tested out the area.

      “Arrows will slow down. Can’t aim through it,” Frank commented.

      “Definitely a good skill,” Black Fang said once the effect ended. “Need to watch for the edges otherwise if we are caught it would be trouble. Or our weapons.”

      “At least the boundary is clearly defined,” White Fang said.

      “Well, having more capable people is never a bad thing,” Black Fang said.

      I was glad the people who had answered my job weren’t completely useless. Also the fact that if I died there would be no payout was another good motivator for them to keep me alive. While it wasn’t a guarantee, it was enough to make me feel safe in this group.

      I had chosen four people, so we could easily rotate who was keeping watch and have enough people to carry supplies as well as the alchemic monster parts. I had considered hiring porters, but the risk of people panicking and not being useful was too much. The Jockel Swamp might be many things, but one thing it definitely was, was dangerous.

      That was probably why so many people were interested in going to the swamp to try and get rich. There was still the possibility of finding a dungeon, but the fact everyone considered there to be one and no one had found it was not encouraging. Just finding a dungeon would be quite valuable. I had no thoughts about trying to get the dungeon core, that was a job for higher ranked individuals and large groups.

      “How bad are the kobolds? I ran into them when I came from the Aurulian side,” I asked.

      “So, so. They are there and move in hunting groups, but there have been a number of purges. Part of the reason they are showing up more to the north,” Nathan explained.

      “They aren’t that dangerous and their numbers don’t tend to be too large in the swamp,” Black Fang added.

      “Well, the guild always pays for proof of their death. So free money,” Nathan said.

      “Intelligent monsters are the worst. Give me a dumb monster running all over the place over anything that can hide behind a tree,” White Fang said.

      “Well you all seem to be quite experienced. I am glad. I was worried there would be issues,” I said.

      “I have had idiot teammates in the past. Definitely the worst,” Frank said.

      “Oh, tell us,” White Fang suggested.

      “Well, it was a clearing expedition into the Gonteru Forest, to get rid of any elves. Nasty buggers. There was a fire mage of course.”

      “Of course,” we all said except for Nathan.

      “Elves attack and the fire mage just unleashes his mana all over the place. Fire mana is great for starting fires, but actually killing things and not killing yourself, not that great. A couple of elves are lit on fire and they rush our fighters. Of course, people panic and it becomes utter chaos.

      “Then the fire mage starts sending fire mana everywhere. The entire supply wagon for the expedition went up, both horses burned, and half the tents. That was when the forest itself caught on fire and we all had to run. The fire mage didn’t increase his Endurance and no one really wanted to help him. He burned up as well.”

      “That was three years ago?” Black Fang asked.

      “Yeah, you heard about it?” Frank asked.

      “That is was an epic disaster while at the same time being an epic success. The elves were driven back, but a lot of the team died.”

      “Idiot teammates. You get points for sharing your skill with us. Anything else we need to worry about?” Frank asked me.

      “Nothing that will impact you or spread out. All my other mana skills are target based and won’t spread,” I explained.

      “Good, nothing worse than an idiot teammate,” Frank muttered.
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      I let out a short sigh. I had only made twenty silver from the trip. A net loss of twenty eight silver. While that was frustrating, my soul was soothed by the fact I had reached level 23. I had increased my Wisdom to 133 and my mana cap was now at 750. It was a decent reward for the long month I had spent in the swamp.

      “Eat, eat, you must be starving,” my mother said.

      “Thanks.” I had some more stew.

      “Well, I have good news. There was a direct commission to write up a brand new skill book for the Baron to pass onto his descendants,” my father said.

      “How much?” I asked and saw Rothgar smiling.

      “Twenty gold, wants full illustrations as well. Rothgar will handle the transcribing and I will be doing the illuminations in the skill book,” my father said. “Also, we got a portion as an upfront payment. Here.” He pulled out a large pouch and put it on the table in front of Galric. “One hundred silver coins, so you can get work in the Merchant Guild.”

      “Thank you father, brother, thank you.” Galric bowed and then put away the money pouch.

      “I am so happy for you dear. I can finally relax a bit.” My mother smiled.

      “It is indeed good news. But quality triumphs eventually. I still think my plan with the nautical maps will work though.”

      “Of course it will. But this will give us some breathing room,” my mother said.

      “Nautical maps?” I asked my father.

      “Well, back in Azalon, we handled basic land maps and the Rusty Quill handled nautical maps. Nautical maps are a bit more tricky to get right, but the principles are the same. The hard part has been getting ship captains to share information. Rothgar was the one really taking the lead. The idea was to get a high quality composite nautical map and sell them,” my father explained.

      “It is exhausting since there are no good landmarks and distance is measured by travel time. With the weather and currents, that can change quite a bit. Then there is the coast itself and getting the details as correct as possible. It still is not a bad idea.” My brother then turned to look at my father.

      “Going out on a ship to make a map along a trade route is very dangerous. It won’t be a simple task either. You will need to go on multiple trade routes to get a map,” my father said.

      “Long term is the best way to make money,” my brother said.

      “Until someone copies said map. Aren’t you already copying nautical maps and sorting out what is right?” my father asked.

      “I am, but I was thinking to travel a bit.” I looked at Hilda and she did not appear happy.

      “You are married now and will be taking over from me. Unless you want Galric to take over?” my father asked.

      There was a long period of silence.

      “No. I am just…frustrated. It is a struggle to earn money here in Crathlaw,” Rothgar said.

      “Cheer up, I will be gone soon, and our wandering brother will wander off again. Your kids can take over the room,” Galric said with a grin. Rothgar blushed a bit.

      “Stop teasing your brother. Edward, how long are you planning on staying?” my mother asked.

      “Not that long. I plan to take a caravan and look for some simple requests. Probably be gone for half a year,” I replied.

      “I worry about all of you so much. I…” my mother said. I could tell she was still upset about Clarissa’s death.

      “Well you have two grandchildren to teach runes to. You hear that, you better work really hard,” I said to the two kids.

      “Yes ‘nuncle,” Greg said.

      I smiled at that. At least they were well behaved.

      “So who is going to man the front?” I asked.

      “I will. I talked it over with Rothgar. Business is slow enough, so I can keep an eye on them and have them learn their letters and numbers,” Hilda said.

      “Going to use Basic Principles of Knowledge?” I asked Rothgar.

      “Yes, I saved our copy. It is worn though,” Rothgar said.

      “Once they learn, you can make your kids copy it. I know I had to. Whatever happened to that copy?” I asked.

      “Sold to another family to teach their children,” Father said. “Might be worthwhile to do that here.”

      “I suppose. After the commission though,” Rothgar said.

      “A good idea. What is that racket?” father asked and stood up.

      I heard shouting outside too and quickly went to the front of Illumination. A lot of people were shouting and it was hard to make out.

      “What is going on?” I pulled someone over.

      “The Kingdom of Aurulian is gone. The capital fell.”

      I let the man go and stumbled back. I went back inside.

      “What is it?” my father asked.

      I explained to him and the rest of my family what was just announced. It was massive news. I sat at the table in quiet contemplation as I considered what I had heard. The rest of the family cleared things up and only my mother was left.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “Just troubled. Pointless worries,” I explained.

      “Well, if you are worrying about them they are not pointless.”

      “This place will definitely become a major hub, but there will be trouble. Life can be exhausting sometimes,” I complained.

      “Wait until you have children. I have started finding white hair on my head. I am blaming all my kids for that,” she said with a soft smile.

      I never noticed it until now, but my mother was starting to look old. There were lines on her face and there were some gray strands in her hair.

      “Sorry about all that.”

      “Don’t. You were and still are someone that I can be proud of,” my mother said.

      “I’m going to sleep. Thanks.” I left the table and went up to bed.
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        * * *

      

      “Done,” I said to Blood Hawk.

      “Efficient as ever. Your pay.” He handed me a gold coin. “Interested in the others or taking another break?”

      “Taking a break.”

      “That is fine, just don’t spend it all in one place,” Blood Hawk said. I nodded and left the tavern.

      I made my way to the dock. I had already said my goodbyes to my family. Even though I loved them, I could only stay around for so long. I soon found the ship I was looking for.

      “Is this the Blue Maiden?” I asked the quartermaster sitting out front of the ship. He looked up from his desk and at me.

      “Yes. What do you want?”

      “Passage north.”

      “Not going that far.”

      “Just want to get past the causeway.” With the large movement of the army, an elevated causeway had been constructed through the desolate area by some mages. Even with the improved road, the preferred method of shipping and transport was by ship.

      “Don’t look like a sailor, passenger then?”

      “Yes. Just myself.”

      “Twenty silver.” I could only shake my head at how different the price was compared to when we were fleeing Azalon. I handed over the money.

      “Alright, get onboard. We are leaving at high tide this afternoon. Fish Eyes, show our guest to his bunk.”

      A man with slightly large eyes came over and led me to my bunk. Two meals a day and I was allowed up on deck or at my bunk. No causing problems.

      The trip would only take about three days. I had chosen a ship since it was faster than walking. I had a couple of reasons for this trip. The first was to return the platinum piece I had received when I registered as a mage. It didn’t have anything to do with kindness, but the fact I suspected it was enchanted.

      If I sold the small platinum plate, then there could be trouble. I wanted to avoid having an angry magnus after me. That was a good way to end up dead. The second reason was to try and recover the money I had stored in the capital. It wasn’t that much, but a part of me was aggravated that I had money just sitting there.

      The final reason for this trip was to make some money. Goldtown was probably completely empty and so too the surrounding area. I just needed to head back there and loot the place. There was a chance that people had gone there after the Lich was defeated, but there was a chance they didn’t. If I could get a chest of gold, that would set me up for life.

      There was risk, a lot of risk. But I was fairly confident. There was also the thought in the back of my head I could find my old friends and people I knew. I didn’t dare voice that hope out loud. In my mind everyone was dead, but my heart was saying otherwise.

      I felt the ship leave the dock and went up top. The motion made me feel a bit ill, but it wasn’t that bad thankfully. I had heard some horror stories. The air was fresh and salty. I smiled as I went to the front of the ship. I knew there were ship terms, but I couldn’t really care. The front was the front.

      I made sure to stay out of the way of the crew while I looked at the endless waves and Crathlaw off to the side. It was invigorating to feel this sense of freedom. Now I knew why there were so many people on these deathtraps that were called ships.

      It made me wonder what would happen to the ship if I cast Slow All in front of it? When something impacted the sphere, it would slow down the entire object, whether it was a weapon or a person. I had tried it out on the wagon and only certain portions were impacted. The wheels and carriage were treated as separate objects.

      I guessed that was due to the wheels being able to move separately. Still, I had never tested the skill on something as large as a ship. “Slow All.” I used the spell way off to the side with the top portion at the bottom of a wave. It was a weird effect as water went through the space as individual droplets. A small bubble looking at what the wave had previously been.

      Another wave hit the sphere and the water was compacted. When the effect ended the water collapsed into the ocean all at once. I could put the effect in front of a ship and create a lot of trouble. Or the rigging, which would rip the sails and ropes. Slow All was much better at stopping ships than fighting people or monsters I realized, and I smiled.

      “Was that you?” one of the crew asked.

      “Yes, just wanted to test some mana in the ocean and away from the ship,” I said.

      The crew member bowed and rushed off. I stayed at the front of the ship and closed my eyes. This was the way to travel. No bumpy roads, no smelly horses, no monsters that might snack on me.

      Eventually I got a bit tired and went to my bunk to mediate. I paused and looked at the hanging sheet that swayed with the ship. A clever idea. I lay in my bunk and meditated quietly.

      “Hey!” I felt someone shake me and opened my eyes. “Needed up top,” the crew member said.

      “Alright.” I took a moment to put on my boots and rub my face. I then made my way onto the deck of the ship. I was taken to the quartermaster and the captain who was steering the ship.

      “What is it?” I asked. It was very early morning. So early the sun wasn’t even showing.

      “Pirates. We need your help.” The quartermaster pointed at a ship following us. I could barely make it out in the darkness.

      “Forty silver,” I said.

      “Forty, you have to be out of—”

      “That is fine. But they need to be stopped,” the captain said.

      “You can’t be serious. He—”

      “Is a mage, isn’t that right?” the captain asked me.

      “Yes, it is right.”

      “Can you stop them from here?” he asked.

      “They need to be with bow range,” I replied.

      “Then you have a while. They are catching up, but slowly.”

      “Damn Aurulian pirates. They should all die,” the quartermaster cursed.

      “Aurulian?” I asked.

      “When the Kingdom fell, the navy didn’t just disappear. A lot have become pirates and their favorite target are ships from Yorek,” the quartermaster explained.

      I waited by looking back towards the ship pursuing us. The sun slowly started rising and I could clearly make out the other ship. They closed within bow range. “Slow All. Slow All.” I used the ability twice.

      One slow sphere was at the waterline, while the other was up in the air near their sails and rigging. The effects were dramatic. The entire ship lurched and I could hear the groans and the cracking wood as the entire ship seemed to twist. Sails and rigging were ripped apart and one sailor was caught falling in the slow sphere.

      “Bolt. Bolt.” The volatile mana struck the front of the ship and small fires started. I could see everyone on the ship panicking. The ship twisted some more and then the slow sphere disappeared. The ship tried to untwist, but there was too much stress. One of the masts broke and then fell on top of the ship.

      “I think I earned my pay,” I said.

      “More than earned it. Thank you,” the captain said.

      “Thanks,” the quartermaster added.

      I was getting looks from the crew members. I made my way back to my bunk to mediate. I had used up a lot of my mana and needed to recover it. It made me feel vulnerable when I didn’t have mana.

      I guess I could consider myself a ship killer. It had been a good thing that there weren’t two ships. Well, I did go overboard on the ship I targeted, but I didn’t want a melee fight. I had no doubt that in a straight up fight against people with some levels, I would struggle.

      Still, this made me think. Living on a ship and sailing around had a certain appeal. I was traveling without the headache of carrying stuff and the motion of the ship was relaxing. Now that I was thinking about it, I should have used Stop on the mast. It would have used less mana and the ship would have shattered apart.

      Well, I didn’t want to kill everyone on the other ship. While I didn’t mind people coming after me, this felt different somehow. Maybe it was because they were Aurulian also and part of the navy. It felt more impersonal in a way.
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        * * *

      

      I looked at the former capital and winced. The once proud walls were broken and crumbling, buildings behind those walls were burnt, and the stench of death lingered.

      “Hey there, I could use a sword,” a worn down looking man said to me.

      “Bolt.” He let out a scream and collapsed. I made my way forwards. The Adventurers Guild was burnt out and the money tower was shattered and empty. All that money, gone. That was annoying. Still, someone was probably laughing about how much gold they had stolen.

      I made my way to the Mages Guild and stopped. The only way to describe what I saw would be to say the very air itself was breaking like a piece of glass. I walked around and the space was twisted. I tossed a rock at one of these cracks and it was ripped apart. Even when I walked around the building and looked at different angles, it was hard to say where the cracks in the air ended and started.

      I had a good idea of their general position, but I wasn’t about to risk my life to investigate a bit more. The fact there were a number of skeletons littering the ground only confirmed how dangerous those cracks were.

      I was accosted twice more, hitting the lost souls with a Bolt. The nearest I could tell was that the entire city had been stripped of everything valuable and people had run and fought. There was a lot of fighting as there was a pile of bones for nearly every building I passed by. I checked a few buildings, but there was nothing worth my time. The entire city was deserted.

      I made my way to the King’s palace and saw a large number of run down looking guards and other bandit looking characters. I turned right around and left. It was clear that some force had occupied the palace and I didn’t want any trouble from a large group.

      I left quietly and made my way out of the ruined city. With the boats gone and the farmlands ruined, there was no food. Without food people would struggle to survive. The palace probably contained remnants of the city held together by a notion of duty and survival.

      Shaking my head at that, I could only think how some people would prefer to be a ruler over pile of rubble, rather than living peacefully elsewhere. Still, this meant I had nothing more to concern myself about the capital.

      Wait, I paused and thought for a moment. I made my way to a couple of the scribing shops, but they had already been cleaned out or burned. I checked the library, but that was burned out as well. I could only shake my head and finally leave this place behind.

      Yorek wasn’t that far away with their army, but they were struggling with all the bandits, monsters, and refugees. They were nibbling away at the land, but had held off on another big push after the initial one.

      They could honestly want the entire region to fall into a wilderness while securing their own borders. The constant death of kobolds in the Jockel Swamp had pushed them north. That might be the case all over. Sure, there was some infrastructure, but it would be a money pit. Yorek had been charging the refugees heavily, or putting them to work on the far side of the desolate area.

      Crathlaw really would become a hub in the future as the first major city in the main part of Yorek that connected to their newly acquired territories. The elevated causeway would be incredibly easy to defend and stop hordes of people entering Yorek proper.

      I could only thank my foresight by having my family get out of Aurulian before it all crumbled. “That is far enough.” A group of twenty people emerged from nearby buildings.

      “Don’t, or I will kill all of you,” I said as I looked around at the half starved people.

      “We are the soldiers of this land, you need to pay protection to pass through.”

      I wanted to slam my head on one of the half ruined buildings. Why did bandits have to be so round about? If they were really soldiers or guards, they would just ask for the money

      “Bolt.” I blasted the leader and they all scattered. I just shook my head and left the ruined city.

      At least the nice part about all the people being dead or running away, was that as long as I could clear out a farmhouse or barn, I would have a place to sleep. I hesitated on my next destination. After a bit of thinking I made my way towards Azalon.

      There were a number of goblins and kobolds that I ran across, but nothing I had trouble with. I reached the tower we had escaped too before and climbed up it, killing the goblins hiding inside. At the top I looked at the crater in the distance. I could see one part that had the exposed sewers since most of the city had collapsed into the ocean.

      I spent the night on top of the tower and then made my way to the crater the next day. I looked around and there was nothing worthwhile. Just bones and the stench of death. Even the trees and plants nearby had withered. Whatever type of mana that explosion had been, it was powerful. Very powerful.

      I didn’t spot any people and began making my way towards Goldtown. The monsters were weak at least. When I had killed goblins before, there was a clear hierarchy based on their equipment. All these goblins were the lowest tier. Clubs and the occasional piece of metal pretending to be a sword.

      Leaving Azalon, I felt a bit of my soul have a bit of closure and peace. That chapter of my life was over. I was starting a new chapter now.

      I spotted a group of three people on the road in front of me sitting on some boulders. I paused, and they could clearly see me but didn’t get up. I made my way forward.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “Hey, adventurer?” one of them asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “Yorek or Aurulian?” another man asked.

      “Both actually.” I was curious to see what they would do. I saw them all turn their heads and look at each other. The first man that had spoken then looked at me.

      “Well, if you were an Aurulian adventurer you should have some proof?”

      “My plate.” I pulled it out and held it up and they all seemed to relax. “Problem?” I asked.

      “Just trouble with Yorek adventurers. Nothing that serious, but there are conflicts.”

      “Why?”

      “Same reason you are out here. All the free loot.”

      “Still seems strange you are just sitting around then,” I replied.

      “Just keeping an eye out for those Yorek bastards.”

      “Alright. Well, I am off then,” I said and left the group.

      It was an odd encounter and they were clearly up to something. They weren’t bandits or trying to rob me, so I wasn’t that concerned. At the next farmhouse I stopped at, I heavily barricaded the door and only window. I then slept in the damp root cellar.

      Nothing happened during the night, but I had to use Cleanse on myself the next morning. Some of the dust had gotten in my chest during the night. No one attacked during the night, which was a good thing in my mind.

      I left the farmhouse and continued on my way to Goldtown. I saw more ruined towns and villages, but there was nothing valuable enough for me to carry. Sure, metal pots and pans had value, but the weight to value ratio was not in my favor. Now, if they were gold pots and pans, I would surely agree.

      The walk on the road near the forest was nerve wracking, but I did not see any elves. They were probably celebrating how all the humans had been killed off or dealing with other monsters. Now that I considered the situation, the Lich might have killed them all when he left Goldtown. The destruction I had seen from Azalon to Goldtown was nothing light. Even after all this time there were still large portions of the ground that had been ripped up.

      When I reached Goldtown I paused. There were undead standing guard outside the main entrance. That was interesting, time to poke them and see if anything came out. “Bolt.” One of the undead collapsed to the ground, but the rest just stood there. “Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.” Three more were killed for a second time, but no response.

      There were only two more left and I made my way over. That was when they reacted and began to rush at me with their swords in hand. “Bolt. Bolt.” Two more animated corpses were unanimated. I poked around the ruins, but there was nothing. Poking around the mines didn’t yield anything either since the entrances were collapsed. There were undead scattered about, but they only reacted when I got close. I had enough mana that they were easy enough to deal with.

      The following day I left and kept going west. I planned to cross the mountains to the Principality of Etna. At least that was what the place was called on the maps I had looked at. The road up the mountains was slow, but not overly dangerous. It was warm enough that snow wasn’t a problem. I reached the pass and came to a fortress.

      “Halt!” I paused and saw guards on the wall above the closed gate. I came to a stop. “State your business.”

      “I am an adventurer traveling around. I used to live in Azalon, so I came to see what happened. I am looking to pass through.” I had no need to hide.

      “All foreigners are not allowed to enter. The borders of the Principality are closed.”

      “Then can I trade with the fort here for food?” I asked. They took a while discussing amongst themselves.

      “Alright, you try anything…”

      “I just want to trade money for food and then I will turn around,” I replied.

      The jerky and stale bread were a bit pricey, but not enough to make me cry. I turned right around and left. It was disappointing to be turned away, but I had always heard the Principality was hostile to outsiders.
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        * * *

      

      “Adventurer, proof?” the guard asked. I held up my Yorek adventurer plate. “Alright, you can pass.” I went through the gate and began walking along the causeway.

      Yorek had created a border area. On one side were a large number of refugees who were put to work to clear the land, plant crops, in exchange for food and protection. On the other side were the desolate and impoverished, fighting against Yorek, monsters, and everyone.

      I had stumbled on a Yorek patrol and helped them out. That got me into the inner refugee area. I then got through the newly built fort and began walking along the causeway. It was an elevated piece of stone with small arches to let water pass through and grooves on top so it was not slippery.

      “Hey!” I called out to a cart. “Mind if I get a ride?”

      “Hop on up. Name’s John.”

      “Edward.” I hopped up on the front bench next to John.

      “Good to have some company. All I do is go back and forth delivering supplies. You?”

      “Adventurer. Wandered around Aurulian quite a bit, but there is nothing left. Just ruined buildings, bandits, and monsters.”

      “A shame, but that is life for you. Ups and downs.”

      “What are you bringing back?” I asked.

      “Mostly metal that has been scavenged. Going to be remelted. No blacksmiths northside.”

      “Why?”

      “Keeping everyone pacified. Place is a mess. Already three riots, six assassinations, and a single time they tried to storm the causeway. The gravesites are massive.” I blanched a bit at that.

      “That many people?”

      “Not enough food. Even with what Yorek is shipping in, people don’t have money to pay for it. Yorek isn’t rich enough to pay to support everyone. So the useless people get kicked out and the hard workers kept.”

      “The refugees on the other side of the defensive line.”

      “Exactly. At first they let everyone in, now they are kicking people out. No one is allowed back.”

      “The defensive line has to be massive then.”

      “Not really. Anyone with the power or wits to sneak in, wouldn’t get kicked out in the first place. Also, sneaking in and not getting caught is a sign that they are capable. The Kingdom of Yorek prides itself on unrelenting strength you know.”

      “Strength is never a bad thing.”

      “Still, that is a lot of people.”

      “Then they shouldn’t make trouble. If the army hadn’t moved in, they would have all died on in the desolate area here. It is all about managing the problem and keeping the refugees at arms length.”

      I wondered what he would think if I told him I was a refugee, one of the first to escape Aurulian and that my family and I had crossed this desolate strip of land. It was comforting to know that the Kingdom of Yorek wasn’t run by idiots.

      Letting a bunch of refugees over the border would lead to revolts, banditry, and riots as people struggled to get food to eat. It was smart to keep the problem contained in a single location. With the natural barriers Yorek could take its time and slowly integrate the Aurulian citizens. The new land meant new opportunities for the nobles.

      As for all the currently unclaimed land, the nobles were probably waiting until the situation with the refugees settled down a bit more. To resettle an area wasn’t a small matter and would require a huge investment. Still, there was no doubt in my mind that some second or third sons would seize this opportunity.

      “How is Crathlaw doing, I have family there.”

      “Oh, well good on them. The place is booming. The Baron even commissioned a number of Aurulian architects to build a sewer system. About time I tell you. That place stinks. Still, the baron is hoping to upgrade his status in the nobility.”

      “Sounds expensive and bothersome.”

      “True, but not our concern. At least I know I will have a job as a porter for a long time. Might even think about retiring.”

      “This job pays that well?” I asked.

      “Food and shelter are provided. Other than that it involves driving back and forth. There is enough patrols and traffic on the causeway that no one is bothering to form a caravan.”

      “So you just get to Crathlaw and unload?” I asked.

      “Swap carts and head out again. A couple of carts are left so the horses can get some rest and the carts repaired. We are shipping food and farming equipment in, and taking everything else back to Yorek.”

      “That sounds complex.”

      “A bit, but tell me, you must have seen some exciting things in Aurulian.”

      “Goblins and kobolds for the most part.” I then told John about all the walking I did, with nothing to show for it.

      “Life sure can be rough. Just lucky nothing happened in Yorek. I swear the place is one disaster away from collapse sometimes.”

      “Really? The kingdom seems well managed.”

      “It is, but you know how the King is chosen. We always seem to be teetering on the edge.” John shook his head.

      Ah, it finally came to me. Yorek was partially hereditary, but the nobles voted on the heir to support. It was a way to limit bad kings from taking the throne. The problem was that there was only one heir this time and while he wasn’t useless, he had no achievements to his name, which I had forgotten.

      “I am sure it will be fine. Even if the heir will be a placeholder, that isn’t a bad thing. No wars, let people develop in peace. Plus there is all this to deal with.” I waved my hand.

      “Hmm, that is true. Still, I am worried. You know?”

      “Why don’t we—”

      The cause way suddenly tilted and the horse panicked. I looked around and felt a bit of fear in my heart. It was a Leviathan from the ocean and it had impacted the causeway a short distance behind us. It had risen up in pain, towering over the desolate silt landscape. Its eyes were a deep orange which contrasted against its blue and silver body.

      This monster was out of my league. It was the kind of thing the Adventurers Guild would send a rank 5 to deal with. The cart quickly took off as John managed to get the horse moving in the right direction. The Leviathan turned its head towards us.

      The water began surging upwards. I saw the Leviathan’s tail begin to rise up out of the water. Shit! I let myself fall backwards into the carriage. “STOP!” The tail impacted the causeway, which was ripped to shreds and then the cart. “STOP!” I used the skill again before water and blood washed over me.

      The Leviathan’s tail had impacted the cart and blood began pouring out everywhere. A stopped object was protected from movement. I got slammed around the bottom of the cart but lost my grip on my sword. Thankfully, the water and blood receded and I burst my head upwards and gasped for air. The Leviathan was thrashing around.

      “Ahhh!” I let out a yell as the carriage, which was all that was left of the cart, fell onto the surging water below. The Leviathan turned its head towards me. It began to lift its body up to crush me. I began grabbing pieces of wood that were floating nearby and pieces of metal in the bottom of the carriage.

      I tossed them up. “Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop!” I was able to use the ability five times before the Leviathan sent its body crashing downwards. It impacted the stopped objects and got stuck in the air. I quickly leapt off the carriage and started swimming away.

      The Leviathan was freed and slammed down into the water where I had been and a large wave pushed me away from the giant monster. Blood was pouring out of its body and its eyes had lost their light. It took me about a minute to swim and reach the part of the causeway that hadn’t been wrecked. I got out of the water and looked back.

      The Leviathan was still trashing around. The stopped objects must have gotten stopped in its body. Then, when they were released, they were still in there. Gouts of blood poured out of the monster’s body into the water below. It was shaking and trying to roar in rage, but blood just kept pouring out of its mouth.

      “Bolt! Bolt! Bolt!” I struck the large monster three times, hitting its head. It turned towards me and lunged. “Stop! Stop! Stop!” I managed to get three pieces of stopped rubble in front of me. The Leviathan slammed into them with its head. More blood and bits of organs rushed out as it got stuck. It began to thrash about even more and I retreated.

      The ground finally stopped shaking and I looked back. It had stopped moving. “Bolt!” The monster didn’t move. “Observe.” No information appeared, which meant it really was dead. I collapsed down on my rear on the causeway and let out a breath. I was alive.

      My entire body felt sore and bruised. “Heal. Cleanse. Heal.” I let out a sigh as my injuries faded away. I used cleanse, since I didn’t trust the blood and I definitely swallowed some. I was not about to turn into a part monster.

      I got up and looked around. Well, the causeway was completely wrecked and there was a massive Leviathan corpse in the way now as well. I took a seat on the side of the causeway and looked out into the ocean. “Status.”
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      I almost choked. Ten levels. From level 25 to 35 in an instant. I had been killing the wrong monsters. I looked back at the Leviathan. It made sense, but this was insane. Before I could second guess myself, I put all the points into Wisdom, bringing it to 193 and giving me a maximum of 1,060 mana. I had more than a thousand mana.

      I pulled out the platinum plate, but nothing happened. The old magnus was gone and the plate was just a valuable piece of metal now. I put it away and looked at my skills.
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      I was shocked. Chant of Time had reached Advanced 2. “Haste All.” A glowing wave rushed forward. So not a sphere unlike Slow All. It was unfortunate I didn’t have the chant, but I had slowly become disenchanted from figuring out new chants.

      It was time consuming and while I would like to unravel the mystery, there were just too many combinations. Still, that didn’t matter. I would be considered an expert now. I had an Advanced skill. I couldn’t help but smile as I thought back to when I left home with huge dreams when I was twelve.

      More than four years later, I had become an expert. “I should kill more Leviathans,” I muttered while still grinning. Words had a hard time describing how happy I was at the moment. This was the path forward. Just kill supersized monsters and the levels will pour in.

      If I was on a ship, it would be difficult to get this lucky. The monster could attack from below and it would be very hard to deal with. Perhaps a large shield with metals bars I can throw around. I would have to completely rethink how I fought. I glanced at the massive corpse.

      This kind of monster was also rare. A thing of legends and myths. Told in hushed fearful tones in a tavern or boasted about loudly with everyone laughing. I had two options, stay and claim credit and some reward, or leave.

      That wasn’t even a real question. Of course I was going to stay. I was glad I had been smart enough to pay the fee to register as a mage in Yorek and was with the Adventurers Guild. This hadn’t been an assigned job, but I would take half. Quarter to Yorek and a quarter to the guild.

      This was the kind of thing I dreamed about as a child. Becoming strong, slaying monsters. The stuff of legends. It was accepted that to reach level 100 a person had to get at least three levels a year. That way they would have about a decade as a top ranked master.

      Two levels a year meant a strong expert, but that was it. A single level a year meant a weak expert. Counting from the age of twelve, I had gained about eight levels per year. I doubted I could keep up the pace, but even then I was so far ahead of everyone else my age it was insane.

      I thought about the friends I had started off with. I was probably the only one left alive. Still, I was alive and I was strong. Maybe not strong, but I had a lot of mana. I just needed two more levels to push my Wisdom past 200. I had considered investing into other areas, but was hesitant. I could only imagine what I would get if I crossed the 1,000 threshold.

      That kind of dream didn’t seem so out of reach. I thought back onto something my favorite philosopher Phillius had written.

      “Greatness comes from the unknown. No king, no hero, no magnus was born great. They seized the greatness that came before them.” It was a fitting quote and then I thought of another. “For every hero that is born, a hundred more perish under the fangs of wicked monsters.”

      I looked out over the ocean. “John, I didn’t know you for long, but…you were kind and had a warm presence.” I shivered a bit despite the air being quite warm and humid.
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      “You killed that?” the general asked as I sipped the warm tea I had been given. The army had shown up and I was soon at a table that had been set up being served tea near the end of the broken causeway, looking at the corpse of the Leviathan.

      “Yes. I am a mage and used the mana of time to slay the monster,” I replied. He gave me another look.

      “By right of conquest the beast is yours.” He paused after that.

      “If your men can harvest the parts and sell them, I would be willing to take only half with a tenth to the guild and four tenths to Yorek,” I said.

      “Acceptable, let me get a scribe to draw up a contract.”

      I could only smile a bit at that. We kept things simple and both of us signed with a soldier and a merchant that had come by, both as witnesses. After that, the general pulled up a chair and sat with me as his men got to work.

      “You don’t sound like you are from Yorek,” he said casually.

      “My family and I were some of the first to flee after the disaster in Azalon. They are working as Scribes in Crathlaw.”

      “The Illumination?” I smiled at that.

      “Yes, my father owns the business.”

      “They do decent work. Pricey but decent.”

      “I won’t argue with that.” I sipped the tea.

      “With your background and the money from that,” he waved at the monster, “you could request a title of nobility from the King.”

      My mind raced. He wanted an ally most likely. Someone from Aurulian to manage the conquered lands, but my family was in Yorek, meaning I wouldn’t betray them.

      “If I had to guess, that thing is worth about ten platinum. How much is a title?” I asked, more for curiosity than anything else. One couldn’t just buy a title, but slaying a massive monster like this was enough to warrant some consideration.

      “At least two, probably three.” The general sipped his tea and I almost died on the spot. That was so much money. Yorek was already getting a massive cut. “You might not know this but being nobility grants a title, which is quite useful.”

      “Do I need to hold land?”

      “Most nobles do, unless they are fallen. Otherwise, it is difficult for one’s children to inherit. A piece of land provides stability and a place to train.”

      Training was expensive.

      “I would be interested, maybe. It is a lot to take in. I always figured I would be an adventurer for life,” I replied.

      “Most nobility got its start as rank 5 adventurers.”

      “That makes sense, but wouldn’t the land run out?”

      “Indeed, but you would be surprised at how many nobles die, or are forced to give up their titles in exchange for money. For nobles to stay in power they have to maintain their strength.”

      “That seems different than what I saw in Aurulian.”

      “They grant temporary titles and declare them knights. A person with a title of Sir is someone that is powerful. Normally it is attached to levels, but sometimes there are exceptions. Not a bad system, but three or four descendants down, the prestige is all but gone. Here in Yorek, as long as your family is strong they can stay in power.”

      The logic seemed to be a bit off, but I wasn’t about to argue with the general. “Nobility.” I looked up at the sky.

      “It is up to you. Some people prefer to be free spirits.”

      “It is tempting, but I would prefer to spend my money on enchanted equipment. I am too young for all of that, no matter how tempting.”

      “Not many people would turn something like this down.”

      “I am good at killing monsters. Dealing with titles, nobility, and politics sounds good, but it is a trap for someone like me. I know myself well enough to know that I would be incredibly unhappy if I was a noble. I wouldn’t be able to travel, or do what I want when I want.”

      “That is fair. At least you know that now. It isn’t something easily backed out of once you made the commitment.”

      “I appreciate the offer, I really do, but it just…”

      “You don’t need to say any more. Let me guess Charisma is very low.” The general smiled at me like an old grandfather picking on an excited kid.

      “Yes.”

      “Then double points for you. Charisma is subtle, but it helps deal with political stuff and understanding people.”

      “I’m surprised you are telling me.”

      “If you ever change your mind it is something to consider. So, enchanted items. Well, I can provide you an introduction to an enchanter, for a favor of course.”

      I wanted to yell at him that this giant monster isn’t a big enough favor. This was why I didn’t want to become a noble. I gave the general a nod as I sipped more tea.

      “I have a son. He is turning twelve in a month. I would like you to take him as an apprentice.”

      Now that was an interesting request. His name was General Harond Galpahne, a Baron further to the west where the mountain range lay.

      “An apprentice means training someone in the skills I know. The skills I know are ones I created and developed on my own and are worth far more than an introduction. Or am I confused in some way?”

      “I guess apprenticeship is the wrong word, a squire then or traveling companion. I could train him up in the army, but there is only so far you can get and only so many monsters you can kill,” the general explained.

      “Very well. I was thinking about another trip into the Jockel Swamp.”

      “Two years, ten levels at least.”

      “For an introduction?”

      “Only nobles can buy enchanted gear. Since you don’t want to be a noble that means a favor. One of the minor benefits.” I wanted to curse at this man right now. “Also, enchanted equipment is in high demand. It is especially a top tier item. Any idiot can make a copper ring, but a gold or platinum piece, that requires a senior or a master level enchanter.”

      “Let me guess, they are heavily protected in the capital.”

      “Exactly. I am surprised you don’t have any minor items.”

      “Even those are expensive, and until recently I don’t have the spare funds. A copper ring costs a gold. A gold ring costs a platinum. A platinum ring costs a soul. Isn’t that how the saying goes?”

      “Indeed. I am surprised you are as poor as that to not get anything.”

      “There is another effect of equipment, it slows down natural stat point gain. It isn’t commonly known, but something I read about.”

      “Really? I never knew that. I was thinking about giving my son a full set of gear.”

      “The downside is that not having gear means it is easier to die. Being an adventurer, means taking your life into your own hands. I might be strong, but my traveling companion died against that Leviathan.”

      “I understand. If my son perishes and you live, I expect you to explain yourself.”

      “I can accept that. Will I need a second favor if I ever want to buy more enchanted equipment?” I asked.

      “Not if my son returns alive and well.” I sipped my tea and then held out my cup. A servant refilled it. I might not be a noble, but I would enjoy this treatment while it lasted.

      “So will you be going with me to the capital?” I asked.

      “Yes. While there are alchemic shops in Crathlaw, all the true masters congregate in the capital. The goods will need to be escorted and an account given to the King and his advisors.”

      “Really? I thought they would just take the money and smile.”

      “A monster this large on a key route is a massive threat. We will need more mages specialized in rock mana to strengthen the causeway, which means taking them away from other projects. I can make that decision, but having the King make it is more politically astute.”

      “Ah, never make a decision if you can help it. I see you have read Phillius.”

      “Hmm, one of the only books my father made me read. The wisdom from the philosopher is not be underestimated, even for nobility.”

      “How long will we be staying in Crathlaw?” I asked.

      “Just a day at most, why?”

      “I will need to sort things out with my family. I am worried they may be targeted.”

      “Ah, then that is no problem. Any troubles you need help with?”

      “No. Just need to make sure there are no misunderstandings,” I replied.
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        * * *

      

      “My family, I don’t want trouble,” I said to Blood Hawk.

      “Troublesome. Very troublesome.” He closed his eyes as I stared at him from across the table in his tavern. He opened his eyes, which were brown, but appeared to have a red tint to them.

      “I will spread rumors that the nobility is watching the situation closely. It has the benefit of being true. I will also have my men patrol more in that area of town.”

      “Thank you.”

      “This will cost you.” I just stared at him. “Five gold.”

      “I could hire guards myself at that price.”

      “But you have to know their loyalty and they won’t have backup.”

      “How long will the protection last?”

      “As long as I am alive, which I hope is a long time.”

      “Alright, here.” I handed over the gold right away.

      I had already been paid for the share sold in Crathlaw. The general intended to hold to our agreement, which I greatly appreciated. It also helped I was giving so much of the profit away. The more people involved, the harder it would be more for any single group to steal from me. That was one reason I had money sent to the guild as well. It had been smaller than I had initially thought since it was the army that had shown up and were going to take charge of the processing and selling of the monster.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t let any problems happen. I don’t want you showing up in the middle of the night, Serpent Slayer,” Blood Hawk said. I gave him a nod and left. I went home.

      “Is it true?” Hilda asked me as I entered Illumination.

      “That I am the best out of us brothers. Yes,” I replied.

      “Silly, you killed a Leviathan?”

      “Yes, it is true.” She let out a gasp. “I will tell the story over dinner. I just want to sit for a bit.”

      “Your parents and Rothgar are working.”

      “The kids?” I asked.

      “One of the neighbors watches kids for a small fee.”

      Kids were exhausting. I then made my way into the workroom and quietly took a seat. My father finished what he was doing and looked up. He then knocked on the table twice.

      A few seconds later Rothgar and my mother finished what they were working on. “Edward!” My mother got up and ran over. I stood up and gave her a hug.

      “It has been forever. I was so worried. Let me look at you.” She stood back but kept her hands on my shoulders.

      “Brother, it is good to see you are still alive,” Rothgar said.

      “Edward. You made it make. Slaying the monsters, maybe find a wife?” my father teased.

      “Father, ugh. It isn’t that simple, you know that. Anyways, I will only be here for today and am leaving for the capital tomorrow. If you haven’t heard yet, I am a bit famous now.”

      “Famous?” my father asked. A

      h, it appeared Hilda was the only one knowledgeable about the most recent news.

      “Why don’t you stop for today and we can relax. We can all go out to eat and someone can get Galric.”

      “Alright, Rothgar.”

      “I will grab him and have Hilda grab the kids,” Rothgar said.

      “You wouldn’t normally do this. It must be big news,” my mother said.

      “Well, let’s wait until everyone is together. Tell me how both of you are doing?” I asked.

      “Working hard as usual. Thankfully, our map sales have gone through the roof. All the Adventurers are headed into Aurulian and we have the maps. All I do now are maps.” He shook his head.

      “Don’t mind him. Let me make some tea while we wait for everyone,” my mother said.

      We went to the kitchen and I took a seat.

      “At least there is a lot of business at the moment,” I said.

      “Well, better busy than slow and maps are simple enough. I’m so close to reaching Master.” My father shook his head.

      “If you need anything from the capital let me know. I came into quite a bit of money recently.”

      “Now you are even making me interested,” my mother said as she served tea, slices of bread, and butter to all of us.

      “Butter. Things must really be going well.”

      “Hmm, I was thinking of taking on an apprentice even to help with the workload,” my mother said.

      “Well, if you are looking to get gifts, we could redo the store and expand,” my father said.

      “Dear, don’t be like that. This will be Rothgar’s place, not Edward’s.”

      “Ah, sorry about that. A good quill set or an enchanted stylus if you are being really generous,” my father said.

      “Dear, ah, you are causing trouble.”

      “Enchanted stylus?” I asked.

      “High end scribing tool. It creates ink from mana. Can even adjust the color as well. Don’t worry about it. I saw one once and, well, it has always been a dream of mine to own one.”

      “Dear, that costs at least two platinum. We couldn’t protect something like that in our small shop,” my mother said.

      “I know, I know. Still, an old man can dream. Can’t he?”

      “I will see what I can do, no promises,” I said. Both my parents paused at that.

      “How much money did you come into,” my mother whispered. I didn’t answer right away and held up five fingers. “Words, Edward, words.”

      “Five gold, well good on—”

      “Five platinum,” I said, cutting my father off.

      My mother let out a gasp and my father’s eyes opened really wide.

      “Plat…Platinum?” he asked.

      “Yes. I killed a monster that was worth quite a bit. Don’t worry. I already spoke to Blood Hawk and there shouldn’t be any issues.”

      “That…that is quite a bit,” my father said.

      “The monster…” my mother trailed off and reached out to grab my hand, like she was afraid I would die on the spot.

      “Don’t worry. I was offered a title of nobility as well, but turned that down.” Her hand gripped mine even tighter. I honestly was thinking she had invested all her points into Strength with how tight her grip was.

      “Nobility, turned down. My heart can’t take it.” My father closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.

      “I am alive. I mean, I, Edward Monteger, am an expert mage now.”

      “I want to hear every detail. We will record it as well,” my mother said.

      “Ah, yes, we should do that,” my father added.

      “I managed to get Galric off work due to a family emergency,” Rothgar said, and came into the kitchen. “Who died?”

      “Ah, no one. Your brother was just sharing some news,” my mother said.

      “Ah, the Leviathan that attacked the causeway. Everyone is talking about that after they sold a number of pieces to the alchemy shops. That was just a small portion. The thing must have been the size of ten ships. I can’t imagine the man who slayed it.”

      My mother kept gripping my hand tighter and tighter until I felt it would burst like an overripe fruit.

      “The scales were about the size of a large child and there were wagons full of them. I saw one of the teeth too, and it was twice my height. How would a person even kill such a monster? I am sure we will be writing about them in a manuscript in a year or two if we aren’t already. Mother, you look ill. Are you okay?”

      “Ah, just worked up a bit.” She let go my hand and brushed down her dress.

      “Well, no wonder why you wanted to celebrate. You must have seen that fight and wanted to tell us about it. Ah, I sometimes envy you brother,” Rothgar said.

      My father almost choked on his tea.

      “Thanks Rothgar. Don’t worry, it is an exciting story. Let’s get changed. What is the nicest place to eat around here?” I asked.

      “That would be the Angry Serpent, pricey, but I have taken Hilda there and the seafood is amazing. They have a senior chef, so you know the food is good,” Rothgar said and I nodded at that.

      “Well, it is my treat. Let’s get ready, shall we,” I suggested.

      Hilda had retrieved my nephews and Galric had returned. The Merchants Guild was in a bit of huff. They weren’t selling the monster parts, but nothing too serious was happening.

      We made our way to the Angry Serpent. I had purchased a new outfit this morning before going to see Blood Hawk. It was nothing fancy, but at least I didn’t look like a run down bandit anymore. We entered the restaurant and it even had a guard at the entrance.

      “How many people?” the host asked.

      “Eight, your best table please.” I handed over a silver coin and the host smiled at me.

      “Of course, right this way to the second floor.”

      “Well brother, don’t get angry if I take advantage of you,” Galric said.

      “No worries. I am doing quite well at the moment. I decided to celebrate a bit,” I replied.

      “Now I am interested. Still, you have a long way to go before you can match up to the Serpent Slayer,” Galric said.

      “Oh, what do you think of the hero?”

      “Probably a top rank master with stunning hair and unending charm. Or maybe a master of mana, a magnus. Cut the beast down with a holy ray of fire. Everyone is speculating,” Galric said.

      I wanted to get more enjoyment out of this. “But you need to tell me what you think?”

      “Pah, someone like that. I would be lucky to be their servant,” Galric said.

      “Ack, ack.” My father began coughing.

      “You okay father? Both of you haven’t been looking well,” Rothgar asked.

      “I am fine, just breathed wrong.”

      “Please take your seats,” the host said and we were led into a lavish room with windows overlooking the harbor. There was even perfume in the air to block out the poor smell of the city. “We offer a fine selection of wine and ale.”

      “Three bottles of your finest wine, also bring us the chef’s choice.” I pulled out a gold piece. “This is a celebration.” The host took the coin.

      “Of course, honored guest. Three bottles of Red Apple, the top shelf ones.” Two of the nearby servants rushed off. “Please wait a moment while we get your drinks and an appetizer is prepared.” He then quickly left.

      “Okay, you are a huge spender. Find a dungeon or something?” Rothgar asked.

      “No. Nothing so lucky. I was coming back along the causeway, when a monster showed up. We had a bit of a scuffle and I won.” I began to smile slowly as they realized what I was saying.

      “No,” Galric said.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “No.” He shook his head.

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “Really, how? Tell us!” Rothgar said.

      I then launched into my story about all I had done since I had last left.
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        * * *

      

      “Had fun?” General Harond Galpahne asked me.

      “It was nice.” It was a bit uncomfortable riding a horse and I shifted around a bit in the saddle.

      “Don’t worry you will get used to it. Let’s get moving.”

      “So, how skilled is the main enchanter and what type of gear do they offer?”

      “He is a Senior. I don’t know that much, so you will have to talk to him.”

      I let out a small huff at that. I wanted to plan out what I would be buying beforehand.

      “You should have let me ride in the cart so I could practice.”

      “No head for politics. I want you to be seen with me.” I turned to look at the general. “The news is already traveling quite quickly. There is a chance I will be named a Duke.”

      “A chance?”

      “It involves the territory in Aurulian and the City of Crathlaw. The Baron there will probably be promoted with a higher title, but there are a number of people vying for the position in the newly conquered land.”

      “I am Aurulian and I will be with your son. You are going to let that spread around to make it easier to rule. That is why you wanted me as a Baron.”

      “Of course. But you want what’s best for the people as well. If they might be Yorek, then there will be a lot of needless death.”

      “Then why explain it?”

      “No need to keep an ally in the dark. Also, other nobles might try to take you away from my influence.”

      “Which would be a blow to your prestige.”

      “Exactly. Consider this a lesson in court politics. The higher the title of nobility, the more power a person has when selecting the next King.”

      “With there being only one heir…”

      “There are some extended bloodlines. At least two generations away from the current King.”

      “But they have no support, yet they can be leveraged as a threat for concessions.”

      “Exactly. The current King’s health is in decline, so the vote will be occurring in the near future. The prince knows that he needs to offer up some concessions to have a large margin of victory.”

      “But he will win regardless. Why care so much?” I asked.

      “The nobles can remove the King, or make matters very difficult if he doesn’t have enough support. It is complicated, but the King rules by the consent of the nobles. Yorek is too big to manage otherwise.”

      “But Aurulian was about the same size.”

      “True, but they also centralized a lot more of their power compared to Yorek. Each noble runs their own fief in competition to the others, with the King moderating. The idea is that the nobles compete against each other to improve Yorek.”

      “If too many nobles oppose the King…”

      “Then the King would retire and another elected, but it has only happened once in our history. Having the nobles split their votes is seen as a bad omen for the next King,” the general explained.

      “So confusing, the King appoints nobles, the nobles appoint the King, and it all works, somehow.” I closed my eyes to try and process all this.

      “Surprised you didn’t read something about Yorek’s history, growing up as a Scribe.”

      “Never read a book detailing how Yorek’s court works. Those books tend to be read less, which means less abuse, less wear and tear. Also, who is going to pay to have one of those books copied unless their ancestor wrote it. I grew up in Azalon, while books like that would be in the capital,” I explained.

      “Interesting. Now I learned something about where knowledge is tucked away.”

      “Many books are one offs written by nobles. On the rare occasion they might have scribes make a number of copies to gift to their friends. Not just an idea, but a way to have their name recorded into history. Or a noble might commission a work to make certain families or people look better.”

      “Perhaps I will have a book commissioned then.”

      “Well, I would recommend the Illumination, of course.”

      “Of course.” He gave a light chuckle.

      “So, how common are large monsters like that?” I asked, changing the topic.

      “Rare enough for this to be an event. Probably get one near the shore every couple years or so. Thankfully, there aren’t land monsters that big.”

      “Never saw one in Azalon.”

      “Because they tend to stay away from cities. All the shit that goes into the water.”

      “Ah, then the causeway?” I asked.

      “Probably investigating the area as a nesting ground. With the land sinking and being shallow, the monster could have little monsters. Well, it is all a guess. Still annoying to deal with all the damage.”

      “So ships…?”

      “Unless you can survive underwater, then there is no point wondering if you can find another one. Trust me, people have long been looking for a way to easily kill large monsters like a Leviathan.”

      “Here I was hoping to kill a couple more and become unstoppable. Any idea on the highest leveled person?” I asked.

      “I would say 120 if I had to guess, but it is all speculation. What do you think?”

      “Maybe 200, if they could just kill their way through everything.”

      “That is a lot of points. Might reach a thousand in a single stat,” the general speculated.

      “Interesting to see what would happen.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked into the throne room. I followed behind the general and knelt when he knelt. “Presenting General Harond Galpahne of the Northern Expedition into Aurulian and Adventurer Edward Monteger, the Serpent Slayer,” the herald announced.

      There were nobles standing on either side of us and behind, while the King, his heir, and a couple of advisors were on a raised dais in front of us. There were a number of glass windows on either side of the nobles that allowed the throne room to have a lot of natural light.

      “Rise,” the King said and I stood up with the general. “Edward Monteger. We have heard of your accomplishment in slaying a great monster, a Leviathan. We have reviewed the accomplishment and will allow you access to the Royal Enchanter under the recommendation of General Harond Galpahne.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” I then gave a deep bow.

      “General, you are authorized to use the earth mages as you see fit to strengthen the causeway to the northern part of our kingdom. We will speak later in close session.”

      The general bowed and thanked the King. We were then dismissed.

      “That was a lot easier than I thought,” I said once we were in the hallway outside the throne room.

      “There might have been a feast, but with the food issues from the refugees…”

      “I understand. So enchanter?”

      “So focused. Follow me.”

      I followed the general as he led me through the palace. We reached a tower with two guards standing outside a closed door. He showed something I couldn’t see and we were let into the base of the tower.

      “We are here for Senior Enchanter Jax,” the general said. A middle aged woman sitting at a desk looked at both of us.

      “He is busy at the moment, you will have to wait,” she said.

      “Alright then, my companion will be staying. He is authorized to spend up to four platinum.”

      The general handed over a rolled up piece of parchment that was sealed. He must have gotten that last night while we waited to be received by the King. I was impressed with how efficient and quick everything was. I guess I was just a visitor to this life. If I had taken up the offer of a noble title, I was sure there would have been a lot more drama.

      “Very well,” the lady said and the general left. I looked around and took a seat.

      “So, you are the hero then.” She stared right at me, like she was trying to eye my very soul.

      “Uh, yes. I am here for some enchanted equipment.”

      “Of course you are. Another meat head.”

      “I am Edward Monteger. May I inquire to your name?”

      “No.” That was unexpected.

      “Do you have a manuscript or folio explaining my enchantment options?” I asked.

      “I was getting to that. Young people, always in a rush. Four platinum entitles you to four gold level enchantments. At the gold level, an item can be enhanced by up to fifty stat points, or a single powerful effect, or two lesser effects.”

      I waited and didn’t say anything and the woman continued while still staring right at me. “Lesser effects involve increasing the durability of an item and enhancing its natural properties. Such as more durable armor, and sharper swords that don’t need to be maintained. Greater effects include elemental mana such as a shield that creates a wall of water in front of it.”

      “Would those items use my mana?” I asked.

      “Yes. Like we have items that have their own mana. Foolish. Now, what are you looking for and I will judge how doable the request is.”

      “I was looking for a sword, strong and durable. Something to enhance Wisdom. Something to let me breathe underwater. Light armor that is strong and durable as well.”

      “The sword is possible. It won’t break or wear, but you will need to give it mana to upkeep those enchantments. One handed, or two?”

      “One.”

      “Strength?”

      “Ah, twenty-four.”

      “Low, but workable. The blade will be slightly heavier than you are used to, since the lightest we can go is thirty strength for a comfortable fit.”

      “Okay.”

      “Next was your request for Wisdom, so a mage. You don’t want something to enhance your skill power?”

      “Not really, well, mana regeneration. That would be the best. All the regenerations.”

      “You fight with mana, or a sword?”

      “Mana, but the sword helps. I use the Chant of Time to slow or stop things and then stab them.” The lady was silent but kept staring at me. This went on for two minutes, but I just sat there silently.

      “You want a manasword then. That way you can use your Chant of Time through your weapon. That and durability should work best. For regeneration, the best option would be a platinum infused circlet for your head. That would cost double, but a mana regeneration enchantment could be attached. It would double your natural regeneration.

      “Finally, I would recommend a pair of earrings and rings. Each would boost Wisdom by ten points.”

      “You can’t increase the regeneration rate even more?” I asked.

      “If you want to melt your skin. Mana comes from the air around us. That is why mages meditate, weren’t you trained?”

      “Ah no. I am self taught.”

      “Gods, save me from fools. Increasing mana regeneration is very dangerous. A circlet is the best option. The location of the item plays a role in what the enchantment is. You don’t put on Wisdom enhancing boots.”

      “So mana is stored in the head?”

      “A bit, but if you had ten platinum, a mana enhancing set of armor could be made. That would increase your regeneration by four times. But what mage would wear such heavy armor?”

      “I understand. Thank you for explaining. But earrings and rings?”

      “They will be studs and the rings will be metal bands. Gold of course. Also, you must not take them off when you are low on mana. That can cause backlash and your health will be drained.”

      “Ah, thanks. I thought there were no platinum level enchantments? How are you making a circlet with platinum?” I asked.

      “The material requirement is high. Mana regeneration can only be done with platinum, hence the cost.”

      I nodded at that. The value of currency was determined by the value of the material needed for enchantments.

      “How long will it take?” I asked.

      “Come back tomorrow, mid-day. I will inform the guards to let you through at that time. No leave.” I stood up and bowed.

      “Thank you,” I said and then left. It was easy enough to leave the palace and I went back to the general’s mansion nearby where he was hosting me.

      He didn’t show up that evening and I didn’t see him in the morning either. I relaxed in the morning, doing nothing before heading back to the palace. Thankfully, I was let through without much hassle and reached the enchanting tower again.

      The unnamed woman was still sitting there behind the desk with her unblinking stare. “Good, you are here. Sit here next to me.”

      I took a seat and she kept staring at my face.

      “At least you aren’t a coward. I am going to pierce your ear. Don’t use healing mana for at least three days. By that point your body will have adjusted and take the piercings into account.”

      She stood up and pulled out two golden studs.

      “Don’t move. I am going to push them through and then put the cap on so they stay in place. Gold doesn’t rust, so you can wash with them on.”

      The pain wasn’t too bad and I bore it.

      She pulled out a handkerchief and wiped off the blood from my ears. “Done. Check your status. Wisdom should have gone up by twenty points.”
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      I noted that Wisdom had a second number in brackets, 213 compared to my original 193. My maximum mana had jumped up by 100 points as well to a maximum of 1,160 from 1,060.

      “They are working.”

      “Good. Again, don’t ever take them off unless you have full mana. There are risks if you do. Now put on the rings.”

      I did and my Wisdom and mana jumped up again. I was disappointed about not getting another skill for breaking 200 points, but apparently enchanted items didn’t count.

      I put on the circlet, which was a twisted metal band resting on my head of gold with traces of platinum interwoven. I felt my entire body tingle when I placed it on. I checked and my regeneration had doubled. It was now the same as my health regeneration.

      “You haven’t turned into a pile of goo, that is good.”

      “Wait, that can happen?!”

      “Of course you idiot. Enchanted items stress your soul and body. If you weren’t invested into Wisdom already you would melt your face off. You need at least three times the amount of stats you want to add.”

      “Then if my Wisdom was below 120, I would die?”

      “Depends, the smaller the amount, the more painful it is.”

      “What if I invested in Intelligence?”

      “That is just bad luck.” I barely kept myself from screaming. “Don’t fret. You think I would let people die. It would be a mess to clean.”

      “Who are you, really?”

      “The person in front of you. Mystery is the spice of life.” She kept staring at me. After a minute she turned away and pulled out a sword and sheath. “The sheath is of high quality but must be maintained. It has a silver level enchantment, consider it free of charge. You can use chants through the sword.”

      I took the weapon from her and pulled the sword from its sheath. “Stop.” I target the woman. The ability easily went through the blade and towards her. Her hand swung quickly in front of her chest and glowed light blue.

      A ringing sound echoed throughout the tower. “How?” I asked.

      “Mana blocking is something that takes a lot of time develop. It was cute though.” She gave me a slight smile from her usual placid look and I involuntarily took a step back. This woman was strong.

      “You are Senior Enchanter Jax.”

      “The Wisdom stat is not just for mana you know. Still, don’t spread it around.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.” I waited for her to continue but she didn’t.

      “Thank you.”

      “Try not to die.”

      I left the tower and made my way out of the palace.

      My next stop was my outfit. I had quite a bit of gold left over and while I wasn’t spending it like crazy, I spent it. Potions of all kinds, a pack with well fitting straps so it hugged my back, a rugged dark green cloak, new boots, and finally a haircut.

      All of that barely made a dent in my finances. I made my way back to the general’s mansion.

      “You get everything?” he asked as we sat down for dinner.

      “Yes.”

      “Good, I am leaving in two days. We will stop by my estate and I will introduce you to my son. After that, you are free to go.”

      “You aren’t waiting for his birthday?” I asked.

      “We should make it back by then. My estate is a bit far. Very stunning by the way.”

      I rubbed a hand over one of my earrings. “I’m not used to it, but they work and are of high quality.”

      “I am a bit jealous, but there are benefits to being a noble and a general.”

      I could only smile ruefully at that. I had made my choice, now I had to stick with it.
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      “Son, this is going to be your trainer and guide, Edward Monteger. Edward, this is my son, Harold Galpahne,” the general said, introducing us.

      “A pleasure.” The kid gave a slight bow.

      “We leave tomorrow at dawn. You will need to pack, a weapon, dried meat and bread. You can call me Edward.”

      “Ah…my birthday is in three days.” He looked at his father, who looked at me.

      “Time is valuable and I have been traveling and sitting around for long enough.”

      “Father?”

      “Really Edward?” the general asked me.

      “Yes. It is about having the proper mindset. The fact he is complaining to you isn’t good. This trip is going to be rough and we will be gone for two years. If you want someone to go slow, then you asked the wrong person to adventure with him,” I replied.

      “You heard him.”

      “Yes father.”

      “No using servants to help you pack. Let’s get going. You can have dinner together if you can finish up in time,” I said.

      Harold gave me a glare, but I was immune to it. We ended up having to go to the local town and shop around a bit.

      “You know any chants?” I asked.

      “Uh, no.”

      “Then short sword and shield. The shield will probably keep you alive,” I said.

      “You don’t seem that strong. I bet my father could beat—”

      “Stop.” I then took out my sword and rested it on his shoulder.

      “—you. What?!”

      “Your father spent a lot of effort and time to make you a traveling companion of mine.” I sheathed my sword, my manasword. I grinned a bit. “So don’t make my life difficult. To put it in perspective, I’m level 35 and only sixteen.”

      Harold’s eyes went wide at that. “What—”

      “I told you, so you understand. I am an expert adventurer as well. So listen to what I tell you. It will probably save your life.”

      “Yes sir.” He stood at attention.

      “Fine. Now, have you used a shield before?” I asked.

      “I trained with a sword and shield.” I nodded at that and we continued shopping. After it was done, I left the father and son alone while I rested.

      The next morning I got up and found Harold waiting. “Ready?” I asked.

      “Yes.” He wasn’t ready, but I wasn’t about to say anything. We left the estate and began walking. That was the secret skill related to being an adventurer, lots and lots of walking.

      “Where are we going?” Harold asked.

      “We are going to head west and into Aurulian between the Jockel Swamp and the mountains.”

      “Oh.” He was silent for a while before speaking up again. “How long are we walking?”

      “Until late evening just before the sun goes over the horizon. If you hold your hand out at the horizon, each finger is about fifteen minutes.”

      “Wait, what?” Harold asked.

      “When it gets dark, it is dark out here. Especially if there is any kind of cloud cover. Also, the mountains get in the way sometimes. The best way to figure out when the sun is setting is to hold up your hand to measure the distance between the sun and the horizon.”

      “Really?”

      “I am not going to lie to you.”

      “So when did you become an adventurer?” Harold asked. I just smiled a bit at that and began talking about my background.

      It took a ten-day to reach the Jockel Swamp and Harold wasn’t completely useless, which was a good thing in my mind.

      “Don’t we need other people, to keep watch?”

      “It helps, but there are ways around that.” I thought about my time traveling all over Aurulian by myself. “I am a light sleeper now. Not the best solution, but that is why I brought twine and some bells.”

      “So you can hear the ringing, if something approaches.”

      “Don’t count on it, but I have enough confidence in myself and the skills to live. Normally I would suggest traveling with a team or group. There is safety in numbers, just more opinions.” I shook my head.

      “Ah, finally. Our first monster. A Red Lizard.” I pointed the poisonous monster out. “Go on, stab it to death.” Harold looked at me and then got his sword out of its sheath. He advanced on the Red Lizard while I hung back. The tongue shot out, but Harold blocked it in time.

      “AHHHHH!” he screamed and rushed forward, stabbing the monster in the head.

      “Good work, but less yelling, keep your shield up,” I said, offering my advice.

      “It is dead.”

      “Yes it is, but it doesn’t hurt to make sure with another stab or a twist when you first stab. Like this.” I demonstrated with my sword what I wanted him to do.

      “Now what?”

      “Now you clean your blade. The blood will make it stick in the sheath. I would recommend using a leaf or a nearby water source you aren’t drinking from. Use the big leaves, ferns work best.”

      There was no need to make the kid suffer or figure things out when I was here to explain what to do.

      Once he was done cleaning his blade, we kept moving along the edge of the swamp, which was a dying forest. “How do you tell the difference between an animal and a monster?” I quizzed Harold.

      “An animal is codified by the Church. While a monster tends to attack humans on sight.”

      “Good answer. I memorized a number of animals and then everything else I kill.”

      “My father made me do that as well.”

      “A smart man. Now, even though we are talking you need to pay attention. Up there on that branch.” I pointed out the massive snake hanging above us. Harold took a step back.

      “What…how did you see that?”

      “Experience. What do we do here?” I asked.

      “Kill it?”

      “Good, but how?”

      “Um, I could throw a rock at it and try to lure it down.”

      “No. I am going to wound it and then you work on killing the monster.” He quickly drew his sword. He should have drawn it already once I pointed out the monster. He still had much to learn. I lifted my sword and pointed it. “Bolt.”

      The snake fell off the tree branch and hit the ground. “Don’t just look at it, hurry up and kill it.”

      Harold rushed forward. Thankfully, he wasn’t shouting and stabbed the snake in the side. Either cut it in half or went for the head. He stabbed it a couple more times but was forced to back off as the snake spun around and tried to bite him.

      Harold had good combat instincts at least, since he crouched and kept his shield close to the ground. This stopped the snake from biting his legs. He stabbed it a couple more times before it finally collapsed.

      “I did—”

      “Stab it in the head to be sure.” He stabbed it in the head and I noted that the monster shook a bit. “It wasn’t fully dead. Don’t take chances. That is how people die.” I explained.

      “Ah.”

      He got to work cleaning his blade. It wasn’t a bad fight, but definitely not a good one. Once he was done we continued onwards. I let him kill the monsters we came across and didn’t bother to share the party system.

      The reason was simple. If I got him to level 10 quickly enough I could drop him back off with his father. If I couldn’t get him to level 10 in half a year I would eat my boots. If something strong came along, then I would kill it and Harold wouldn’t get any of the credit. That was the best way to balance things out.

      Just as we were about to come to a stop we found a dirt path. I noted there were clawed footprints in some dried mud. “Are we stopping for the day?” Harold asked.

      “Yes. We will sleep in a tree tonight. Climb up one and sit on a branch, then tie yourself to the trunk with some rope so you don’t fall off.”

      “Worried?” Harold asked.

      “There are kobolds using this path. I was thinking we could wipe out their settlement.”

      “That, wow, that is really impressive.”

      I shook my head. “I have enough mana to handle a large scale fight. Come on, let’s eat and get settled in. I got first watch, you can have second.”

      “We are keeping a watch now?”

      “There is enough danger here that we need to,” I replied. We got up in the trees and spent a quiet night.

      Early the next morning we set off into the swamp. We didn’t talk since we both needed to keep an eye out. We came across more dirt paths and I selected the one leading deeper into the swamp.

      “Stop,” I whispered. We came to a stop. “That grove of trees. You can see smoke rising up. Probably a settlement. You will cover my back, got it?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Good.” I then made my way into the grove of trees. About twenty kobolds. “Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.” I kept using the ability over and over while walking forward and stabbing the disabled monsters. “Go get those two Harold.”

      “Yes sir.” He ran off to kill two of the monsters I had downed. I went through an incredible amount of mana in under a minute, but it was worthwhile. No hard fights. Honestly, the hardest part was keeping my sword pointed at the targets. I let Harold finish off the last couple and then started looking around.

      “You going to cut them up for Alchemy?” Harold asked me.

      “No, it is not worth my time to travel back and forth with monster parts. If I was going to do that I would have brought along more people to make the trip worthwhile. I was just seeing if they had anything valuable to take. Feel free to grab anything that catches your eye. We leave in a minute.”

      “Got it.” We both looked around, but I found nothing worthwhile. Harold took a number of Kobold teeth.

      “The teeth?” I asked.

      “To make a necklace and sell it. Will be worth a couple of silver to the right buyer. Or I might just keep it.”

      “Do as you like. I will give you a moment to clean them off.” He smiled at me and finished ripping out and cleaning off the pointed teeth.

      “Hey, there are some eggs here,” Harold said. I went over and looked at them.

      “You want to smash them or I can?”

      “I got it.” He began smashing the eggs and partially formed monsters were killed before they could cause trouble.

      Once that was done we made our way back out of the swamp.
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        * * *

      

      “Huh, huh.” Harold was gasping for breath.

      “Don’t tell me your strength and endurance are low?”

      “How are you so fit for a mage, huh?” he gasped out.

      “Skill and experience. What level are you?” I asked.

      “Eight, why?”

      “We are making excellent progress. Only a month and already you have come that far.” Things were going amazingly well. By staying near the edge of the Jockel Swamp I had managed to let Harold kill a lot of monsters and manage the encounters. “Still, I think this one will be mine.”

      “What is it?” Harold asked, looking at the surrounding landscape and then up at the snow covered peaks.

      “Yetis. Well, at least one. There may be more,” I replied.

      “Yetis? Aren’t they super dangerous?” Harold asked.

      “Yes, they are. I almost had a friend die to one. Had to cart his fat ass to a town to be saved. Now it is time for revenge. Stick to my left side and don’t get caught up in my tempo of attack, or the Yeti’s. Got it?”

      “Got it.” He had finally managed to drop the sirs.

      “Let’s go. I see a cave, which is probably where they are hiding,” I said as we made our way up the mountain. We reached the cave after a bit of climbing.

      “Hey, anything in there?” I shouted and threw a rock into the cave. I wasn’t about to fight up close and personal with a large tough monster like a yeti. A roar came out and a large towering mass of white fur and muscle charged out.

      “Slow.” I used my ability on the yeti. “Haste.” My perception of time slowed down. I then rushed in and stabbed the monster. “Shock. Shock. Shock. Shock. Shock.” I loved my manasword. I pulled the sword out and retreated.

      The slow wore off and the monster collapsed to the ground twitching. “Slow.” I then stabbed it in the head, killing it.

      “Nice,” Harold said, complimenting me.

      “Next one is all yours.” I turned to him with a grin. This felt like a major accomplishment. The last fight with a yeti I had been struggling. Now I was hunting them down. “Too bad we are so—shield!” I shouted. Arrows were flying down on us. “Slow All.” The sphere of slow protected both of us and we were able to move out of the way of the barrage.

      I looked down the mountain and there were fifty kobolds. That was a lot.

      “That’s a lot,” Harold muttered. I looked at the cave and then at the large group. At least twenty of them had bows.

      There were too many. Going into the cave was a death trap as well, since they could easily collapse the entrance. Retreating would be annoying since there wasn’t much cover on the mountainside. Not enough cover to escape anyways from such a large group.

      Apparently they were angry and had caught up with us. They were probably waiting until we were exposed on the mountainside to make sure to kill us, or just took a long time in tracking us down. Regardless, this was a tricky situation.

      I looked around and smiled. “Follow me,” I told Harold and made my way up the mountain.

      “They are chasing us,” he said as I listened to arrows impact the rocks behind us. Shooting a bow while moving was just asking to make a mistake, or miss by a wide margin.

      “Keep climbing.” I glanced back.

      “I am low on stamina,” Harold said.

      “We will recover in a bit.” We reached a small plateau. Good, this way we wouldn’t be easily surrounded. I took off my pack and began pulling out potions. I gulped down a stamina one and handed another to Harold. I then took a mana potion and grabbed two more.

      I went over to the edge of the plateau. “Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.” I then drank a mana potion and repeated the attack. Each time I used the ability another kobold went down. That was fourteen heavily wounded or dead.

      I got my sword ready and went back to Harold, who was standing at the ready. “Follow me. We kill them and then retreat to here if we need to. Don’t hold back.”

      “Yeah!” he shouted, and then followed me as we made our way back down the mountain alongside the right portion of the plateau. I had targeted the kobolds approaching the left side, to slow them down from flanking us.

      “Haste. Haste. Bolt. Bolt.” I took out two of the archers. “Slow.” I then stabbed another one of the monsters that had reached us in the chest. Harold cut one of the kobolds down. No armor or decent weapons besides bows and clubs made these monsters easy prey to a counter attack.

      “Bolt. Slow. Slow. Bolt.” More kobolds fell. They weren’t smart enough to wait to try and surround us. My earlier attacks and long range mana attack put them under a lot of pressure. More rushed forward. “Bolt. Slow. Slow. Stop. Slow.” I used stop on one of the monsters in a tricky position, using it as a shield for myself.

      Glancing at Harold, he had already cut down four monsters but was tiring fast. “Slow All. Retreat,” I said and we fell back. We got back up on the plateau and I took another mana potion. Any more and I would be risking my health. I gave a stamina potion to Harold.

      “Holding up?” I asked.

      “I am fine.”

      “Good, we can fight up here.” I waited for a moment but no kobolds climbed up. I then went to the edge of the plateau and saw them retreating. “Dammit. What a waste.” I was upset I had used the potions when they had retreated already. “Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Now run!” I shouted.

      “They ran…I didn’t think they would run,” Harold said.

      “My mana probably scared them. They lost about a third before we even crossed weapons. Then another third when we fought. The sheer amount of wounded and dead probably scared them quite a bit,” I explained.

      “I don’t know how I would ever survive without a mage like you.”

      “A larger group. This trip is for you to gain experience fighting and to get levels,” I said.

      I began cleaning off my sword and putting my gear back into my pack. It was time to head back and get Harold signed up as an adventurer and take a caravan somewhere. This trip had been fun, but it was time to go back to civilization.

      We began making our way back down the mountain and I paused in front of the cave that the yeti had been in. “Bolt.” The dark cave lit up for a moment, but there was nothing. I shook my head.

      “Wait. Your mana didn’t hit anything,” Harold said.

      He was right. I can’t believe I had missed that.

      “Good catch. I missed that. Weapons out,” I said as I drew my manasword and advanced into the cave. I went to where my bolt had disappeared. Thankfully, there was light coming in from the entrance. I felt a weird sort of pressure tingling all over my body.

      I poked my sword out into the air and the air rippled slightly. “What is it?” Harold asked.

      “No idea.” I poked the air with my sword again and it rippled. “Bolt.” The mana quickly dissipated as it passed through the air just in front of me. I picked up a stone and threw it and no effect. “It is reacting to mana in some way. We aren’t prepared for a cave expedition.” I shook my head.

      “We can get some wood and use our oil to make torches,” Harold said.

      “No. It is too dangerous. This is the thing rank 5 adventurers come take a look at.” Even though I could fight far above my level, something like this required experience and a keen sense of danger.

      “What if there is treasure?”

      “It is more likely to be a monster of some kind or a trap. Mana is being dissipated in the air. If I enter, then I will be useless since I depend on mana. What happens if we can’t leave?”

      There was a long moment of silence. I looked around.

      “See, even the yeti didn’t come back this far. It slept over there in that corner.” I pointed out the spot with my sword.

      “I get it, just…well…yeah.” Harold then let out a sigh.

      “No, I get it. This is something other than killing monsters and you are excited. Just starting out I would have loved to find something like this. Now, this kind of thing scares me to death. A yeti is a very physically strong monster, but even it was deterred. No, I see this kind of thing and think death.”

      “Not willing to risk it then.” Harold then stepped forward and swung his hand. “See, nothing bad.”

      “Let’s go now,” I said while my sense of dread increased.

      “Why—”

      “Now.” I began backing away. Harold looked around but there was nothing. Thankfully, he followed me out of the cave.

      “What happened?” Harold asked.

      I paused and thought about it. I had seen something breaking apart my mana and then became afraid when Harold stepped forward. There was something that was reacting to our presence.

      “Some kind of mental attack I think. Maybe.” I blinked a couple of times and then used my free hand to rub my face. “That cave is dangerous.”

      “A mental attack, really?”

      “It is rare since it is mana based, but something was manipulating my mana. While I have good combat sense, I don’t have that level of instinct to detect something hidden. It isn’t a treasure or a natural phenomenon since it was reacting to our presence, which means a monster.

      “Now, either the monster is strong and would kill us if we bothered it, or it is really weak and it only has mental type attacks. Illusions, fear inducement, stuff like that,” I explained.

      “So either really strong, or really weak. I can see that, but nothing came out.”

      “But it made me feel afraid, that could be counted on as an attack. Or it could be attempting an ambush. Monsters that can use mana tend to be trickier to deal with,” I said.

      “I guess. Still seems like we are missing out.”

      “We can come back, but I want to get prepared. Lots of torches, rope, oil, and so on. Exploring a cave is a lot different than exploring a forest, mountain, or swamp.”

      We left and I made a mental note of the location. I honestly was concerned about what was in the dark depths of the cave. I couldn’t tell how deep it went either, which was a huge concern. Also, it was very rare for a naturally forming cave.

      I thought back over all the places I had traveled and heard about, but nothing about natural caves. Caves were either made by people mining or digging stuff up, or by monsters seeking to burrow downwards into the ground. The type of use could switch, or be both in the case of the sewers under Azalon.

      The real issue wasn’t exploring the cave, but the lightning mana disappearing and the unnatural fear I suddenly experienced right when Harold went deeper. If I was a monster, scaring off the stronger person and luring in the weaker person would be what I would try.

      Now it made a lot more sense. I would wait until we got back to civilization and ask Harold what he thought about the cave. With the large amount of mana and higher stats, it was more likely I had resisted whatever effect was occurring.

      It was the same with various poisons. People with higher stats had a better chance at resisting them, while younger people were incredibly weak. It was the main point about an attack on a town by a poison type monster. The adults were fine, but the kids all died.

      There would be some variability depending on the stats of course, but it all came down to individual power. This also tied in to the understanding that higher ranked people were more capable. I could have the best chants and be able to wipe out powerful monsters and large groups, but my ability to resist attacks was very low.

      Someone with twice my levels and more spread out stats would be able to resist an attack better. Well, I had resisted fairly quickly. I looked over at Harold. That kind of mind mana was insidious and I considered the best way to counter it.

      I had been thinking about how Senior Enchanter Jax had countered my Stop ability. It wasn’t simple. Normally the abilities of the Chant of Time took effect immediately. The problem was that both with Enchanter Jax and the Lich, the ability had not activated immediately.

      It had been annoying me for quite a while. There clearly was some high level skill or ability that allowed a magnus to counter mana based abilities. It wasn’t a simple ability, or hidden away to a small group of people. The Lich had claimed he was the Shadow of Aurulian, which was a necromancer over 700 years ago.

      Maybe the skill had been rediscovered? It clearly was not a chant and it was the best defense against hostile mana I had seen. No words were spoken and for all active abilities a command word was needed at minimum. The Lich had a dark glow around its hand while Jax had a light blue glow. The ringing noise in the tower was probably an alarm in regards to foreign mana, most likely since that didn’t happen with the Lich.

      I had been hoping to save up some money and pay a highly skilled mage to teach me the skill or ability that was being used. There had to be at least two abilities now that I was thinking about it. The first was the ability to have time to react to hostile mana and then the ability to counter.

      I cursed myself for not using more mana on the Lich in an attempt to overwhelm it. I had panicked back then and could only blame myself. My sister was dead, everyone was dying, and my mana was countered for the first time. Even then there was no guarantee Karn and I could have won together.

      I glanced over at Harold. He had come a long way so far, but still had a long way to go. Chants and mana were the great equalizer against monsters. I was curious about the skills he currently had but I didn’t pry. That was something each person had to figure out on their own for the most part. Well, I’m sure the nobles received guidance.

      A Scribe skill just meant you had to do work in the profession and the profession was taught. For high level combat or mana skills they required a teacher as well, or in my case being extremely focused. I still wondered sometimes if my Chant of Time came from my focus, or if someone could discover the Chant independently from me.

      A book of skills, now that would be something. Not just one skill in a book, but all the skills out there. Now that would be priceless. The problem was how much a person had to invest first to discover the full chants. There was the chance that some chants didn’t work because I didn’t have the mana necessary. I winced at the thought and everything I had written down about chants.

      I still had the journal, but it was worn and heavily damaged. I had been foolish when I was young, thinking I would unravel the secrets of the skills and panels. Now that I had become so strong, I saw the huge gap that remained in front of me. I should make a tower or start a family to carry on my legacy.

      I smiled at that, since that was exactly the reason there were nobles. They were the people whose legacy was the strongest. Well, at least the nobles whose family was more than a single generation.

      None of that changed anything unfortunately. I needed a skill to counter mana. Mana in the air was absorbed, which made me think on how such a skill would work. I shook my head. It was all pointless speculation. What I really needed was someone to teach me.

      That meant money, a lot of money. That kind of skill to counter mana was priceless. I tried to mentally place the amount. Normally a basic Chant would run a bunch of gold while other skills varied around that range in price depending on how many people knew said skill.

      I had thought about buying a lot of pointless skills to learn, but it wasn’t worth my time. It was better to be a Master of a single skill than a Beginner in a hundred skills. The ranks of Senior and Master in how a skill progressed were dividing lines.

      Having an Advanced skill was good and made me an expert, but against a true powerhouse I would lose. Well, it was hard to say. Ideally, whomever got the first attack off would win. Mage combat at a higher level of skill became less complex. The first attack would win. Admittedly, this came from reading and guesswork, with a very tiny amount of experience thrown in the mix.

      There was just too much that was unknown. I smiled to myself while thinking back to the long hours I took trying out different chants. When did I lose that spark, that motivation to push into the unknown?

      “Is an attack like that common?” Harold asked.

      “Depends. It was larger than most, but we are only two people,” I replied.

      “Surprised they would chase us so far.”

      “Don’t be. You should always expect to be attacked while traveling in the wilderness.”

      “So what are we doing now?”

      “Now, we are headed back to civilization. Swing clear of the Jockel Swamp and then look for a caravan to join.”

      “What about the cave?”

      “I need to think on it some more and do some research.”

      “But there could be—”

      “I want you to focus right now. I believe you are being mentally influenced. The cave is very, very dangerous. Why do you want to go back?”

      “There could be treasure.”

      “What about the danger?” I asked.

      “There shouldn’t be any.”

      “You are being influenced. There is danger in that cave. Repeat that out loud.”

      “There is danger in that cave.” Harold then shook his head. “I…there shouldn’t be any danger.”

      “Your mind has been influenced. Repeat that.”

      “Your mind has been influenced.”

      “My mind has been influenced.”

      “My mind has been influenced.” He shook his head again and winced.

      “Oh…” He then looked at me.

      “Oh is right. There is something really dangerous in that cave. Mind mana is classified as dark for a reason.”

      “How did you resist?”

      “Higher stats. That is why levels are such a big determiner of strength. People with higher levels have more stat points and are able to handle these types of situations better,” I explained.

      It was the unfortunate nature of the world. I was seriously considering spreading out the points I got from future levels to other things besides Wisdom. If the next time I needed Charisma to resist, then I would be in trouble. No, that wasn’t right. Only Intelligence and Wisdom dealt with mana, so they should be the stats impacting mana resistance in some way.

      I needed a general mana resist type of skill, anything really. Perhaps another enchanted item, but mana defense would interfere with my ability to use my skills and abilities. It would act the opposite manner of the circlet I was currently wearing, repelling mana instead of drawing it in.

      I then realized the big issue. My Wisdom stat was insanely high compared to my level. I would have probably been able to resist the mental mana much more readily, but the circlet was drawing in mana.
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        * * *

      

      “How do you feel to be an official adventurer?” I asked.

      “Good, well at least I could skip to rank 2,” Harold said.

      “Come on, let’s find a caravan. Something that is going south.”

      “Why south?”

      “To travel a bit. That is half the fun.” Harold frowned at that.

      “I thought you were going to leave me with my father.”

      “I wanted to do some easy tasks and protecting caravans is something easy.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. It is mentally exhausting to be on guard all the time. This keeps us ready for some tricky encounters while letting us take it a bit more easily than before. Also, the travel.”

      “Looking for a caravan? Sorry I overheard your conversation.” An older man came up to us. He was well built and had a sword.

      “Yes. You putting a team together?” I asked.

      “Trying to fill up the last couple of spots. Both of you rank 2?” he asked and we held up our plates.

      “Perfect. We are headed to the tip of the Aurbrush Peninsula and the City of Aurbrush. Pay is two copper a day, with meals included.”

      “What’s the issue with the route?” I asked. If there was a lack of adventurers, that meant it was dangerous in some way.

      “Just long, that is why the pay is low. Traveling that far…well, only the younger people tend to go for it.” He looked at both of us.

      “Whatever old man. You probably can’t keep up with half my speed,” Harold said.

      Someone had gotten a bit sassy. Well that was not a bad thing. Being pushed around easily would only lead to trouble.

      “Don’t even try kid, but we can spar later. Name’s Galrish.”

      “Edward,” I said.

      “Harold.”

      “Both sword fighters?” He gave me a look. My golden earrings and rings really stood out.

      “Mage,” I said.

      “Mana?”

      “Lightning and time,” I replied.

      “Good, good. Can’t be too careful. You know not to meditate on watch right?”

      “Don’t worry. I have done this before.”

      “Got it, got it.”

      “So how long is the route?” I asked.

      “Seven ten-days with only two stops on the way for a day,” he said.

      “That’s quite far. Going across all of Yorek. What are we transporting?” I asked.

      “Super long trees for masts and keels for the ships they build in Aurbrush. Nothing worth stealing, just a pain to transport. Let me show you.” We were taken outside the town. There were two wagons lined up with a bunch of trees laying between them.

      “Can the horses even pull all that?” I asked.

      “Four horses and yes. We have a supply wagon as well.”

      “A lot of work just for some wood.”

      “High quality wood.”

      “Why do you need people if there is no danger in transporting?” I asked.

      “General deterrence and keeping monsters away. These logs aren’t cheap and the horses are valuable. So while there aren’t bandits, doesn’t mean there aren’t any. You get my drift?”

      “Just the one load?” I asked.

      “Yes. Too much hassle to manage another set of logs. Also, the super large ships that require them are only built so often.”

      “When do we leave?” I asked.

      “Tomorrow morning,” Galrish said.

      “Alright, see you then. Come on Harold.” We left and made our way back into town.

      “Seems suspicious,” Harold said.

      “Of course it is. That far, just for logs? No, I don’t think so.”

      “Then what is going on?” Harold asked.

      “No idea. I need to think on the situation.”

      “We are going with him?” Harold asked.

      “Yes. Don’t stare at me. Of course we are going.”

      “Why?”

      “It should be peaceful. Now that I’m thinking on it, they are probably transporting Twilight.”

      “Twilight?”

      “A drug. A lot of alchemist’s by the Jockel Swamp. A lot of buyers in Aurbrush.”

      “That’s a long way to transport it.”

      “Well, they are also transporting the logs. My guess is that there is a large amount hidden in the center. It looks like there is a log in the middle, but it probably isn’t real or hollowed out.”

      “Why would they hide it?” Harold asked.

      “To stop people from stealing it or drawing attention. It is highly addictive. Can ruin a large town or city with the amount they have.”

      “We should—”

      “—do nothing. It isn’t our place to get involved.”

      “But my father would want us to stop it.”

      “Your father is in the military as a general and a noble. We are adventurers. Getting involved in this will create a huge fuss. Twilight is not totally banned, but many nobles would take the opportunity to intercept the shipment. We tell others, then the guild gets excited.”

      “So, there is nothing we can do?”

      “Life is not black and white. Just let Galrish transport it and we collect our money.”

      “I still don’t like it.”

      “You don’t have to. Now, let’s get something to eat. The food here has just the right amount of spice,” I said. We made our way back to the guild and got some stew and fresh bread.

      “This is a lot different than I imagined,” Harold said.

      “Hmm, life is like that.” The bread was really tasty and fluffy, and the crust was crunchy.

      “You are that into food?”

      “The small things in life are what makes it worth living. Plus we walk and fight a lot, so don’t worry about getting fat.”

      “That only happens to old people.”

      “That’s because the stats start to decay past a certain age. Death comes when you reach zero.”

      “Wait, what?” Harold got even more excitable.

      “That is how people die. At around fifty to sixty years old, people’s stats start to decline. Eventually a stat reaches zero and they die.”

      “But…that doesn’t make sense. You could keep fighting and putting more points into stats.”

      “Some people do that. It is called chasing the reaper. The loss increases more quickly the older you get and gaining levels becomes harder and harder.”

      “You told me to focus on what would help with my fighting.”

      “Strength and Endurance, yes. I would be the first person chasing the reaper, but have to think long term. Build up your strength now so you can take kill more monsters and get a higher level later on. There is a lot of time until you have to worry about it.”

      “Why does no one tell me these things?” Harold held his head in his hands.

      “Because no one shares information or talks about stuff like this. It is just how it is.” I went back to my stew.

      “A second bowl and piece of bread please.” I gave a couple copper coins to the waitress and she smiled back before leaving.

      “No women? My father said I needed to think about getting married when I return.”

      “None. Women are trouble, also I would have to settle down. This isn’t the type of life for something like that.”

      “But she was giving you a look.”

      “Yes. But there are bad people out there. I have been burned too many times to let my guard down that much.” I shook my head.

      “Well maybe I should ask to get some experience?” Harold looked at me.

      “I am going to bed. If you want to pay for your own room go ahead.” That was when the waitress came back.

      “Your stew and bread.”

      “Thanks, going to eat in my room.” I got up and left.

      It wasn’t that I was opposed to being with someone, but that I always kept thinking of the worst thing that could happen. I only ate the stew after I saw other people eating from the shared pot it was made in. I kept an eye on the entrances and exits.

      Maybe I would settle down and be like Rothgar and Hilda. Manage my own Scribe shop. I shook my head. It was a nice idea, but it just didn’t feel like something I wanted. I wanted adventurer, but I wanted safety. I snorted at that, both of those things didn’t mix well together.

      It was probably all the time I had been spending with Harold. The kid made me feel old, despite being only four years older than him. It was that energy when everything was new and exciting. Now it had become actual work.

      “I need to make a change. Perhaps going back to that cave is a good idea?” I muttered to myself.

      It was more of a challenge to my mindset rather than anything else. I needed to shift how I was thinking. Less about the dangers and more about pushing myself forward.

      I finished my stew and piece of bread. After a moment’s thought, I took the bowl back to the kitchen and left it. I noticed Harold and the waitress had disappeared. I could only shake my head at that. I could only control him so much. While he was supposed to listen, gaining levels and adventuring had made him more outspoken. I guess you can only face death so many times before you stop worrying about the little things.

      I went back up to my room. “Meditate.”
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      “Galrish, really?” I asked.

      “Not my fault.” He held up his hands in surrender.

      “The goods can be handed over the easy way, or the hard way,” the bandit said.

      “Why are you here robbing logs?” I asked.

      “Just hand it all over or else.” the not bandit said.

      “Before I fight, what is going on?” I gave Galrish a stare.

      “Just some competitors.”

      “For the massive amount of Twilight you are transporting?” I asked.

      “What!? No, I am not transporting—”

      “Ten silver and I save you. You lied about what the shipment was carrying.”

      “Ten! No, only five. I have children to feed.”

      “Fifteen. The price will keep going up,” I said.

      “There are ten of us. Stop bluffing,” the not bandit said.

      “Fine fifteen. But you better handle this.”

      “Haste. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.” I loved the short word. It made using the ability so easy. Screams went up as the attackers collapsed to the ground.

      “Harold, you can take one.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Slow.” I killed off my opponent easily and began to kill off the one’s that were trying to get up after being hit with my mana.

      “Done.” I looked over and Harold had easily killed his opponent. Probably by a melee skill being used.

      “What just happened?” Galrish asked.

      “I saved you. Now money?” I held out my hand. He fished out a pouch buried under his clothes and handed over fifteen silver.

      “Worse than a bandit,” he said.

      “I’m not asking for a cut of the Twilight, so be happy.”

      “I’m just transporting it. All my money…” He let out a sigh.

      “Harold, you are on loot duty. I want half the coin, you can keep the rest and sell the weapons,” I offered.

      “Got it.” At least he wasn’t squeamish or argumentative. “Lazy old man.”

      Just sassy. Why was he being sassy to me?

      “When you can wipe out people at the same speed that I can, then you can call me lazy. It seems to me that I killed nine, you only killed one. Perhaps I should do the looting on the people I killed and—”

      “Sorry, sorry. I got this. Just go rest your bones.”

      Super sassy.

      “Are you going to burn them?” Galrish asked.

      “Don’t care enough. If you feel motivated go ahead.” I shrugged. I had long since stopped caring about stuff like that. While I could work to improve my Anatomy skill to increase my damage, it was already Beginner 9. I was fine with that.

      “So you knew?” Galrish asked. “How?”

      “One load of logs. Hiring adventurers directly without posting a job. They are arranged in a suspicious manner to conceal the central log. They should be stacked up like a triangle instead in a three, two, one pattern. Instead, you have a weird two, three, one pattern. Do I need to keep going? I mean, just looking at you and your nice clothes makes me wonder. Also, I’m not an idiot and know how much logs are worth.”

      “Oh…ah, I need to look over the wagons.”

      “You go do that. If another attack happens, you better have the silver ready.”

      “Ah, I’m sure there will be no more attacks after this,” Galrish said, but he appeared to be sweating a bit.

      “I am sure.” I just shook my head.

      We got going again and I went and sat on the supply wagon with Harold, who had loaded up the looted gear.

      “Have fun?” I asked.

      “You made a mess. Here, half.” He handed me a pouch of coins. I took a look into it and it was just copper.

      “That’s it, really?”

      “They were poor. Most of the money is going to be from the weapons.”

      “I suppose I should count myself lucky then that there was any money.”

      We were silent for a bit before Harold spoke up again. “Teach me.”

      I looked at him. “Teach you what?”

      “The Chants,” he said. “My father will pay you.”

      “He has platinum lying around? If so, he can just hire another mage to teach you,” I replied.

      I was not about to give my hard work and skills I had bled for away.

      “I am useless at the moment. I can only handle one opponent.”

      “It isn’t my fault.” I looked over at him. “Life isn’t fair. You think the people who are trying to live and are killed by monsters have it fair? If you are useless, then get better.”

      “How?!”

      “Shouting at me?” I asked.

      He looked away. “No, just frustrated.”

      “Then why shout. Listen, I had to work hard to learn the chants and seize the opportunities as they arrived in front of me. That is one reason why I chose this caravan.”

      “Huh, what?”

      “Being an adventurer is about judgment. Understanding when to act and not to act.” I rubbed my face. “A good example is that kobold attack. Knowing how much you are capable of and when you need to push yourself.

      “I’m out here as your safety net so you can get this experience without dying. A small fight here, a monster there. Skills and levels are different. After getting this combat experience you can figure out what chant or skill will work best for you.”

      “You ever meet a rank 5?”

      “No. Well, it is that simple. I have met strong people, but once you reach that level you stop traveling around. There is a very short period of time that someone surpasses level 100 before having their stats decline due to age.”

      “I guess.”

      “I felt the same way for a long time. It is nothing to be ashamed of. Wanting to get stronger, and seize everything in your path. The main thing is to keep yourself grounded. Don’t discard happiness for strength.”

      We traveled in silence after that.
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        * * *

      

      “So…I kind of need some more help.” I stared at Galrish.

      “No,” I said. We had reached Aurbrush and I was done with his nonsense. “Pay me what you owe and I’m leaving.”

      “Here, this is what I owe both of you, but I can use your help.” He handed me a pouch of copper and silver.

      “Help? You lied and there was a trap, now you want help. What do you think Harold? Kill him now?” I asked.

      “It is quiet here.” This out of the way storage area for the log was quiet.

      “Stop please, there is a gold piece for each of you if you help me.”

      “Speak, quickly,” I said.

      “I need you to take out the people who attacked us. If we can wipe them out, then I will make sure to help you both out no problem.”

      “This is an example of someone not knowing what they are talking about. Help us out? Do we look like we need help?”

      “No, you don’t—”

      “That question was not meant to be answered. You are panicking. You either want us to take out a competitor, or your employer.” I carefully watched him. “Your thoughts?” I asked Harold.

      “His employer,” Harold said.

      “I thought so too, good to have confirmation. The answer is no. Let’s go.”

      We both turned to leave. This situation as already too complicated and I didn’t want to be dragged into this mess any further.

      “Not so fast,” a woman’s voice called out.

      A woman stepped out around the corner of the warehouse where the logs had been stored. She had a dark red robe that showed quite a bit of cleavage. What was worrying was the amount of silver she was wearing.

      “We are leaving. What’s the problem?”

      “You killed my men and I want Galrish,” she said.

      “You can have him.”

      “I want compensation from you.”

      I paused at that and really looked at her. I waited a long moment and mentally prepared myself for a fight.

      “You think you can mess with me?” I asked.

      “Yes. Galrish stole from me and you protected him.”

      “Here, the money we made from the trip. That should show our sincerity.” I tossed the pouch towards her and she let it fall on the ground. She then sneered and stared at me.

      “You think some paltry copper and a couple of silver will placate me?” She shook her head slightly and her short silver hair swayed a bit.

      “I am—”

      “Edward Monteger. I know you are Serpent Slayer.”

      “May I ask for the lady’s name?” I asked.

      “I am known as the Burning Silver.” She was a mage. It hit me and despite trying to control my reactions, the shock of that realization was apparent to her. “Yes, I am a mage. There aren’t that many of us. Even on the Aurulian side. Then comes my surprise when you show up, no master to your name.”

      I was quiet and she kept going.

      “It takes more than learning a chant or two to be a mage. Still, you somehow found a way where countless others have failed. I don’t know if I should be impressed at your cleverness, or surprised at your bone headedness.” She then went silent.

      “If we fight the outcome is not determined. A fight between mages is a fight to the death. Unless you are a magnus?” I asked.

      “Not a magnus, but an expert. You are also an expert. Well, then I feel ashamed by how young you are.” She let out a sigh.

      “We can trade or be at peace. There is no need to fight,” I said.

      “It is about respect. For a mage to be involved in something as petty as this…you are considered an expert now.”

      “I didn’t realize there was an etiquette to being a mage.”

      “There is etiquette to everything!” she snapped.

      “Then how do we resolve this?” I asked.

      “I can’t ask for a Chant, since that is too valuable and I don’t care about anything else. Well, your gold items and that circlet look interesting, but the value is not comparable. It isn’t money but respect. I see you are still confused so let me explain.

      “Mages require money and a place to train safely. You understand the primary support skill of a mage.” That was Meditation and left one vulnerable. “So you also understand the need for other people to stand around.

      “This leaves two options for mages, either join a government sanctioned group like the Mages Guild in Aurulian, or the army here in Yorek. The second option is to form an independent group, or offer protection for protection.”

      I was beginning to see the problem.

      “I was protecting the group you killed and are causing trouble with currently. The other mages would know of our interests and where we are based out of. Why do you think you haven’t run into anyone in Crathlaw. It is considered your territory.”

      Now I was becoming confused. The first part about protection made sense, but not the second part about territory. “How does territory even work? No one told me. Aren’t there other mages running around?”

      “Like the Church, or small time mages. Even if you learn the Chant of Fire, how many people do you think make it as far as you have?” she asked.

      “Few?”

      “Very few. Chants are incredibly valuable. At most, a couple low ones circulate around and are sold. But there are no specific chants for the higher level abilities. Breaking the boundary to another level is incredibly hard. A magnus is the pinnacle of killing things and fighting their way up.”

      “But the territory?” I asked again.

      “I am getting to that. Once you reach a certain level you get an area, Serpent Slayer. But it appears you don’t have a master to explain all this.” She let out a sigh.

      “What about the nobles?”

      “Can they really learn a Chant? Look at that idiot next to you. Let me guess, a noble dumped him on your lap. They do that to me all the time. It is pointless. Stats enhance what is already there and you need so much to use mana. Like Strength, adding points doesn’t give you bulging muscles, but increases your Strength proportionally.”

      “Ah, so Wisdom or Intelligence is proportional and allows for chants?” I asked.

      “Yes. But the requirements are high. So people put more points into Wisdom, or use equipment. Then they get up in the Beginner ranks and come to a complete halt in the Experienced ranks. Almost no one makes it to the Advanced rank and becomes an expert. That is why Advanced signifies an expert.”

      “That…that unfortunately makes sense.”

      “Now the territories. You climbed up over the mountain of other people to reach the rank you did. There is no problem for you to go into the wilderness and blast monsters. Heck, I do that myself from time to time to let off some frustration. The problem is when you go gallivanting around. Didn’t you ever get enchanted items?”

      “Um, these are my first ones, which I got from Senior Enchanter Jax.”

      “You…ahhhhh! Everyone else works their way up with enchanted items, but for the wonder boy it is straight to gold. There is an enchantment that requires a lot of mana that us mages use to communicate. It is the requirement to be an Enchanter. When a mage comes in people are supposed to be informed and encouraged to purchase said item.”

      “I am really sorry, but no one explained this.”

      “I KNOW!” She took a couple of deep breaths to calm down. “If Aurulian was still around I would go down there and burn it myself. I might just burn it again. Didn’t you register there?”

      “Yes, to the Guild and I met—”

      “The old man who just sits in that tower all day long like a spider in his web. Of course you spoke to him.”

      “Who was he?”

      “He is dead, so it doesn’t matter anymore and that is not the point. The thing is that mages get the communication equipment. That way, if they see another mage that is at the Advanced rank in a chant that is in the area, they can make a call to say hello.”

      I chose not to say anything again.

      “But you! You just come barging in. No care in the world, thinking it is all okay. Since mages only communicate with that bit of enchanted gear, of course you never met any reasonable ones.”

      “The Church—”

      “Don’t get me started on the most holiest of Churches of Light and Order. They just like to live in their own little world, collecting money for healing and crushing anything which threatens that. Don’t get me wrong, they are strong and a decent organization, but they are a reason no one studies anything.

      “Now. Now…” She let out a couple of breaths. “This was an accident. There is no formal process or anything, but rouge mages tend to end up dead when they piss someone powerful off. I am old and my advancement has stalled.”

      I saw the look on her face. I was viewed as an opportunity, especially with the enchanted equipment I had on me.

      “Stop!”

      “Inferno!” She managed to get off the skill despite it being a much longer word. Flames streamed towards me. I dived to the side and rolled along the ground, only slightly singed. The Burning Silver was still stopped. I quickly ran behind here.

      As soon as she unfroze, she stepped to the side and began to turn around. “Shock!” I stabbed her in the back and unleashed my mana directly into her.

      “Ahhhhh!” she screamed.

      “Shock. Shock. Shock.” She ripped her body free of the sword and collapsed to the ground in a trembling mess. Her blood and guts spilled onto the stone of Aurbrush.

      “Slow. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.”

      Soon her head was a smoking mess and she was no longer moving. I had won, but it didn’t feel like a victory. I noted that Harold had killed Galrish. Good, I was annoyed, pissed, and just feeling tired. It wasn’t my body or mind, but more like my very soul.

      Anyone I learned something from I respected. It was probably a carryover from all the books I had read. Now Burning Silver was dead after explaining so much to me. I began searching her robes. A money pouch and a journal.

      I flipped it open and it was all in a code of some kind or just plain nonsense. I put it away in my pack, took the coins, and then checked her for any remaining enchanted items. Unfortunately, they were all partially melted. My mana had impacted them.

      That was another reason not to use silver or copper enchanted items. They had a much greater chance of deforming and hurting a person if infected with mana that wasn’t the mages. “Come on, we should get going.” I eyed the buildings around us nervously. Guards would be showing up soon.

      “What about the Twilight?” Harold asked.

      That was a good question. It represented a lot of money.

      “Leave it. There are probably other people interested in the drugs. If we take them this escalates from a disagreement to a theft. Still, I don’t know why she was so excited. I get it, but such a waste.” I shook my head and we both began walking away.

      “Probably a noble, or descended from one,” Harold finally said.

      “What makes you think that?” I asked.

      “It is how a noble would react.”

      “Huh, makes sense. What about everything she said?”

      “I never heard of any of that.”

      How rare were mages, I wondered? I had rarely meant any kind of mage while traveling. The powerful ones I could count on a single hand.

      I had no doubt she was telling the truth, I was just trying to reconcile what she said with everything I already knew. It wasn’t a matter of believing her, but I had to think back when I was traveling and past conversations I could only half remember.

      What she said did seem to be correct. My Chant of Time was the only skill I had that reached the Advanced level. It didn’t seem that much of a surprise since it was the only skill I had worked out from the chants for myself.
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      There was something else I could do now. I had reached level 37 and brought my Wisdom up to 200 and put the remaining 3 points into Intelligence. There was no new skill, which was unfortunate. Now I was going to balance things out a bit more.

      It was too risky to leave other stats lagging behind. Burning Silver was strong, but she died easily once I got her. That confirmed two things in my mind. The first was that mage combat was stupidly dangerous. When two mages fought only one would survive, which was a very true statement confirming that small time mages would die off fairly quickly due to the lack of Health. The second thing was that the first strike was critical.

      My Chant of Time transversed the distance instantly, except for the two rare cases of the Lich and Enchanter Jax. She had been fast, surprisingly fast. She must have invested quite a bit into Dexterity, probably to stay alive.

      I had trained my body from a young age after reading how important it was. Other mages, they probably came from privileged backgrounds. Less training, or less drive, and then they were a bit too slow, or didn’t have enough Health. Also, the Chant of Time was incredibly overpowered.

      If I had to use the Inferno ability like Burning Silver had, then it would have been a struggle to fight and kill quite a bit. I would actually be dead from the Leviathan. It was a combination of factors that made me who I was, but it also made me an outlier compared to other mages.

      A short and brutal fight. At least I hadn’t hesitated the moment I saw her twitch. That was scary and dangerous in a far different way than say the Leviathan. It was a steep climb to reach the top. For every life and death situation I had survived so far, a number of other people would have died.

      I could only shake my head at all this, luck truly was a hidden stat and I had been blessed. The real question was what to do now. We made our way to the guild hall and got a room for the night and a meal.

      No guards showed up and no one came to ask us any questions. The place where the fight had taken place was not in the best part of the town. I had no doubt that scavengers had stripped the corpse of the melted silver to resell for copper. The people interested in the Twilight would cover it all up as well. They might be annoyed, but there would be no reason to fight.

      That was why I hadn’t touched the Twilight since that would have passed anyone’s bottom line. The real headache for the group or organization producing and distributing the drugs was finding a new mage, but I wasn’t too concerned.

      Burning Silver probably held a high up position the way she talked. The noble comment by Harold made a bit of sense, but she was probably a dark noble, or a criminal leader. In an organization like that various factions would look to take over and eliminate others. She was probably viewed as weak or losing influence due to her age.

      The long conversation we had was probably her trying to work out if a fight was worth it in her mind, while the fight itself was her desire to improve her position. I had killed a number of people on the road, which probably made her look weak. Perception was everything.

      If I wanted to join such an organization, I would have stayed at the scene and waited until someone came for the Twilight to have a chat. If I wanted to fight said organization or let greed overwhelm my common sense, I would have stolen the drugs.

      “Hey, you see this?” Harold came back with the food and a piece of parchment. No server was working at the moment and people had to go up to a table to get a bowl of stew, bread, and ale.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “There is going to be an auction tomorrow for various goods. It is something that happens every ten-day, but this time I heard there was an expedition across the ocean that brought back some interesting things.”

      “Things like…?”

      “Journals, notes, enchanted gear.” I took the piece of parchment and looked over the information.

      “Alright, let’s go.”

      “Really?”

      “It is new and we might find something. I have enough gold and you shouldn’t be that poor. I doubt they will be selling anything in the platinum range. That would probably be taken to the capital and sold there,” I said.

      “Sorry.” I looked at Harold in confusion. “For asking about your skills and chants.” He let out a sigh.

      Ah, he had been paying attention to what Burning Silver had said.

      “Don’t worry about it. We all get frustrated sometimes. This stew…it tastes too much of fish.” It was one of the worst stews I had tasted in an Adventurers Guild.

      “The bread…it is better than the rocks we normally eat, but…” Harold trailed off and let the bread sit in the stew.

      “Like they dumped an entire fish in the stew pot. Well, that is life. The food isn’t always good. People sometimes just attack. Life is short.” I held up my mug.

      We clinked them together as part of the toast.
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      “Welcome one and all to Aurbrush’s very own ten-day auction. We have a special treat for all of you today. Rare items from the far continent. So without any further wait let’s get to it.” A young woman brought out a sword and put it on the display stand.

      I had purchased balcony seating and was there with Harold. The bottom floor wasn’t packed, but it was crowded.

      “This sword is a silver level enchanted blade. It is more durable and sharper than a regular weapon. Perfect for those hard to kill monsters. Starting the bidding at two gold coins.”

      “Two and fifty,” someone called out.

      “Two and sixty,” another person called out.

      “You think it is any good?” Harold asked me.

      “Up to you if you have the money,” I said. “Just means less work. You really need to focus on weak points and skills. Not equipment. But that is me.”

      “Four and thirty,” the most recent bidder called out.

      “Anyone else, we have four gold and thirty silver. Going once, twice, sold!” The person went off to the back to pay and collect the item.

      “Next up, we have a necklace inlaid with pearls. An amazing gift for a loved one. Starting the bidding at forty silver.” I ignored the necklace and the next couple of items that came out.

      Finally, something came out that peaked my interest. “We have a tome, that describes various dark mages and their abilities. There are no chants in the book, it is purely historical.” I saw a lot of interest leave the auction house at that, but my interest went up.

      “Without anything else, we will start the bidding at three gold.” I winced, but I wanted it.

      “Four gold,” someone called out from another balcony seat.

      “Four and fifty,” a second person called out.

      “You look interested,” Harold said.

      “I always enjoyed reading. I might scribe the tome and try to improve my skill,” I said.

      My Scribe skill had been stagnant for quite a long time. It didn’t help that I no longer needed to make maps for people to earn money.

      “I have six gold, do I hear a higher bid?”

      “Eight gold,” I called out.

      “I have eight gold. This is a very valuable historical tome about dark mana and its impacts. Do I hear eight fifty?”

      “Ten gold.” I looked at the other balcony seat and it was an older gentleman.

      “Fifteen gold,” I said and mentally winced.

      The old man glared at me but didn’t speak up as I won the tome. That was it for me. I got up and made my way with Harold to pick up the tome.

      After parting with my gold pieces and feeling a pain in my soul, I took a look at it. There was no title and it was bound in bloodstained leather. I opened the tome up and looked inside.

      The dark mana is the lifeblood of the soul. Calling upon the primordial energies one can learn to twist the very air itself. I write this so that all may know of the true power of dark mana and the chants under its venerated auspices.

      “Hello young man.” I turned and it was the old man from before. “I am Baron Farpoint. I was hoping to buy that tome when you are done reading it. I would be willing to pay you.”

      “Why this tome?” I asked.

      “Ah, I am a collector of books and a patron of the capital library.”

      “I am Edward Monteger, a pleasure. This is my companion, Harold Galpahne, the son of Baron Harond Galpahne,” I replied.

      “A pleasure.” He gave a nod to Harold. “The tome?” he asked.

      “I was planning to read it, but also to Scribe a new copy. If you would be willing to put us up and provide the materials for me to make a copy for about a month, I could sell you the tome for five gold pieces,” I replied.

      Baron Farpoint lit up at that.

      “Perfect! Perfect! Come, we can go back to my estate and I will arrange things. If I am yo inquire, what rank of Scribe are you?”

      “Experienced. I am hoping this pushes me to the Advanced rank.”

      “Ah, how wonderful. I would love to take a look at your work when you are finished.”

      “It would be an honor.”
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      I rubbed my wrist. It wasn’t sore just tired. I shook it out and looked over the most recent page I had copied over. At least I had been provided with quality supplies.

      I set the page aside and carefully turned the tome to the next page. I would get one more done tonight and call it quits. Thankfully, the skill never left me. Skills could degrade like stats, but it normally happened at the end of a person’s life.

      For the same reason why it was really hard to get a skill and improve it, the same was true in reverse. I read over the text first to make sure I knew what it said before copying it over. Mistakes were costly and meant repeating a lot of work.

      We have already covered the topic of Necromancy and its various basic forms and how to recognize a Chant of Necromancy. The most advanced form of Necromancy is the transformation of the mage from a living being to a state of undeath.

      The exact process is unknown, but it is speculated that it involves a large number of deaths. The benefits include an undying body, the ability to resurrect, and the retention of skills and stats. The downsides include a soul container that cannot be moved and is kept in a ritualistic pattern to draw in mana since the undying body can no longer take in mana, which is known as the phylactery. Like all undead, the loss of Status and Skill panels, and finally being unable to improve beyond the point from when the undying body was formed.

      Often such individuals act as tomb guardians, protecting their liege lords from desecration. I have heard rumors that the Great Tomb of Xalxaxerax contained no less than seven undying bodies at the time of its excavation.

      There is one noted exception. If a mage with an undying body is able to find an heir of their flesh and blood, they will be able to resurrect themselves into the body, displacing the soul. This means the loss of status points and skills but not the loss of knowledge. That is why entire bloodlines are purged by the Church to prevent bloodlines from continuing.

      I reread the entire passage. That was…the Lich wasn’t dead. I reread it a third time just to be sure about what I had read. An undying body was clearly a reference to the skeleton body of the Lich. The original author implied that it was incredibly obvious what an undying body actually was.

      The Lich was still alive. That was why the undead had remained in Goldtown. Well maybe not alive, alive, but it still existed. It was reforming. I went to the next page, but it talked about dark mana and plants.

      I read through the sections on Necromancy another time. The Lich was still there. But the mine was collapsed. No, if the Lich really had been destroyed people would have talked about it. But then the destruction of Azalon would appear to be pointless. However, it would be hard to keep a secret of that magnitude. It could be a team of rank 5 adventurers.

      There were more unanswered questions than I knew what to do with. I needed to think through this situation calmly. The Lich had killed my sister. The Lich was an undying body, which had been described in the tome. The tome appeared to be fairly accurate, but also the author speculated quite a bit. The undead were still active by Goldtown when I visited, they had not been wiped out. That means the mana was still active.

      The mana was coming from a ritual site, or the phylactery as the tome called it. So even if the Lich was gone and its mana should disperse, the phylactery was still drawing in mana, and the Lich would reform.

      This was a joke. A bad joke. The Shadow of Aurulian had been known for his unrelenting goal to dominate everything and high death toll. That could have all been a pretext for the requirements to make an undying body and become a Lich.

      There was no time frame given. It could be a day, ten-day, month, year, or however long it would eventually take. But the Lich would come back one day. I got up and began pacing back and forth in the room I had been given by Baron Farsight.

      The mine entrance was blocked, which meant I would need to bring a team with at least one mage with a chant to clear out the debris and shore up the mine shaft. My mind then turned to the idea that there was a tomb with treasures.

      I tried to recall why Goldtown was set up. There was gold being excavated, but the news coming from the place was very low and they used prisoners to mine said gold. If a tomb was discovered, then the quickest way to clear it was to just send in bodies to clear out the traps. The more sensitive prisoners with families could be used to resmelt the gold they found and manage the town.

      No one would care or make a fuss and it would be a huge source of wealth. It all made sense now. The real question was what should I do about it. For all intents and purposes, the threat was over and the mine sealed up.

      But I had no doubt that someone would dig it out again. There was also the fact my sister was dead, killed by the Lich. While it was pointless to think about revenge, I thought about revenge. Then there was the lure of there being tomes, manuscripts, and books tucked away into the tomb that would explain more things about mana.

      It was very, very tempting to want to go back. I stopped pacing and got ready to go to bed. I was done scribing for the night and my mind was a mess. My father liked to say to me when I started, ‘A messy mind leads to messy work.’

      I agreed with that. I got into the bed and thought about what I could do going forward. There honestly wasn’t much I could do. I would need to read through the entire tome to see if there were any more hints or anything else that was useful.

      I slowly drifted off to sleep. That was when I was woken up by shouting. I quickly got dressed and drew my sword. I took a lamp in my free hand as I made my way out of my room to the main hall.

      “—by order of the Church of Light and Order.”

      “You have no authority here. I am a Baron of Yorek, not some rabble you can trample over. I don’t believe you want to have a fight,” Baron Farsight said.

      “I agree with that, but you have refused our requests for the last ten-days to take the tome.”

      “It is not mine.”

      “But you are hosting the person who did purchase it, known to have scribing skills. We cannot allow such a dangerous artifact to be reproduced.” I was on the second floor and looked down into the main hall past the staircase.

      There were three knights who stood there facing six guards and the baron. No one had their weapon’s drawn so I sheathed my blade. “Again, you can petition the King, but as a noble you cannot barge into my estate uninvited.”

      “We merely require the tome in question be held without being copied until a ruling is delivered from court.”

      “I gave no instructions for the work to be copied. Also, Edward Monteger is a respected adventurer known as the Serpent Slayer. You overextend yourselves.”

      “You overextend yourself, Baron. No noble title will protect you from our sight.”

      “That may be true, but unless you are planning to start a fight, I am going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “No. We will fight here if you force us. If you are killed it will only mean a small sanction, but you will be dead.”

      I winced at that. Three knights meant they had a huge advantage at the moment.

      “I would disagree with that,” I said, stepping out and made my way down the staircase to the Baron’s side.

      “Edward Monteger, you will hand over the tome in question or else.”

      “I paid quite a bit for it. I would be willing to sell it to honorable knights such as yourselves for a platinum.” There was utter silence at that. “The auction house was the one who sold the tome and from what I learned their items are approved by the Church, so you have no room to object.”

      The knight grit his teeth. “There was a mistake and the individual in question has already been executed by purifying fire for his crimes. Now we must take the tome.”

      “But my money? It seems quite unfair for you to approve something and I pay for it, only to come and steal it now. Again, I am reasonable, just a single platinum, or are you common thieves running around in the night.”

      He put his hand on the hilt of his sword and partially drew it. “You will hand over the tome or else.”

      “If there is a fight you will die. But in the interest of cooperation, why not ask your superior about the situation and we can discuss it in the morning?”

      “There has been too much delay and waiting for a Senior Priest will take ten-days. We cannot allow the tome to be copied and dark knowledge fall into unscrupulous hands.”

      “As a hero recognized by the King of Yorek, I would think my hands are far from unscrupulous. Unless there is some reason for your doubt?”

      “Do you know the Chant of Healing?”

      I kept my face calm.

      “I know of the Chant of Healing. Why do you ask?” I responded in the same cadence as my previous replies.

      The knight frowned a bit. “Regardless, hand over the tome.”

      “If we fight someone will die,” I replied.

      There was silence as both groups stood off.

      “Um, how long is this going to go on?” the Baron asked.

      “Until we get the tome. Comply or else.”

      I looked at the Baron and then back at the knights. Fighting with the Church was asking to be swept aside into a garbage pit. The Church was incredibly powerful. These knights were just the tip of the proverbial storm that crash down upon me.

      On the other hand, I had spent a lot of gold for the tome. I wasn’t just about to give it up. “You need to offer some sort of compromise. If not, I will go the King and complain and ask for compensation from the Church. This will cause you further problems. I would rather not waste the time doing that and you would rather get the tome.”

      There was silence at that. The lead knight seemed to be considering my position. “Very well. Five gold.” I just stared at the knight. Was he taking Twilight, since he clearly didn’t understand my position. No, he probably did, but he just didn’t care.

      “I paid more than that.”

      “That is the limit of my funds.”

      He was just poor. May I be saved from the poor people and the poor knights.

      “Then a promissory note for fifteen more gold, witnessed by the Baron here to prevent any misunderstandings. That way you get the tome, I get some money, and the situation is resolved.”

      The knight appeared to be thinking about my proposal for a while. I had no idea what was going through his head. “No. Five gold. That is it.”

      I winced at that.

      Was it worth ten gold coins to get in a fight with the Church? It wasn’t, but at the same time I was incensed about how I was being trampled over. I didn’t dare close my eyes to just think, but I was tired and annoyed.

      “Baron, if I go to the King afterwards, do you think there will be a response?” I asked.

      “No. The Church would be a bit embarrassed, but they truly have the right to seize anything dealing with dark mana…”

      “I can’t accept this. I just can’t,” I said. “That is my gold they are stealing. This isn’t silver or copper, but gold. I can accept they take the tome, but I won’t allow anyone to steal from me.” I put my hand on my sword and partially pulled out the blade as well. “No.”

      The knight clearly didn’t want to escalate things, but he also didn’t want to let the issue go or compromise.

      “Well, we are at an impasse. Only the King can rule on something like this,” the Baron said.

      “Then there is no choice. In the holy name of the Church of Light and—”

      They had all drawn their weapons when I acted.

      “Slow. Stop. Stop. Slow. Slow. Slow.” I stopped the knights, but I slowed their weapons afterwards. The slow mana overwrote the stop mana. I went close to the weapons. “Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.” I used Bolt two times on each sword and then quickly backed up.

      “Ahhhh!” they screamed when my mana wore off. One of them dropped their weapon. Another knight collapsed. The lead knight managed to hang on and rush at me.

      “Stop.” I used the mana on his weapon and he lost his grip. “Stop. Stop. Stop.” I stopped all three knights. “Quickly collect their weapons and get rope.”

      “Hurry and do what he says,” the Baron added.

      The guards rushed forward and took the weapons and then backed off. The mana wore off and the knights could move again.

      “What—”

      “Your swords have been taken. When you return with a platinum, I will return both the swords and the tome into your custody. Until then, I think it is best that you leave,” I said.

      “I won’t forget this,” the lead knight hissed. I hadn’t gotten his name. “Let’s go.”

      They left the estate and I let out a huge breath.

      “That was quite amazing,” the Baron said.

      “Yes, but also a lot of trouble. I am leaving tomorrow morning. Do you want to buy the tome?” I asked.

      “No, unfortunately I can’t do that now.”

      “Then I will destroy it with you and Harold as witnesses.”

      “Hmm, why destroy it?” he asked.

      “Spite.”

      “Hah, something I am familiar with. Still, this will cause issues regardless. Captain, keep a strong watch the next ten-day, hire more men if you need to,” the Baron told one of his men.

      “As you command Baron.”

      The guards then quickly dispersed.

      “So how much have you copied?” the Baron asked.

      “About two thirds. I would need at least five more days to finish,” I replied.

      “Unfortunate. Can’t you rush?” he asked.

      I let out a sigh and closed my eyes. “Yes, it will be poor quality.”

      “That is no problem. Work as quickly as possible. If you need anything please let a servant know.”

      “I will.”

      I then trudged back to my room and set the lamp down. I then began working on scribing the rest of the tome. It was messy, any Scribe worth their ink would be crying tears of blood, but it was legible in the barest of sense. There were spelling errors, formatting errors, and a misplaced word or two as I rushed through the rest of the tome as quickly as possible.

      The next day, I gave both the tome and the copy to the Baron. He paid me ten gold. After that, we all left and went to the Church. He stood on the steps protected by his guards as a crowd gathered.

      “I have come to make a great contribution to the Church on behalf of myself and the hero Edward Monteger, the Serpent Slayer!” the Baron shouted.

      He was quite loud for an old man.

      “He realized he had a dark tome and brought the issue up to me. As his host and as a Baron of Yorek, I knew I had to do the right thing and turn such a dark tome over to the Church.”

      The Baron held up the tome and there were gasps.

      “Yes, this is a dark artifact. Now, Edward spent his hard earned gold to acquire this artifact and to stop it from being used for evil. Now we turn it over to the Church to dispose of it properly.”

      The guards at the front of the Church didn’t know what to do when the Baron went over and handed one of them the tome.

      “This issue is resolved!”

      People cheered. I went up there and the Baron raised up my arm and there were more cheers as I waved at everyone. After that, we went back to the estate.

      “How did you get so many people to show up?” I asked.

      “Had my men go around and pay some people to talk about what was going on and to show up. Now the Church won’t be able to do anything.”

      “That is good. Thank you for paying me.”

      “No, the thanks is mine. Do you plan to stay?” he asked.

      “No. I will be setting out tomorrow after I get some sleep.”

      “That is no problem,” the Baron said.
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        * * *

      

      “Ugh,” Harold said as we were on boat heading back to Crathlaw from Aurbrush. I kept a look out for any large sea monsters, but unfortunately there weren’t any.

      “It gets better.” I patted Harold on the back.

      “Ugh.”

      “Ship!” one of the sailors shouted.

      We had only been sailing for three days. I looked to where people pointed. There was a white ship, but it was hard to make out.

      “Three white ships, flying the colors of the Church,” the lookout called.

      Oh, no. They couldn’t be holding a grudge enough to dispatch three ships. I could only wait.

      The ships were coming right at us. Then they turned before reaching us and swung about. Two on our right and one on the left. I walked up to where the captain was looking at his counterpart on the ship dispatched by the Church.

      “Edward Monteger is being detained for questioning regarding dark mana. Hand him over.”

      The captain looked at me. Harold had come over as well.

      “It looks like this is where we part.” There was no escape. Not with three ships. I would need all the sailors to side with me. Even then it would be tricky.

      “Can you take my equipment to my family.” I looked at Harold.

      “Of course.”

      I turned to the captain. “I apologize for this. I never thought they would be this excited.”

      “Me either. Hope you make it,” the captain said.

      I handed over everything to Harold. I felt naked and poor without my earrings, rings, and sword. With a bit of maneuvering and some rope I was brought aboard the Church ship.

      I was dragged in front of the knight standing there. It was the same knight that had lead the group into the Baron’s estate. Well, this wasn’t good.

      “Edward Monteger, you have been accused of copying dark artifacts with the intent to distribute. You are accused of disrupting the peace of Yorek. Do you have anything to say?”

      “What is going to happen now?” I asked.

      “Now you will be taken to the Holy City and executed for your heresy. Baron Farsight has already fled.”

      “I see. Is there nothing I can do?” I asked.

      “It is too late for that. Bring the manacles,” the knight said.

      “Stop. Stop. Stop.” I used the ability on the mast first, then the knight, and then myself.

      The ship was ripped up and I dropped onto the deck near the rear of the ship. “Stop.” I used my mana on the knight once more and then rushed for a piece of splintered wood. I grabbed it and jumped off the ship.

      I hit the water and clung to the wood. I paddled away from the broken ship, then saw the other two swinging towards me. “Stop. Stop. Stop. Stop.” Masts were ripped from the hull and the ships floundered. There were screams as sailors were crushed and fell into the water.

      “Ahhhh!” the knight screamed as the magic wore off and he fell into the water. With the armor he was wearing, he was going to die by drowning very quickly. I began kicking my feet and trying to swim back in the direction of shore.

      We had been fairly far offshore, but it was still in sight thankfully. It took the rest of the day to reach shore and when I finally did, I was exhausted. I crawled up on a rock and lay there. My body and head hurt. Thankfully, I had full mana when I had taken off my enchanted equipment. My equipment, I wanted to cry.

      Harold had it, and I had no doubt he would leave it with my family. But it was my equipment. I felt a pain in my very soul at how much it had all been worth. Still, it was smart to give it up. If I had fought from the ship, the sailors would have panicked and I would have been overwhelmed if they had turned on me.

      If I went over with equipment, I would have been stripped right away to prevent me from having any type of equipment. I had sacrificed myself, but I had no regrets. There were many things that I regret, but standing up to the Church and saving myself and saving the ship I had been traveling on weren’t part of those regrets.

      The question was, what should I do now? I needed to get my stuff back, and then go into hiding. Blood Hawk could probably help me out. Still, there was one thing that bothered me. Why did the knight say that the Baron had fled? Baron Farsight had set things up to help himself out the most. He was the big winner with the entire Tome debacle. It made no sense for nobility to flee unless the King was after them, no matter how much pressure the Church could bring.
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        * * *

      

      I walked into Crathlaw with a dark green cloak and hood. I had rubbed ash on my face to make myself appear darker so I wouldn’t be as easily recognized. Also, a beard had started to make its appearance. I didn’t bother to shave to further throw people off.

      I carefully made my way through the city. It had grown and was more bustling than ever. The first stop was Blood Hawk. I made my way to his tavern.

      “Business?” the guard at the door asked.

      “Blood Hawk. Business,” I said.

      “Weapons?”

      “Just a knife.” I handed it over. I had another two on me. The guard gave me a look.

      “Wait here.” I waited and he soon came back. “You can go in.”

      I made my way into the tavern and to the table Blood Hawk was sitting at.

      “And who might you be?” he asked.

      “An old acquaintance. I have been traveling off the roads and keeping a low profile. I paid you quite a bit for the extra protection on my family.”

      “Ah, yes. It is bad you know.”

      “I know.”

      “No, you don’t. You have been cast out of the Adventurer’s Guild and the King has issued a public bounty of ten gold for your capture. One gold if you are dead.” I tensed up. “Not going to do anything, but just sharing some news.”

      “What else?”

      “The Church is doing a large scale purge. They had been quiet since Aurulian fell, but apparently they sorted out their internal issues. They are making a huge push to help reclaim the lost land.”

      “My family?”

      “That is where it gets tricky.”

      “Just say it already.”

      “They are making a living, but their work has been drastically cut. Your brother in the Merchant’s Guild has been demoted to a menial position. There is a lot of public resentment.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t worry, I kept my end of our deal. As I said before, I will honor it until I die. If you die, well that is your problem not mine.”

      “Can I see them?” I asked.

      “No. There are at least six rank three adventurers waiting for your return. Two of them are mages.”

      “Can you bring them here?” I asked.

      “It will cost you.”

      I was glad I had kept my coin pouch.

      “How much?”

      “A gold. Probably just your parents and elder brother. Too much movement would draw attention.”

      “Here.” I placed a gold coin on the table and it quickly disappeared.

      “Alright. Come with me.” I followed Blood Hawk to an upstairs room. He then left. My mana was full so I wasn’t worried about an ambush. As long as I had time to use my mana I could escape.

      A short time later the door opened. My father, mother, and Rothgar all came in. Blood Hawk closed the door.

      “Edward,” my mother said. I took down my hood.

      “What happened? One second we heard you are a hero, then the next…” Rothgar said,  then trailed off.

      “Sit. Let me explain.” I told them everything that had happened. I could see my family upset, but there was nothing we could do at the moment.

      “So what now?” my mother asked.

      “Going to Aurulian and let things quiet down for a few years. Then I will probably return and live a quiet life. Or maybe travel to another country. Did Harold drop off my equipment?”

      “He did.” My father began pulling out the rings, earrings, and circlet from under his cloak.

      “My sword?” I asked.

      “There was no sword,” my father said.

      “When did he drop off the items?”

      “Shortly after news went out about your situation,” my father explained.

      I see.

      “Thank you. Don’t worry about me.” I stood up.

      “I love you.” My mother hugged me and the rest of my family joined in.

      “Here.” I handed over three gold coins. “That should help you all out and Galric. I heard he is having a rough time.”

      “No, you should keep—”

      I cut my father off. “Don’t argue. I have enough gold on me to survive for quite a long time. Just wait, when I come back I will be level 100.”

      “You better brother,” Rothgar said.

      I gave my family another hug, put on my equipment, and then left the room.

      “Good luck.” Blood Hawk was waiting in the hallway.

      “Keep an eye on them.”

      “I will.” I gave him a nod and then left. I had thought about asking him for a sword, but I wanted my sword back, not a replacement.
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        * * *

      

      “I swear he is not here!” the servant said.

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know! I swear. I swear on my mother.”

      “Ronald, he stole something from me. I want it back. Since I can’t get it back, well vengeance.”

      I stabbed the man in the eye socket, killing him instantly. I pulled the knife free and wiped it on his clothes.

      “A pity.”

      I had already wiped out the guards and most of the servants on the estate. Some of them had managed to flee and I had caught this one. I made my way into the main study and began breaking open the desk, pulling down paintings and books.

      “Finally.”

      A false bottom in the desk. I broke open the drawer. I took the coin pouch and checked it. Gold and a platinum piece, that made me smile. There were parchments stored in there. I looked at the first one, just correspondence to another noble, nothing incriminating that I could tell.

      I had already stolen a sword, it just wasn’t as good as my enchanted one. Nothing was as good as that sword. I took a lamp and poured out the oil onto the desk. I then struck a lighter and it caught fire. You want to mess with me, well bring it.

      I left the estate as it began to burn down to the ground. It was freeing in a way I never expected to just do what I wanted. No wonder so many people became bandits. I took a horse and put on a saddle. The fire was really gaining ground and half the mansion was engulfed. I rode off from the estate and began making my way west.

      There was one place where I suspected Harold might go to. The servants had said he had stopped by and the estate was on the way from Crathlaw to the cave with the mind mana. There was a good chance that the mind mana had a deeper impact than I had initially thought.

      I was on my own, but it had been that way for a long time and I had felt that way my entire life. Now I was going to address a grievance I had and take matters into my own hands. I had tried to be merciful and compromise, but that made things even worse. Now I had only two options. Either kill enough people to become too strong to mess with, or die.

      A one man bandit army so to say. Regardless, I knew the direction I needed to go. So much time traveling in the wilderness had given me an innate understanding of which direction was which. All the time looking at maps and comparing them to the terrain also helped as well.

      I made my way to the cave over a ten-day. I entered the cave and looked around. No sign of Harold. I had guessed wrong. Still, I would clear this place without any worries. I lit up a torch and tossed it deep into the cave. The back lit up and there was a large spider near the ceiling, hanging off the rear wall.

      I noted a number of cocoons as well. “Bolt.” The same cracks in the air appeared as the mana disappeared. I tossed another lit torch. This one almost crazed the large spider. It was about the size of dog with a red eye shaped marking on its back.

      I threw a third torch and hit the spider this time. It moved. “Bolt.” He let out a horrific scream I didn’t think spiders could make and collapsed onto the ground and the burning torches. It raced towards me. “Slow. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt. Bolt.”

      The monster practically exploded into pieces from all the mana that I used on it. A simple monster with complex tricks. I went to the cocoons and began to carefully cut them open. Kobold, unknown monster, unknown human, Kobold probably, and Harold.

      He had my sword gripped in his cold dead hand. I pulled the sword free. I felt whole again and I smiled. I kept the sword I currently had and made my way back out of the cave.
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      My Charisma had gone down by two points. Probably because of how unkempt I kept myself in order to keep people away and not let them recognize me. Still, I had reached level 39. I had made progress, but I needed to make even more. I had been placing all the points into Intelligence, which kept boosting my Mana similar to Wisdom.

      I was climbing up the ranks and slowly but surely. I was strong, not strong enough to do what I wanted, but strong enough to hold my own in a fight. At least that was what I hoped. I got on my horse and began riding around the Jockel Swamp, and through the mountains, in order to head back into Aurulian.

      I could find a place to hide out and kill nearby monsters and whatever else came my way. I just had to keep fighting and live one day at a time.
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      “Slow.” I then cut off the elves head. “Slow All.” The arrows were blocked. “Haste.” I sped up my perception. “Slow. Slow.” I killed two more elves and then the remaining elves fled. They were really annoying.

      I had decided to head back to Goldtown since I kept thinking about the Lich. It was a bad idea, but not that bad. With humans gone from the land, all the trapped monster populations exploded outwards and were fighting with each other.

      That meant the territory they had owned before was less dangerous. It was a weird effect, but the trip to Goldtown was probably safer than half of Aurulian currently. I reached Goldtown near sunset and paused when I heard noise.

      I crept up on the gate and saw guards. Why would there be guards here? I couldn’t just walk up and pretend to be a traveler. That wouldn’t work. Well, maybe it would.

      I meditated to recover my mana, then left my hiding spot along the road and made my way towards the entrance to Goldtown.

      “That’s far enough,” one of the guards said.

      “Who is in charge?” I asked.

      “This is a restricted—”

      “Slow. Slow.” I then killed both of them. No more nonsense. You wanted me to not compromise. Well, this is me not compromising! I walked through the gate.

      “Hey I heard some noise—”

      “Who is in charge. If you say anything else you are dead.”

      “Church of Light and Order.”

      “Really now. Take me to the person in charge.”

      “I…I can’t—”

      “Take me to them, or die.” I raised my bloody blade and pointed it at the terrified guard. He looked to be even younger than me.

      “Al…alright.”

      The place was strangely quiet and a lot of it was wrecked, but I saw there had been attempts made at cleaning this place up.

      “You need to relieve…who is that?” We came across another guard.

      “I am going to see the person in charge to have a talk. You can either let me through, or die,” I calmly said.

      There was silence. I poked the first guard in the back a bit. “Ahh, okay. I’m going.”

      “You walk with him.”

      “You can’t take—”

      “I am Edward Monteger, I go where I want and kill who I want. Now, if you don’t listen I am going to want to kill you. Do you understand?” I asked and the guard nodded. “Now move.”

      A minute later we were in front of a repaired building.

      “Knock. Ask the person in charge to come out.”

      The first guard knocked and the door swung open.

      “What is it? I need to figure out the…what is going on.”

      I didn’t recognize the middle aged man, but that wasn’t surprising.

      “I am here for two reasons. Are you with the Church of Light and Order?” I asked since they weren’t wearing Church colors.

      “Ah, no. Well, kind of. We are mercenaries that work under the Church. I am Commander Franklin, you are?”

      “Edward Monteger.” I saw him stiffen up a bit. “Good, you have heard of me, this will be easier. Can you contact your superiors. I want this bounty removed and a settlement reached.”

      “I can, but it is mana intensive.”

      “Then you can do it,” I said, and there was silence after that for a long moment.

      “Very well. Can you let my men go?”

      “Hmm, if you attack me, you all will die. I already defeated three knights of the Church, at the same time.”

      “You two, go secure the gate, and the other buildings,” Commander Franklin said. “Well, come on in.”

      “Bring the device outside.”

      “It is big and heavy. It took four men to place it in here.”

      “Hands on the back of your head, put your fingers together and walk to the device.”

      “Got it.” He listened to me and soon I was in a room with a large silver block with lots of carvings on it. “I need to place my hand on the device to activate it.”

      “Go on.”

      He placed his hand on the device. “This is Commander Franklin of the Third Detachment at Goldtown, requesting Senior Priest. Situation urgent. Confirm.” He then turned towards me. “Now we wait a moment.”

      Suddenly the block began transferring someone’s voice. “Headquarters getting Senior Priest. State situation.”

      “Alright, so the longer the message, the more mana. What do you want me to say?” he asked.

      “Just like that?”

      “Hey, I’m just here to make some silver and then go back home. No need for trouble,” Commander Franklin said.

      “Alright. Tell them I am here, and I want to negotiate an end for my bounty,” I offered.

      “Edward Monteger present. Requests end of bounty. Negotiate Confirm.”

      We both wait for a response.

      “Senior Priest present. Dispatching Inquisitor. Code Black.” I noted Commander Franklin pale.

      “What is—”

      The entire building shook. The commander ran out of a door before I could recover. I quickly made my way outside the building. There was a smoking crater and an older man with a gold staff, black robes with white trim, stood at the center of the crater. He used his free hand to stroke his clean shaven chin.

      I felt frumpy with my weak beard. Either go all the way or don’t. I shook my head, now wasn’t the time for useless thoughts.

      “Edward Monteger. I am Inquisitor Terrok. You will surrender and be placed in mana restraints. Any attempt to speak or do anything other than what I say, and I will kill you.”

      He paused and looked at me. I kept my mouth shut.

      “Hmm, so you know I am not worried about your mana. Feel free to speak for now.”

      “I want to end the bounty.”

      “Impossible, you killed an anointed knight of the Church.”

      “I was forced to. May I explain what happened?”

      “Go right ahead, but be aware that I don’t care. No one cares. I will listen, but I don’t care at all.” He looked bored. I considered the fact he may want to regenerate mana but a fight was in neither of our interests.

      “That is fine.” I then explained everything that had happened in Aurbrush and the ships.

      “Again, I don’t care. You have—”

      “Help!” One of the guards came running up. “The miners broke through and undead are coming out. Lots of them!”

      Inquisitor Terrok mumbled something and waved his hand. He then frowned. “This space has been blocked,” he said in a louder voice. He then looked at me.

      “The Lich is still alive. Team up?” I asked.

      He stared at me for a long moment, even as people screamed in the distance. He let out a sigh and rubbed his face with one of his hands. “Of course you know. I suppose you want my help if we team up?”

      “Yes, otherwise I will run.”

      “I could just kill you quickly.”

      “You aren’t sure. I am tricky and you know that. Why else would you listen to me, except to make me cooperate,” I reasoned. “Who is worse, me or the Lich?”

      He gave me a look implying that was a dumb question.

      “Mages, always the most difficult. Alright. Let’s go.” We began making our way to the mine shaft. “You take point, I will support.”

      “Why not reverse that?” I asked.

      “I am an Inquisitor. I can see by the look on your face you don’t get it. I am a mage killer. When we face the Lich I will confront it. Until then, I need to preserve my mana.”

      “I only have so much mana as well,” I said.

      “Just take the front,” he said. I didn’t argue anymore since undead were already showing up.

      “Slow.” I used my ability and then stabbed one in the head. “Haste.” That was a better use of mana. I went around stabbing the undead in their heads, putting them to rest. I noticed guards fighting as well, a number of them gaining some courage as they saw me pushing forward with the Inquisitor behind me. We reached the entrance to the mine and there was no more undead at the moment.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “Quiet.” Inquisitor Terrok held up his hands and closed his eyes. He opened them a moment later. He then looked at me. “We can’t win.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The majority of fights between mages at a certain skill level comes down to mana reserves,” he explained.

      “So the Lich can’t have that much? Even if the Lich is level 100, both of us should be able to beat it.”

      “The Lich has about twice as much as me, and I have twice as much mana as you currently,” Inquisitor Terrok explained.

      That put him at around 2,000 mana and the Lich at 4,000. Wait, he said currently so the teleport probably reduced his reserves by quite a bit.

      “How much was the teleport?” I asked out of curiosity.

      “Around 1,000 mana.”

      “Oh.”

      “If we were equal, I would give us a chance, but you would waste your mana getting to the Lich and then I would not have enough.”

      “But isn’t the Lich incapacitated from being destroyed and having to reform?” I asked.

      “Of course it is. That is why it only has 4,000 mana instead of the 10,000 it had before.”

      I paled at that. That meant the Lich was ten times my level or so. It would put it around 400.

      “How?” I whispered.

      “Lots of killing. Lots and lots of killing. The Church doesn’t make up its rules for no purpose. You, who have gone around killing people and creating trouble…well, it doesn’t much matter right now,” Inquisitor Terrok said.

      “Can we collapse the mind, destroy it that way?” I asked.

      “That was done in the distant past. A great price was paid to kill the Lich and we weren’t going to waste this chance to destroy it Phylactery. Now…”

      “But weren’t you already preparing?”

      “To travel here, not teleport. I can’t take people with me. My teleporting here alarmed it and caused the Lich to try and push people back. Now it is a race. The Lich gaining power or reinforcements arriving. It is approaching.”

      “What?! We should retreat.”

      “Not if it has set its sights on us. I can’t escape and if I die and am reanimated, the situation will become far worse.”

      “Then we fight together.”

      “Men, leave here and retreat to the White Outpost,” Inquisitor Terrok called out. The guards that remained quickly began falling back. “We are about to fight. Do you know the three primaries?”

      “Um, no.”

      “Gods, please save me. Alright, then you can’t counter mana based attacks. I will take point. Stay behind me. Use your mana on the Lich when you can and keep the undead off me. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Inquisitor Terrok fell back from the mine entrance and turned to face it. I took a position behind him and slightly to the side.

      The Lich slowly walked out of the cave entrance. It was clad in a black robe. Its red glowing red eyes were a stark contrast to its bone white face.

      “Ah, an Inquisitor.” The Lich then looked at me. “And companion.”

      “Shadow of Aurulian, you know you can’t win,” Inquisitor Terrok said.

      I was surprised they were talking. Probably to regain more mana and to get a feel for their opponent.

      “Perhaps, perhaps. I was so close too. Using a dungeon core to lure me to Azalon and then trying to destroy me.”

      “Nothing is too much in the face of such darkness.”

      “Even evil? Even halting the march of progress. I know more about mana and the secrets of this world in just one finger than you do from your entire body,” the Lich said.

      It was weird to hear it speak without its jaw or face moving.

      “Evil is relative. Secrets are meant to stay secret. Look at what you have become.”

      “An immortal magnus. A being of unparalleled power. Still, this argument has been done countless times. What say you?” The Lich turned its head slightly to look at me.

      “While I dislike the Church, you killed my sister and destroyed my home,” I said while raising my sword.

      “Regrettable, but let me make you an offer. While I can win, it will be annoying. Join me and become my apprentice. I will let you know all that I know. Let you learn untold secrets. Let you understand how mana and skills work.”

      I hesitated for a long moment. “Then you will kill me.”

      “I would offer a skill backed oath. The dear Inquisitor there knows such an oath can’t be violated.”

      “Is that true?” I asked.

      “It is,” Inquisitor Terrok said.

      “You won’t make a counter offer?” I asked him.

      “The Church does not deal in darkness.”

      “Hah! You see. Even now where your help would be invaluable, the Inquisitor declines. They fear what they don’t understand.”

      “It isn’t fear. It is the fact that the Church understands to give into darkness even slightly will create problems far into the future. Seeing into the future was your weak point.”

      “A classic mistake. Looking into the future. The future is ever changing. The experiments have proven that.”

      “Not on a large scale or against prophecy.”

      “Pointless dribble. So, have you decided?” the Lich asked me.

      It was tempting, it was my dream. I then thought of my sister and my family. But then I thought of my dream.

      “I…”

      There needed to be a decision one way or the other. Not making a decision was aiding the Lich without any benefits. “For the sake of my family I can’t let you destroy what exists. Slow All!” I targeted the ability so only the back of the Lich would be caught in the spell, so it would be slowed while still able to be attacked.

      The Lich quickly raised up a hand, but the bubble of slowed time still formed. “Disjunction!” Inquisitor Terrok called out. Space seemed to split in front of him with each half going a different direction.

      “Null All.” The Lich cast and a sphere appeared around it and the mana dispersed. “Death’s Touch.” A beam of dark light shot towards the Inquisitor.

      “Stop! Slow All.” I stopped the mana from the Lich and slowed it once again. The Inquisitor quickly moved to the side and so did I.

      “Disjunction!” He used the same ability at the Lich.

      “Null All!” The Lich countered everything once again.

      “Stop!” The Lich brought up a hand and a dark black light formed, countering my mana.

      “Disjunction!” Inquisitor Terrok used the same ability for a third time.

      “Null.” The Lich waved a hand and the ability disappeared. “Soul Grasp.”

      Inquisitor Terrok collapsed to the ground, blood pouring out of his eyes and mouth. “A futile attempt.” The Lich then looked at me. “It is a Sage level skill of the Chant of Souls. Sage is after Master.”

      “I won’t give up,” I said.

      “Do you have any Master level Chants? If not, then you stand no chance against me. If you give me your Chant of Time I will let you go.”

      “What?”

      “It is a Chant I do not know and it appears to be quite powerful. Hand it over and you may leave.”

      “Bolt!”

      “Pointless.” The Lich easily countered by raising a hand and canceling my mana.

      “Bolt! Stop!” I used each ability with a separate hand. The Lich countered the bolt, but was stopped for a short while.

      “Heal. Heal. Heal. Cleanse.” I used these abilities on Inquisitor Terrok. He slowly got back up to his feet and looked terrible. His face was covered with blood and dirt.

      “How long?”

      “Stop.” I used the ability again. “Not that long, can you do anything?” I asked.

      “No. Its skill level exceeds mine.”

      “You need to think more. Go behind it and attack from behind,” I said.

      Inquisitor Terrok paused. “So simple.” He shook his head.

      “Stop.” I used the ability again and we took up our positions right behind the Lich.

      As soon as it was free, Inquisitor Terrok and I acted.

      “Disjunction!”

      “Slow!”

      “Disjunction!”

      The entire space in front of us appeared to be fracturing apart with the Lich at the center of the distortion.

      “Null—”

      Before it could finish, its entire body broke apart and space snapped back to what it was. All that was left was a pile of dust and decayed robes.

      “We won?” I asked.

      “Yes…yes we won.” Inquisitor Terrok let out a long sigh and gave me a slight smile. “I was worried there. Thank you.” He gave me a slight bow.

      “Ah, yeah. But the Phylactery?” I asked.

      “More than enough time now that the Lich has been destroyed once more. The question now, is what to do with you?” I was silent. “It will be annoying, but the best option is for you to join the Church.”

      “Me? But I—”

      “Don’t care one whit about our policies, but just want to learn about mana and chants. Am I right?”

      I nodded at that.

      “Gods save me from the mages. It is the best option. This Lich is just one of many threats out there. Competent help is appreciated and you made the right choice when it came down to it.”

      “More threats?” I asked.

      “Hah, there are always more threats. Rampant dungeons, the demonic portal, tombs filled with Liches, the list goes on.”

      “But this Lich…”

      “Was powerful since it was a Master of the Chant of Nullification. It could counter mana. Getting it to that high a level is no small task. Otherwise, I could have won this battle easily by myself.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh, is right. Still, joining the Church?”

      “As an Inquisitor?” I asked.

      Inquisitor Terrok gave me a smile. “As a Junior Inquisitor. You have a long way to go first.”

      “My crimes?”

      “I can pardon you under my authority, but there won’t be a third chance. Don’t think I didn’t see the Chant of Healing.”

      “Ahhh…”

      “It is no matter. While at the lower levels people will bicker and argue, at a certain point it all comes down to power. I have power, so I have a say in how the Church will handle you.”

      “Thank you, Inquisitor Terrok,” I said with a slight bow.

      “If I did not help you after what has happened, then it would be my shame.”
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      “That’s a nice story, but how much of that is true?” Cameron asked.

      I smiled at my great niece. “All of it of course. Don’t underestimate your Uncle Edward.”

      “Really Edward?” I looked up at Greg, my nephew. I was already seeing the white in his hair.

      “He told me about an evil Lich and how he was like swish swish and saved everyone,” Cameron Monteger said.

      “Hmmm, your uncle is a great man. Go on, get washed up for dinner.”

      “Yes Daddy. Thanks Uncle!” She then ran out of the room.

      “So you finally retiring?” Greg asked.

      “Maybe, maybe. Still, so much left to learn,” I replied.

      “Somehow still alive too.” Greg sat down in a nearby chair.

      “A miracle. After so many years of fighting and killing.” I rubbed the stump that used to be my right arm.

      “Still bothering you?”

      “Just the curse. Still, thank you for letting me stay here.”

      “It is no problem. Still, you never talk about what happened after the Lich. I hear things, but…” Greg trailed off.

      I let out a small sigh. “Some things are kept secret for a reason. It was part of the deal I made with the Church.”

      “I know, but you can’t help from being curious.”

      “No, I understand. That is what got me into so much trouble when I was younger. So much trouble…”

      “You are welcome to stay as long as you like. The Illumination will always have a place for you. Even if your Scribing with your left hand is terrible.” Greg teased me. He was one of the few people who could.

      “I don’t have much longer. Skill and stat degradation has set in.”

      “Now you have to tell me this. What level are you? You have lasted for so long and only now is it the twilight of your life.”

      “You really want to know?”

      “Yes, you have to be the highest level person out there.”

      “Hmm, perhaps, perhaps. There is always more to learn. More than a hundred.”

      “I knew that much.”

      “Well, the rest is secret,” I replied.

      “You are no fun. Well, dinner will be soon.” Greg got up and left the room.

      “Yes. So many secrets,” I mumbled.
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