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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “ABYSS!” I barked through my teeth and kicked a tuft of moss. 
 
      
 
    It was an angry kick, as hard as I could. As if it had just told me I needed to “sacrifice” ten mana points to plot a route. 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily, I looked blindly at the chunks of moss I’d sent flying in all directions and the dark brown “guts” of the utterly blameless tuft. 
 
      
 
    And to think! I’m just six measly mana points short! 
 
      
 
    Far in the distance, a pack of beasts howled out deep in the dead city, making me shudder. That reminded me where I was, and that this was no time to be freaking out. On top of that, the cautious rustling and impatient screeching nearer by told me that a number of scavengers had already picked up the scent of blood and come running. Thankfully, the first few visitors were too weak and cautious to try anything. But that would only last until more of them got here and they worked up the nerve to try and take me on. I needed to move quick. 
 
      
 
    Running up to the hyena corpse, I grabbed the machete with two hands and pulled it in a circular motion to widen the wound. Paying no attention to the crunching of vertebrae and squelching sounds of its not yet cold flesh, I braced my leg on its furry side and pulled back hard on the handle. The machete reluctantly came loose. Sloppily wiping the blade on the beast’s fur, I walked over to the other bodies. I was hoping to cut the arrows out, but it wasn’t meant to be. The shaft of the first was broken, and the second was just stuck too deeply in the alpha’s body. There was unfortunately no time to butcher them either ― I could hear many larger howling creatures drawing near. 
 
      
 
    After checking on Badger to make sure the potion was still working, I hoisted him up on my back and, constantly looking around, hurried into the building we had come out of a few minutes earlier. 
 
      
 
    My retreat was greeted with squeals of elation. The little scavengers were pleased as punch ― before stronger competitors arrived, they would be able to make off with the juiciest and most toothsome bits. As I ran, out of the corner of my eye, I saw their lightning-fast shadows shrieking as they raced to the “dinner table.” 
 
      
 
    Badger, to my surprise, was not all that heavy. And after all, I was also carrying his bag and weapon. But still I was making pretty good time. I wasn’t expecting myself to have so much pep. There’s something off about this world. Something blatantly off… But I’m not gonna lie ― I like being strong for once! For the first time in my life, I don’t feel like an underdog, constantly lagging behind! 
 
      
 
    I decided to take shelter on the third floor. There was no reason to go up any higher because the stairwell between the second and third floors was missing a fairly large chunk. If not for the tenacious vegetation bridging the gap, we would not have been able to get past it before. 
 
      
 
    As I walked up the natural rope bridge, I was praying to all the gods I could think of. And although I heard the occasional menacing cracking sound, I made it up in the end. 
 
      
 
    After gingerly setting Badger down on the floor, I took a breather. Then, I spent some time sitting at the edge of the gap with my bow at the ready. It wasn’t likely my tracks would go unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    While I waited for visitors, I was carefully inspecting the walls, which were blanketed with ivy and moss. The ivy clung to the dirty gray surface like an octopus’ tentacles. I pulled at a vine as thick as my wrist and snorted respectfully. Dead stiff. 
 
      
 
    Then I stuck my head out the window and peered at the outside of the wall. The sheet of ivy ran all the way to the ground. That would make a fine alternate escape route. 
 
      
 
    Twilight descended on the dead city, but nothing had followed my tracks even though I could hear distinct growling and squealing noises down below. I figured the scavengers would probably be busy all night now. 
 
      
 
    I stood for a bit at the edge of the gap and finally made up my mind. I got a firm grip on the machete and started cutting the “supports” of the bridge I had recently walked across. I didn’t much believe hyenas would use it, but who was to say they were the only nasty creatures around here? 
 
      
 
    After I finished, I breathed a sigh of relief and went to investigate the ancient dwellings which, as an aside, left a lot to be desired in terms of size. 
 
      
 
    Everywhere I looked there was moss, scorched walls, and desolation. Whoever used to live here, they abandoned this place a very long time ago. 
 
      
 
    I walked up and down the floors, scoured every nook and cranny, then went back up to the portal. My hopes of finding something other than a gateway into my world were dashed. I didn’t find any hunter markers or altars either. 
 
      
 
    While I combed the floors, the growling and squealing outside was constantly growing louder. By the looks of things, more and more visitors were arriving to the “party” all the time. 
 
      
 
    A mighty growl suddenly thundered through the area, making me sit up in surprise. There were now bigger predators on the scene. 
 
      
 
    Another growl caught me between the fifth and sixth floors. It was a bit different. Somewhat more drawn out and raspy. 
 
      
 
    Not making any sudden movements, I went over to the window and looked down. I could only see a little way in the darkness, but it was enough to realize running away and hiding was the right decision. The creatures that had been attracted by the commotion and smell of blood were scarily big. I distantly considered how lucky we were to run into the hyenas. The huge beasts who had scared off all the scavengers with nothing but a growl would have almost certainly torn us to shreds. 
 
      
 
    While poking out the window, I started to get the feeling something was watching me. Something hungry and ornery. A chill ran down my spine. Abyss! Seemingly, I had been spotted despite my best efforts! But who or what had spotted me? 
 
      
 
    Getting a tighter grip on my bow, I took a look around. The bloodbath was still raging down below. It wasn’t likely that anything down there had gotten distracted by a lone figure up in a sixth-story window. So… 
 
      
 
    Still pretending to look at what was happening down below I looked up while moving my head as little as possible. From under my brow, I started looking at the building opposite. As if they’d heard my prayers, the dark clouds in front of the moon scattered like a smoldering piece of paper. Soft moonlight touched the damaged walls of the dead buildings. And just then, I saw a creature watching me. Black with shaggy fur. Twice the size of the hyenas. Its arms were long and its legs short. It was hiding among the ivy vines that wrapped around the opposite building. 
 
      
 
    Somehow the beast could tell I had seen it. With a short growl, hurriedly moving its feet, the thing slipped downward. Once it reached the ground, it’s inky black silhouette instantly dissipated into the leaf cover. I didn’t go feeding naive illusions that it might just ignore me, but I was still in no rush to go downstairs. 
 
      
 
    Standing in the window, I waited while focusing my gaze on the plants. My temples were splitting in tension. Well then! Where are you?! There you are! Something flitted quickly through the leaves. And a moment later, a small sapling bent just slightly. The beast was running into our building. 
 
      
 
    “Time to go!” I commanded myself and ran down to where Badger was. 
 
      
 
    As I went, I ran my fingers through the fletching of an arrow. For some reason, I found that motion reassuring. I thought distantly that I was not panicking. Sure, Gorgie was not by my side, and I didn’t have my magic, but I had recently learned how to hold my own just fine. Beyond that, I had a surprise in store for our visitor – a scroll of fury. 
 
      
 
    I came down one more floor and quickly peeked out the window. The brute was already clambering up the wall of our building. It spotted me and gave a short growl, revealing its yellow fangs. Our gazes met. I could see fury and impatience in its ghastly black eyes. No longer trying to hide, it tore off in my direction. 
 
      
 
    With a malicious smile, I ducked deeper into the building and ran ten steps back from the window. I’ll meet that thing here. In a narrow corridor. 
 
      
 
    Raising the bow, I pulled the drawstring back to my chin and got ready to activate the scroll. My pursuer didn’t keep me waiting. Its hunched silhouette blotted out the light coming through the window, making it dark in the hallway. But that didn’t bother me. The bowstring gave a dull thud, the taut limbs of the bow straightened out and the arrow, boosted by Fury, went flying. 
 
      
 
    Truth be told, although I was expecting that shot to be different from the last ones, it still caught me by surprise! I must give the creature its due ― it reacted pretty quick. If it were Badger shooting instead of me, it probably could have dodged. But unfortunately for it, Badger was not shooting… 
 
      
 
    The arrow, enhanced by otherworldly magic, plunged into the creature’s left side as it tried to dodge. A crunch of pulverized bone, a short gasp of pain and its dark silhouette fell backward out the window. At first, I thought the monster had decided to retreat after taking an arrow to the side, but a few moments later, I distinctly heard the sound of its body crashing to the ground below. 
 
      
 
    Notching another arrow, I cautiously walked over to the window. Three steps away from the window, I crouched down. I felt around for a small piece of wall debris and tossed it out the window. No reaction. After the first, I sent down two more. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the bow on the floor, I walked over to the window with the machete drawn. I quickly looked outside and turned my head. It wasn’t on the walls. I looked down. My opponent was lying among some rumpled bushes and giving no signs of life. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head in perplexity. I really blasted it! I glanced into my backpack and breathed a sad sigh. I had just seven Fury scrolls left. 
 
      
 
    The fresh dish didn’t go unnoticed, either. Dark shadows were already rushing toward the new corpse with impatient squealing from all sides. 
 
      
 
    Taking one last look and seeing nothing that could hurt me, I walked back. 
 
      
 
    I never did get to sleep that night. The dead city turned out to be less dead than I first thought. I could hear squealing, growling, panting, and bellowing from every direction. After the furry creature attacked, I was constantly on my guard. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, at some point in the middle of the night, Badger started mumbling. He was suddenly feverish. He kept calling for someone named Mink. Must have been his wife. I had to dribble another potion down his throat. 
 
      
 
    In Badger’s bag, I found a few pieces of clean cloth that had been carefully tied into bundles containing various herbs. I used them to bandage my new acquaintance up after cleaning his wounds with water from my flask. 
 
      
 
    Beyond cloth and other supplies, I discovered a package of something that smelled tasty. I didn’t open it though, instead setting it out of harm’s way. If I saw food right now, I wouldn’t be able to help myself. Then I’d feel guilty. I’d already gone through all Badger’s stuff, which was bad enough. The last thing I should have done was eat all his food. Instead I drank a potion and the hunger let up at once. 
 
      
 
    That night I had time to think through a lot of things. While rummaging through Badger’s pack, I didn’t find a single item with level requirements. A-hem… An intriguing twist. Of course, I also had plenty of items with no level. My button, for example, or the mana crystals. But my artifacts still had descriptions and statistics. The same could not be said for Badger’s utterly untouched items. I was starting to get the impression that the Great System held no sway over them. Hm… But there was also evidence against that theory. Did the satiety potion work? Yes, it did. Did the Fury scroll work? Yes, it did. That meant the Great System, how to put it…? simply had yet to reach Badger and his things. 
 
      
 
    For the record, all his weapons and clothes were fairly good quality. In my world, they would all have been level ten at least. And the bow would have surely been even higher. Twenty minimum. It was a very high-quality bow. Stiff. Lethal. 
 
      
 
    Badger, for the record, could barely handle it. Obviously, he was able to shoot it, but it seemed like he was more used to a different bow. A less powerful one. For me though, it was just right… 
 
      
 
    Curious. I wonder why. For now, I have only one explanation. It all comes down to my characteristics. Although I am nulled, my figures are the highest a level-one character can achieve. And some are even better. Obviously for this world that’s more than enough. 
 
      
 
    If all people here are like Badger, I’m afraid to even imagine the kind of heights someone like the Steel King could ascend to in this world. Almighty overlord of everything in existence? Archimage? God? 
 
      
 
    Setting Badger’s equipment aside, I scanned the contents of my backpack. 
 
      
 
    ― Experience essence (855860). 
 
      
 
    ― Gold tablet of Intellect (2). 
 
      
 
    ― Diamond tablet of Intellect (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Gold tablet (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Diamond tablet (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Monster Hunter Token (33600). 
 
      
 
    ― Hunter’s Fury (7). 
 
      
 
    ― Ferocious Harn Summoning Amulet. 
 
      
 
    ― Silver tablet (237). 
 
      
 
    ― Medium Potion of Satiety (22). 
 
      
 
    ― Fortified Blot (27). 
 
      
 
    ― Mite Sphere (26). 
 
      
 
    ― Small vial of Black Armorbug Spirit (11). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (106). 
 
      
 
    ― Messenger Amulet (2). 
 
      
 
    ― Amulet of the Wanderer. 
 
      
 
    ― “Friend of the Trolls” Amulet. 
 
      
 
    After the battle in the drak lair, the Great System had given me a generous reward of esses and silver tablets. I could safely bring Gorgie up to the next level. When I thought about my friend, I breathed a heavy sigh. Without particular hope I checked my mana supply, saw the number four yet again and grew even sadder… 
 
      
 
    I met the dawn feeling gloomy and pensive. Badger was now my only lifeline, my only hope of finding a way out of this world. So the exact moment he finally regained consciousness I had already thought through how I was going to treat him. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” Badger rasped and looked around half blind. 
 
      
 
    I was sitting opposite him on a stair and painstakingly wiping the blood off the machete blade. 
 
      
 
    “On the third floor of the building where we met,” I answered calmly. 
 
      
 
    “Uh…” 
 
      
 
    Badger wanted to ask a question but inadvertently moved his injured leg and winced in pain. 
 
      
 
    “When you fainted, I had to fend off that pack of hyenas by myself, then carry you here. There were more beasts running toward us from every direction and we had to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “You saved me?” Badger asked in surprise. “But why?!” 
 
      
 
    Then he saw all his weaponry at my feet and breathed a heavy sigh. Comprehension flickered in his brown eyes, then worry. 
 
      
 
    “What else were you expecting?” Caught by surprise, I answered his question with a question. “We fought side by side. I don’t know how they do things around here ― but in my tribe, we don’t leave our allies behind.” 
 
      
 
    “But I took you prisoner before that…” 
 
      
 
    “And then you gave me your weapon,” I objected and, with an open smile, added: “And as for taking me prisoner… Anyone would have done the same thing in your position. So, I say we just sweep that little misunderstanding under the rug.” 
 
      
 
    Everything going through Badger’s skull was immediately reflected on his face. I could read him like an open book. And that made me a bit uneasy. I saw hope in his brown eyes. His thin pale lips stretched out into a half-hearted smile. In order to make an even more positive impression on Badger, I stood up, gathered all his weapons, and set them down next to him. 
 
      
 
    “Nice weapons,” I nodded at Badger, his face beaming. “I’ll let you have them all back. Five arrows are missing though. I lost four to the hyenas and used the fifth as a treat for a nighttime visitor.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of visitor exactly?” Badger frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t make it out in the darkness,” I shrugged. “Something furry. It could climb walls very well.” 
 
      
 
    The system had called our visitor a Howler, but I naturally did not mention that. 
 
      
 
    “What are you saying? Did you shoot a wosh?” Badger asked, dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I nodded calmly. “I probably just got lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “And how did you finish it off?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you telling me you downed a wosh in one shot?” Badger asked untrustingly. 
 
      
 
    “Knocked him dead,” I answered. “If you don’t believe me, you can see its carcass down below. Or what’s left of it. Those scavengers make quick work.” 
 
      
 
    The tone Badger used when talking about the “howler-wosh,” made me think it was one of the more dangerous creatures in the area. Welp, he should have seen the Queen of the draks. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Badger’s mouth gaped. He had a look of incomprehension and mistrust in his eyes. But nevertheless, he didn’t reach for his weapon. He didn’t even twitch. A great sign. 
 
      
 
    “But we met before,” I answered, having anticipated this question. “I told you about me, but who are you? And most importantly ― what are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    When Badger heard my questions, he looked embarrassed. I meanwhile decided to keep up the soft pressure: 
 
      
 
    “I’m having a hard time believing this is a routine activity for people in your tribe ― wandering dead cities all alone.” 
 
      
 
    Badger suddenly blushed and looked down. 
 
      
 
    “Well you’re here alone too…” he muttered in his own defense. 
 
      
 
    “I have an excuse,” I spread my arms. “My whole family and tribe are dead.” 
 
      
 
    I decided not to play the story of my traveling to a different world close to my chest for now. I couldn’t say how he would take it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m all alone in this world,” I continued. “I wanted to try and find my mother’s family…” 
 
      
 
    Badger lit up right away. 
 
      
 
    “So what happened in your lands? Plague? War? Mutants?” 
 
      
 
    Hm, mutants again… 
 
      
 
    “War,” I chose a neutral answer and quickly asked: “So, are you telling me mutants attack villages out here?” 
 
      
 
    Badger shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. There are a lot of us. Although the elders say it used to happen sometimes when they were young. Listen, I’ve gotta get going…” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and helped him up. He glanced at his leg and snorted approvingly but didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Badger came back and, rubbing his belly, said: 
 
      
 
    “I say we have a bite to eat. I have a bit of leftover pie from my sister…” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled in response and let him know I wouldn’t say no to a bit of pie. 
 
      
 
    For the first few minutes we ate in silence. While I chewed, I came to the surprising conclusion that food in this world also had no level and, consequently, I no longer had any restrictions on what I could eat. For example, the mushroom pies I was now stuffing my face with would have been level ten in my world at least. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how do you like it?” Badger asked, smiling understandingly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s awesome!” I answered with a full mouth. “Your sister is a real whiz in the kitchen! Too bad I can’t thank her in person!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’s stopping you?!” Badger shouted gleefully. “Come stay with us, Eric my friend! It’s the least I could do, considering you saved my life! And my sister Mink will be happy to have you!” 
 
      
 
    A loud growl from somewhere down below made him shudder. 
 
      
 
    “All we’ve gotta do now is get out of here…” he immediately added, looking at me with hope. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE WERE stood at the window and surveyed the area down below. Based on the number of dead, a pitched battle had been fought over the dead hyenas and it had claimed lives of its own. Scavengers were already picking the bones of their fallen buddies. And that bloody merry-go-round promised to keep on turning. 
 
      
 
    I snuck a glance at Badger, who was standing next to me. My potion had clearly improved his condition. He was barely limping and walking on his injured leg no longer seemed to hurt, which came as a healthy surprise to him. He just kept gratefully mentioning his sister and her herbs. I decided not to say I had fed him my elixirs. No good could come of it. He was shooting me enough pensive glances as it was. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, it’s too bad we can’t take any trophies,” Badger whispered unexpectedly with irritation in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Trophies?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    So there was loot? Had the system merely failed to mention them, or did Badger have some kind of gathering skill? 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “Fangs, claws. Maybe a pelt.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned quizzically. I definitely remembered that the system hadn’t mentioned any of those things. 
 
      
 
    “If only I knew they were so valuable…” 
 
      
 
    “No, no!” Badger stopped me right there and, smiling openly, said: 
 
      
 
    “Hehe! If only you knew how glad I am that you ran off to save my butt rather than collecting trophies! And you got all my weapons, too! I still don’t understand how you were able to do it! I mean, I weight more than you after all.” 
 
      
 
    Shrugging my shoulders and smiling, I answered: 
 
      
 
    “Fear can make you do a lot of things.” 
 
      
 
    Badger gave a muffled laugh but based on the look in his eyes, I knew we would be revisiting the topic of my abilities later. Then he looked down and breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Are these ‘trophies’ very valuable?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Badger scratched the back of his head and frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not gonna lie, buddy ― I’d better not go back to the village without one.” 
 
      
 
    I asked anxiously: 
 
      
 
    “Ingredients for some kind of healing potion?” 
 
      
 
    Badger shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No… How can I explain…? I have to bring proof that I defeated these monsters back to my village.” 
 
      
 
    I stared dumbfounded at my new acquaintance. So, all these glum sighs were just out of a normal desire to brag and show off to his tribe? Or was I missing something? 
 
      
 
    “Why do you need to prove it?” I asked in a neutral tone. 
 
      
 
    Badger didn’t pick up on my attitude. He answered patronizingly as if speaking to a child. 
 
      
 
    “More trophies means more respect as a hunter! Isn’t that how it works up in the mountains?” 
 
      
 
    Hm… That question caught me off guard and forced me to think for a moment. Sure, we had people who used loot to show off, but it wasn’t exactly a requirement. I needed some particular loot to improve my reputation with the order, but that was totally different, not mere bluster. And as for status… The level over someone’s head and improved characteristics spoke for themselves. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we have something like that, but the way it works is totally different,” I answered evasively after a brief pause. 
 
      
 
    “Well then,” Badger nodded in approval. “So, you should understand…” 
 
      
 
    If only he knew what I was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “So then, you’re a hunter?” I kept asking questions. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the thing. I’m not,” Badger answered sadly. “But I want to be. Well, not like right away… At first, just a junior hunter.” 
 
      
 
    Hm… 
 
      
 
    “And the trophies serve as a kind of symbol?” I thought I was starting to get it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Badger nodded. “The Chief and the strongest warriors in the tribe will look at what I bring and decide whether I’m worthy of the title or not!” 
 
      
 
    There it was… I guess I got ahead of myself. 
 
      
 
    “So, the fangs and claws of those creatures are highly valued trophies?” 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again!” Badger’s eyes lit up. “You see, hyenas are only found here, in the City of Shadows!” 
 
      
 
    “So your tribe considers this city a dangerous place?” I squinted. 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” Badger exclaimed. “If our people come here to hunt, only the strongest and best hunters in the whole tribe are sent!” 
 
      
 
    “Then let me repeat my earlier question,” I said. “Given this is a dangerous place even for a group of mighty hunters… Would you mind telling me what you’re doing here? I seriously doubt you had to drag yourself out here all alone just to be made a junior hunter.” 
 
      
 
    Badger drooped again. 
 
      
 
    “No, I actually did,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Why might that be?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “This year, the Selection will come before the Trial,” Badger said gloomily, putting a particular intonation on the word Trial, and then fell silent. 
 
      
 
    To say that I was baffled would be an understatement. Trophies, proof, trials, initiations and now whatever this Selection was. Bug himself couldn’t wrap his mind around this. Although, for the most part, what did I care? I just wanted to get my supply filled up with mana and go back home. 
 
      
 
    I had already started to think that was all, but Badger suddenly continued: 
 
      
 
    “Every year our Prince sends out a small retinue to collect tribute from the tribes. We pay the tribute in money, furs, a portion of our harvest and… people.” 
 
      
 
    “People?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It’s called the Selection. Powerful families in the tribe are off limits so, with their blessing, the Chief sends away our weakest or most unruly with our Prince’s envoys.” 
 
      
 
    “And the families of warriors and hunters are powerful, is that it?” 
 
      
 
    “You got it,” Badger nodded and fell silent for a moment. Then he continued: “Plague took my mom back when Mink and I were still little. Our dad loved her to death. He grieved for a long time. He never found another woman to marry. Plenty of unmarried ladies from our tribe tried to court him, though. Because my dad was said to be our strongest hunter. He even had his own squad. They got almost completely wiped out fighting mutants…” 
 
      
 
    Badger lowered his head. Every word seemed to be a struggle. Surprisingly, our fates were somehow similar… He was speaking disjointedly, like sputtering. It was clearly a painful topic. 
 
      
 
    “This year, the elders appealed to the gods. The gods told them that the most auspicious time to hold the Trial would be the end of spring. But that is too late for me and Mink. This year’s Selection will be much earlier. I came here in search of rare trophies. I was hoping to be inducted before our Prince’s envoys arrive.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. Savage laws. 
 
      
 
    “And what makes you so sure they’re going to send you and your sister away specifically? You’re young. Strong. You are the future of the tribe. How could your Chief not see that?” 
 
      
 
    Badger clenched his fists and squeezed out through his teeth: 
 
      
 
    “Oh! That animal knows it perfectly well! He wants to get rid of us! He always hated my father, and now he hates us!” 
 
      
 
    “And what about the rest of your tribe?” I asked. “No one will stand up for you? You said after all that your father had friends.” 
 
      
 
    Badger looked at me again like a silly child. 
 
      
 
    “They’re afraid,” he answered shortly. “Nobody is itching to put their family in harm’s way for the sake of two orphans.” 
 
      
 
    I stroked my chin. 
 
      
 
    “Hm… Then what makes you so sure they’ll let you become a hunter?” 
 
      
 
    Badger waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to see them try going against ancient law!” 
 
      
 
    When he turned away to look out the window again, I cringed and rubbed the back of my head. This kid is naiver than I thought. Beyond that, I have every reason to believe that my coming to the village with Badger could have negative consequences for me. This whole Selection thing is a bit hazy. If they’re willing to give up their own tribespeople into slavery, what might they do to an outsider? I have no desire to be made part of someone else’s tribute. As a matter of fact, after what I heard, I changed my mind about visiting his village. I’ll just interrogate him about other tribes and go off to find myself a new source of information. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, things were gradually settling down outside. The big predators had eaten their fill and left. All the little critters had piled in for the bloody scraps the bigger ones didn’t want. Like speedy little shadows, they hopped out of the bushes and slunk out from under doorways. 
 
      
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Badger nodded at the movement below and said: 
 
      
 
    “Now do you see why we call it the City of Shadows?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head uncomprehendingly and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Who used to live here?” 
 
      
 
    Badger chuckled: 
 
      
 
    “This place make your skin crawl, too?” 
 
      
 
    I had been in another dead city before, but I had to agree with Badger. This was a ghastly place. 
 
      
 
    “This city once belonged to the ancients. Nobody knows what the heck they did here, or what happened to them. All I can say is that it happened a very, very long time ago. Owl our medicine man sometimes drones on about some things called the Scarlet Dawn and the Great Awakening. But nobody listens to his senile drivel.” 
 
      
 
    I perked up my ears. 
 
      
 
    “So have you ever heard him mention Places of Power?” I decided to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Places of power you say?” Badger considered it for a little then, shrugging, said: “Maybe I have… The old guy really likes to wag his tongue. We’re all sick of it. If he didn’t know how to heal, we’d have put him up for the Selection a long time ago. But he does, so we tolerate him. Because everyone knows only old man Owl can pull people back from the other side.” 
 
      
 
    Listening to my new acquaintance, I mentally rubbed my hands together. I need to talk to this witch doctor ASAP! Heh… No matter how badly I want to refuse, I will have to accept Badger’s invitation. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” I started. “I keep meaning to ask… How were you able to travel so far? Out here, there’s something waiting to eat you around every corner.” 
 
      
 
    Badger scratched the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t actually planning on going this far away from the river. I just saw a flash of light on one of the upper floors… So I decided to come check it out. I walked two blocks, came up to the twentieth floor and there I found you…” 
 
      
 
    Hm… So, there was a flash when I crossed over. 
 
      
 
    “You must have seen the light from my fire,” I quickly lied. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Badger muttered, looking at me thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    Trying to steer us away from the prickly topic, I quickly asked: 
 
      
 
    “Did you say something about a river…?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded, pointing west. “I left my boat on the bank of a river two blocks from here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well that’s great news!” I exclaimed happily. “It’s probably a lot safer to travel over water, right?” 
 
      
 
    “You bet it is!” Badger blossomed and, as if having found his footing, asked: “Wait… Does that mean you accept my invitation?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and spread my arms. 
 
      
 
    “How could I say no? After all, I was promised a noble repast!” 
 
      
 
    For the whole rest of the day and subsequent night, we stayed in our temporary shelter. We had no choice because, despite the improvements, Badger’s wound was still troubling him. In order to speed up the healing process, I fed him another potion. Secretly. While he was asleep. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Badger was good as new. His injury was almost completely healed, which never ceased to surprise him. And he chalked it all up to his little sister Mink’s healing abilities, constantly thanking her for thoughtfully packing the herbs and cloth I had used to bandage him. 
 
      
 
    I let all his monologs about his healer sister go in one ear and out the other. I didn’t give a crap what Badger believed. What mattered was that he was taking me to other people who would have more information about what was going on around here. 
 
      
 
    Because unfortunately, as a source of information, Badger was proving to be a real “treasure trove.” I was actually surprised at how ignorant he was about the governance and history of the place where he was born and had lived seventeen years. As a matter of fact, at first I suspected him of purposely leaving things out, but I gradually came to the conclusion that Badger was just plain ignorant. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I couldn’t call him a complete know-nothing. I’d say Badger was exactly like a hunter’s son should have been. For example, his knowledge of the City of Shadows was, to put it lightly, surface level. But he knew a lot about the flora and fauna that lived in the area. Badger could discuss the behavior patterns of hyenas or those wosh-howler things for hours on end. But my new acquaintance had approximately the same answer to every difficult question about the ancients and their dead city: “Ask Owl,” or, “our old medicine man could tell you more.” 
 
      
 
    Overall, the more questions he answered that way, the more I wanted to get to know this Owl character. I really hope the old man’s knowledge can help me. 
 
      
 
    We decided to leave that very morning. Badger told me that the nocturnal predators would be back in their lairs and dens until the next night’s hunt. So there was no better time to try and get to the river. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, I was pretty worried about climbing down the vines from the third floor but, much to my relief, Badger had no trouble. 
 
      
 
    On our way down, from time to time I saw Badger casting dejected looks at the scene of the previous night’s bloodbath. So, when we got down, I said quietly while nodding to the right: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take a quick peek. Maybe there’s still something worth taking.” 
 
      
 
    Badger’s face immediately flourished into a broad smile. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” he said, handing me the bow and taking the machete from my hands. “Cover me.” 
 
      
 
    After waiting for me to notch an arrow and take position, Badger dashed forward. In short bursts, smoothly swerving around bushes and mossy chunks of stone, he made it to the former battleground and started inspecting the bloody scraps of flesh that littered the ground. 
 
      
 
    I meanwhile was keeping a close eye on the surrounding area. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Badger very quickly found what he was looking for. After a few hacks of the machete crunching through bone, he came rushing back. 
 
      
 
    As he ran up to me, he was smiling happily and shaking some dirty brown curved object in his hand. At first I didn’t realize what he had, but then it hit me — it was the lower jawbone of some creature. 
 
      
 
    “There was nothing left of the hyenas,” Badger said, panting and, when he showed me the piece of bone with scraps of flesh, added: “But the fangs of a brown jackal will do just as well. These things can be even more dangerous than hyenas.” 
 
      
 
    I gave an understanding chuckle. Pretty big fangs. 
 
      
 
    Badger yanked out some grass and wrapped the creature’s jaw tightly in it, then tossed the trophy into his bag. 
 
      
 
    I thought distantly that, when we got to the village, he’d probably be better off throwing this backpack away. The “trophy” was already giving off a fairly strong stench. 
 
      
 
    After thoroughly wiping his hands on the grass, Badger got up. We again traded weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that’ll be enough?” I asked, nodding at his backpack. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” he shrugged his shoulders and, smiling in self-satisfaction, continued: “At the very least none of the other claimants to the title can boast of killing such a dangerous creature. As a matter of fact ― there have been inductions for much lesser deeds.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you should have gotten more,” I said. “There’s plenty of that kind of stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Badger answered with unexpected firmness. “I only killed one beast. Everything else was you. Now it’s your turn. Go. I’ll cover you.” 
 
      
 
    I imagined digging through the already rotting remains and was amazed that I managed not to wince. I didn’t want to offend my new buddy with my disgust. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have anything to prove,” I answered with absolute honesty. “I was inducted a few months ago.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re a junior hunter?!” Badger admired. 
 
      
 
    “Something like that,” I answered, shrugging my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait to hear all about it!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. “Just first let’s get to your boat.” 
 
      
 
    When Badger said we had to walk two blocks to get to the river, I was imagining a brisk ten-minute stroll. But it turned out to be much more difficult. 
 
      
 
    Every block of this massive city could easily be called a city within a city. While the streets seemed perfectly straight from up above, down here they were more like jungles. Clambering over all the debris was just a rollicking good time. In the end, what I thought would be a ten-minute stroll ended up taking us until midday. To be frank, if not for Badger, given my usual reliance on Gorgie’s senses, I would have probably gotten lost. Over those few hours, my relationship with my new acquaintance changed noticeably. If all those stupid ranks were up to me, I would have been comfortable calling Badger a hunter already. He didn’t have to show me any decaying jawbones. 
 
      
 
    When we reached the riverbank, I froze for a moment with my mouth wide open. The wide and perfectly straight body of water divided the city into two parts. This river was clearly the handiwork of whoever once lived in this place. It was scary to imagine the might of the magic they must have used to construct this channel. 
 
      
 
    While I stared wide-eyed with my mouth agape at the dazzling spectacle, Badger dealt with the boat. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, highlander!” he shouted at me mutedly. “Move your butt!” 
 
      
 
    Getting myself back together, I went down to the water and started pulling the boat loose from the branches of a thorny bush. 
 
      
 
    I was watching Badger out of the corner of my eye. He was occasionally looking side to side anxiously. His arms were slightly shivering. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked shortly. 
 
      
 
    “There are lots of tracks around,” he quickly explained. “Can’t you see them?” 
 
      
 
    Noticing my bewildered expression, he sighed and stood silently pointing a finger at the marks on the ground. One of them shockingly seemed to have been left by a huge human foot. 
 
      
 
    Getting ahead of my question, Badger sighed gloomily: 
 
      
 
    “Mutants.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a squadron of ants skittering up my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Is the boat still okay?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Badger nodded. “Thank the gods!” 
 
      
 
    After quickly lowering the boat into the water, we hopped inside. When we reached the middle of the river, we finally breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    Badger’s mouth stretched out into a broad smile. 
 
      
 
    “We made it!” he said joyfully. “Those tracks were very fresh.” 
 
      
 
    “What are they?” I got up the nerve to ask. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Badger didn’t get it right away. 
 
      
 
    “The mutants.” 
 
      
 
    He frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” I shrugged. “Nobody knows anything about them where I’m from. If you could fill me in, I’d be much obliged. Or do I have to ask Owl about that too?” 
 
      
 
    “For crying out loud, highlander!” Badger raised his brows. “Out here, even children know about mutants!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, can you tell me?” 
 
      
 
    Badger wanted to say something else but then, clearly having changed his mind, he waved a hand: 
 
      
 
    “Okay. What do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “Are they animals?” 
 
      
 
    “For the most part ― yes,” he answered, leaning into the oars and adding: 
 
      
 
    “But some of them used to be people. Honestly, many of them have something human left inside. It all depends on how much they’ve changed.” 
 
      
 
    “So does that mean that any person can become a mutant?” 
 
      
 
    Badger frowned again. 
 
      
 
    “See, highlander, out here we aren’t supposed to talk about this but, because you are out of the loop, I’ll fill you in. Yes, any person can try to become a mutant, but not every person is destined to survive the alteration process. Our elders say there’s a tribe far to the east that has learned to control it, but I personally think its hogwash. There’s no way to control mutation. Sooner or later, those that have tasted mutant blood will either die or turn into mindless bloodthirsty fiends.” 
 
      
 
    “Blood you say?” I asked, struck. 
 
      
 
    “Yep…” Badger confirmed. He wanted to say something else, but unexpectedly froze staring into the distance. 
 
      
 
    I followed his example and turned my head the same direction. On the right bank of the river, right where we put the boat in just a few minutes before, four big creatures darted past. 
 
      
 
    “And there they are now. Right on cue,” Badger said with a shaky voice. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MONSTERS caught up to us fairly quickly and continued running on the land parallel. The fact that they wanted to eat us was obvious from the ravenous looks they were shooting at our boat. 
 
      
 
    To our good fortune, they weren’t trying to swim. The largest of the four monsters did sometimes come close to the water though. It was as if he was trying to overcome his inhibition and jump into the river but, after a moment of hesitation, his self-preservation instinct always kicked in. 
 
      
 
    The look of the creatures made me feel two different ways. On the one hand, to say that they were vile was a severe understatement. A ghastly mixture of lizard, wild boar, giant hedgehog, and Bug knows what else. They were spiny and scaly things with big fangs. 
 
      
 
    But on the other hand I noticed that, when I looked at the ugly bastards, I didn’t feel afraid. Sure, my heart was ready to jump out of my chest, but I wasn’t scared. I was excited, raring for a fight, but not scared. And just six months ago, the mere sight of one of these things would have made me hiccup. 
 
      
 
    Badger though was clearly terrified. All pale. Eyes bulging. His body was shivering all over. He was leaning into the oars with such intensity that the oarlocks started squealing so loud I thought they would break off the boat. 
 
      
 
    “You gotta get yourself together,” I told him, trying to speak calmly. “We’re safe now. Look, they’re afraid to get in the water.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand!” Badger panicked. “The river turns right soon, and then…” 
 
      
 
    He trailed off for a moment to take a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, no longer quite so calm. 
 
      
 
    “The river gets narrow… There used to be a huge bridge there but now it’s collapsed… Its ancient supports are still there though… We call that place the Dragon’s Maw.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying these creatures might try and use those supports to get to us?” 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded extremely fast and fell even harder on his oars. 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s even more important for you to get yourself together,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “But they…” 
 
      
 
    “They’re faster than us. If it really is like you say up there, we have to be ready to fend off an attack. And if you give all your strength to the river now, you’ll be useless in a fight.” 
 
      
 
    I was staring Badger right in the eyes as I said that, softly putting emphasis on every word. And to my surprise it worked. He was noticeably calmer now. To distract him even more, I decided to change the topic. 
 
      
 
    “So what’s over there?” I nodded at the opposite shore. 
 
      
 
    Badger blinked a few times uncomprehendingly, then turned his head where I pointed. 
 
      
 
    “The same city. Just on an island.” 
 
      
 
    “So there’s no way to get there without a boat?” 
 
      
 
    Badger shook his head hard and scowled. I could read indignation in his eyes. Even a fool could see that a boat was valuable property. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Just a second ago, Badger was frightened as a hare. But as soon as we started talking about the boat, he forgot all about the mutants. He was ready to defend his property to the last drop of blood. 
 
      
 
    “I like you better this way,” I chuckled awkwardly… 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the river’s course really did start to constrict. Then came a gradual turn and our boat reached the dangerous section Badger was so afraid of. 
 
      
 
    The once towering bridge linking the two parts of the ancient city looked quite imposing, but the name Dragon’s Maw felt like a big stretch. More like the toothless mouth of an elderly dragon. 
 
      
 
    All that time, the mutants were following us as if we were linked by an invisible thread. Right up until their ringleader saw the chunks of stone poking out of the river in the distance. The former supports of the ancient bridge were overgrown with all kinds of vegetation. When he lined up our trajectory with what he saw, he howled jubilantly and dashed ahead, taking his whole gang in tow. 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Badger. Thank the gods he was no longer panicking. His fear was still strong though. It was plain to see by his shivering arms and clattering teeth. But that was absolutely normal. As for me, though… My feeling of excitement had vanished. Even my heartbeat had gone back to normal. Surprisingly, I felt fairly confident. I couldn’t say I had underestimated the danger either. More the opposite. I was perfectly aware of what we were up against. 
 
      
 
    It was a totally new sensation. As if I was now used to danger. Or more like ready for it. Also, to be frank, in comparison with the gulper I once encountered deep in a cavern our four ugly pursuers didn’t look all that formidable. 
 
      
 
    Watching the mutants leapfrogging over the stones, Badger breathed a sigh of relief and turned toward me. A smile appeared on his pale face for the first time in the last hour! 
 
      
 
    “Close call, but we made it!” he shot out confidently and pointed a shaky finger toward the creatures: 
 
      
 
    “Look! Those pathetic freaks are too scared to go any further!” 
 
      
 
    And in fact the mutants had come to a standstill. They were all bunched together and whimpering on top of one of the boulders sticking out of the water like a huge rotten tooth. They just couldn’t gather the courage to make another hop. The next gigantic stone chunk was too far away. One false jump could land them in deep water. And for some reason, these creatures were terrified of water. 
 
      
 
    The closer we came in our boat, the more ferociously our pursuers raved. They howled impotently, menacing with bared teeth and scratching the stones with their claws. But none of them had the courage to actually make that final jump to glory. 
 
      
 
    Badger was highly amused by their struggles. He shouted insulting curses at them, vigorously gesticulating and laughing all the while. At first, I thought the gods had put a madman on my path but, when I saw the cold look in his eyes, everything fell into place. Badger was getting revenge for his fear. Revenge for his feelings of helplessness and uncertainty. 
 
      
 
    Once the stone “teeth” were an arm’s reach away, Badger steered the boat a bit further to the right around the huge chunk the mutants couldn’t get up the nerve to jump to. And right then, something I was secretly expecting happened. The ringleader finally steeled his nerves! With a fearsome growl, he jumped forward and, with a loud sloppy splash, sunk beneath the waves. 
 
      
 
    For an instant, I started to think that the mutant ringleader had been driven mad by hunger and berserk fury and taken his own life. But when his ugly head surfaced just a few yards to the left of our boat, my heart started beating faster again. 
 
      
 
    Paying no attention to Badger’s frightened sobs, I got a firmer grip on the machete handle and lunged toward the swimming creature. I should say that the mutants had good reason to fear the water. Their bodies were absolutely unfit for swimming. But the big one had lost his self-preservation instinct and was still afloat. 
 
      
 
    Badger wanted to go further away from the drowning monster, but I stopped him. I was drawn by the words over his ugly head. 
 
      
 
    ― Morph. 
 
      
 
    ― Transformation stage: 2 (54%). 
 
      
 
    At first, I rubbed my eyes. Was I really seeing something more than a mere name? A new, distinct kind of otherworldly creature? 
 
      
 
    “Highlander!” Badger shouted in panic, making me shiver. “He’s gonna tip us over!” 
 
      
 
    The mutant’s head was already twenty feet from the side of our boat. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move!” I said, sitting Badger down. “Just don’t let him get close.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you cooked up a plan?” Badger’s panic instantly changed to intrigue. 
 
      
 
    “I need your bow and arrows,” I answered with a predatory smile. “I trust trophies from mutants are at least as valuable as jackal teeth.” 
 
      
 
    My new acquaintance considered it briefly then quickly handed me his weapon and grabbed the oars again. His eyes were alight with the thrill of the fight. His cheeks turned red. His body started to shiver. Where was that frightened boy now? 
 
      
 
    Quickly notching an arrow, I tried to stand up, but it was easier said than done. As it turned out, shooting from a boat was quite the fun exercise. This was the fourth time I was firing a bow in my life. And it just about ended in an embarrassing spill into the water. 
 
      
 
    Badger had no reaction to my struggling. He was totally concentrated on the swimming mutant. And speaking of the mutant… was it just me or was he starting to get the hang of it? His movements were no longer quite so clumsy. And he was getting faster. Seemingly, this creature lived and progressed by the same laws that governed my Gorgie. The more time he spent in the water, the faster his Swimming skill levelled. He didn’t need to spend tablets ― the Great System did it for him. Bug damn this strange world! 
 
      
 
    “He just got faster!” Badger exclaimed, confirming my fears. “Highlander, did you see that?! He’s learning!” 
 
      
 
    Our boat immediately rocked and sped up. 
 
      
 
    “Badger, slow down!” I shouted. “You’re messing with my aim!” 
 
      
 
    “Just shoot already!” he exclaimed, but our speed had already fallen slightly. 
 
      
 
    I aimed. I had to shoot while seated, turning the bow parallel to the sides of the boat. Considering my “wealth” of experience as a bowman, even the gods couldn’t say whether I would hit. But to my surprise I did! 
 
      
 
    The arrow gave a hiss then raced a few yards over the water, hit the swimming morph with its leaf-shaped tip on the head and flew away with a dull thud. It was as if I’d just shot a round rock. For the record, there weren’t any system messages to indicate the attack had dealt damage. Based on the long bloody slit on the creature’s forehead, though, I must have dealt some. 
 
      
 
    “Aim for the eyes!” Badger screamed. 
 
      
 
    Wheezing in anger and thinking back on the malicious Bug, I notched another arrow. Uh huh, the eyes… I’ll have to get off another shot then. 
 
      
 
    When the mutant ringleader saw me preparing for another shot, he gave a push and sped up even more. Obviously, his swimming score was going up rapidly. But to his misfortune, I had another few Fury scrolls in my backpack. It was time to put an end to this slapstick comedy routine. 
 
      
 
    I aimed again. Breathed in. Breathed out. And loosed the bowstring. 
 
      
 
    With a clap, the Fury-enhanced arrow plunged into the mutant’s bony head. In the next moment, several things happened. 
 
      
 
    The monster’s head was blown to smithereens like an overripe watermelon. 
 
      
 
    When the trio of mutants which had been stomping away on the “dragon’s tooth” all that time saw their ringleader die, they gave a loud shriek and dashed away. 
 
      
 
    Badger, stunned by what he saw, shouted swear words. 
 
      
 
    And before my eyes appeared a few lines of a strange message: 
 
      
 
    ― ???#??? ?#??? ??#??! 
 
      
 
    ― ??#?? ??#? ???! 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    And then a more familiar one: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Tal-Li Language!” 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate it? 
 
      
 
    Quickly giving my permission and paying no attention to Badger’s shouting, I reread the previous message. 
 
      
 
    ― You have slain Morph (TS: 2). 
 
      
 
    ― You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal of the Altered “Croc’s Armor” (3). 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal of the Altered “Hopper’s Barbs” (3). 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal of the Altered “Black Lynx’s Eye” (5). 
 
      
 
    The next few hours we rowed in near silence, with the exception of a few monosyllabic remarks. Badger was gloomier than a storm-cloud. We had missed out on the mutant’s body, and the trophies Badger wanted so badly. 
 
      
 
    And it was partially my fault. The system messages distracted me, and I just let it slip my mind. 
 
      
 
    I tried to make excuses. But Badger just said everything happened too fast and it hadn’t even occurred to him to blame me for anything. And he was right ― after my shot, the creature’s body sank to the river bottom like a bag of rocks. 
 
      
 
    And speaking of the shot… I noticed that seeing the mutant’s head burst had made a big impression on Badger but, to my surprise, his praise was still quite scant. I imagine I’ll have to have a proper talk about that in the future, as well. By the looks of things, I’ll have to tell him who I really am soon. 
 
      
 
    Despite the temporary lull in conversation, we stuck together for the dangerous journey. When it came to taking turns on the oars, playing lookout or resting ― we were both giving it our all. 
 
      
 
    Once when it was Badger’s turn on the oars, I pretended to be asleep and calmly surveyed the loot the mutant had dropped. At the time I swore to myself that, as soon as I figured out what did what, I would be sure to share my loot with Badger. After all, without him I never would have gotten anywhere. 
 
      
 
    So then, the crystals… I had only gotten eleven of them. If I hadn’t known what I had in my hands, I would have thought they were masterfully worked pieces of volcanic glass. The stones were as big as my pinky finger. In shape they reminded me of the tips of armor-piercing arrows and in color they were coal black. 
 
      
 
    Placing one on my hand, I took a closer look. 
 
      
 
    Crystal of the Altered “Croc’s Armor” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical transformation crystal. 
 
      
 
    ― Concentration: Low. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― A crystal formed in the bowels of Black Volcano, which is situated on Dragon Island. For several centuries, it stored up the magical energy given off by the dormant volcano. In the age of the Great Rending, master alchemists learned to mix this energy with that of the most powerful beings in the world of Tal-Li to create Crystals of the Altered. Those who dare to use this crystal will receive the power contained within, the power of one of the most dangerous creatures of the world of Tal-Li – the Croc. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    Croc’s Armor 
 
      
 
    Completely or partially (depending on energy concentration in the crystal) gradually covers the body in a tough, defensive layer of Croc scales. 
 
      
 
    ― Increases defense. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! 
 
      
 
    Always keep in mind that excessive and unchecked consumption of crystals of the altered has consequences! Beyond transforming external appearance, the energy of the wild beast contained within the crystal can overwhelm the conscious mind. 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal disappears after activation. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    Just what I needed – to be covered in scales. And as for losing my conscious mind, I’ll just skip over that part. Although if I weren’t already flawed, regaining the lost Mind points wouldn’t be such a big deal. 
 
      
 
    But for Gorgie, these crystals would be great. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate Crystal of the Altered “Croc’s Armor?” 
 
      
 
    ― Estimated Mind point loss: 0. 
 
      
 
    ― Yes/No. 
 
      
 
    Hm… The estimated point loss line gave me hope. Apparently, I could always keep tabs on the process so I didn’t take it too far. All I had to do was figure out what stage I would start to grow scales. Yeesh… 
 
      
 
    After reading the last line again, I chose “no” and moved on to the next crystal. 
 
      
 
    While reading its description, I winced. Yikes. It would transform the hair on my body into toxic “barbs” like something called a “hopper.” I wouldn’t touch that with a ten-foot pole. But the last type of crystal caught my eye. 
 
      
 
    Crystal of the Altered “Black Lynx’s Eye” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical transformation crystal 
 
      
 
    ― Concentration: High. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― A crystal formed in the bowels of Black Volcano, which is situated on Dragon Island. For several centuries, it stored up the magical energy given off by the dormant volcano. In the age of the Great Rending, master alchemists learned to mix this energy with that of the most powerful beings in the world of Tal-Li to create Crystals of the Altered. Those who dare to use this crystal will receive the power contained within, the power of one of the most dangerous creatures of the world of Tal-Li – the Black Lynx. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    Black Lynx’s Eye. 
 
      
 
    Completely or partially (depending on energy concentration in the crystal) gradually changes eye structure. 
 
      
 
    ― Improves observation and night vision. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! 
 
      
 
    Always keep in mind that excessive and unchecked consumption of crystals of the altered has consequences! Beyond transforming external appearance, the energy of the wild beast contained within the crystal can overwhelm the conscious mind. 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal disappears after activation. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    In other words, unlike the first two, this crystal gave two improvements at once. The prospect of having cat eyes wasn’t quite as scary as being covered in scales or sprouting poisonous barbs. In any case, I wasn’t going to get ahead of myself. I had to think before I did anything rash. 
 
      
 
    “Highlander, you asleep?” Badger’s muted voice distracted me from the troubled thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore,” I answered, getting up from the bottom of the boat and sitting on the thwart. 
 
      
 
    “You… That…” Badger started embarrassedly. “Don’t be mad… It just started to get to me… We missed out on so many trophies!” 
 
      
 
    “A-he-m,” I drew out. “And don’t you be mad at me… I wasn’t expecting him to sink so fast.” 
 
      
 
    Badger waved a hand as if to say we should forget about it and kept rowing. We didn’t talk for a while after. 
 
      
 
    “So, you said there are people who drink mutant blood?” I broke the silence. “Just thinking about it makes my skin crawl and puts a lump in my throat.” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t just drink the blood,” Badger nodded understandingly. “Some go so far as to eat mutant flesh and innards to gain their powers.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re saying…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Badger interrupted. “But, as I already told you, everything comes with a price. They gradually lose their minds. It turns them into something less than human, but not quite animal.” 
 
      
 
    Hm… So there are at least two methods of transformation. And both come with a Mind penalty. 
 
      
 
    “But there are also those who are able to stop themselves before it’s too late,” Badger continued. “They look almost like me or you. The changes are barely noticeable.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell by their limbs?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “How’d you know that?” Badger frowned and even stopped rowing. “Didn’t you say you hadn’t heard anything about mutants before?!” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Badger!” I chuckled, shaking my head. “Think back on when we met. What was the first thing you made me show you? Well?!” 
 
      
 
    I put my hands up as if surrendering and rotated my palms. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right!” Badger slapped his forehead and broke down laughing. “It totally slipped my mind!” 
 
      
 
    I waited for him to stop laughing and cautiously inquired: 
 
      
 
    “Are there people like that in your tribe? Partially altered?” 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Badger did not get upset. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s to say?” he answered. “Maybe there are. But they’re very hard to detect. When I was a kid for example, we always thought that our neighbor lady, Magpie, had eaten dozens of mutants. But really, she was just that scary and nasty all on her own. In all seriousness, though… Those that do dabble in mutant blood, do so very cautiously. We don’t give folks like that a second chance.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, Badger mimicked slitting his throat with a finger. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU REALLY ARE an odd one, Badger!” 
 
      
 
    “We all took you for a goner!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but what could possibly happen to him?!” 
 
      
 
    “People like him don’t sink! He’s always bobbing back to the surface.” 
 
      
 
    “And he dragged some urchin back with him to boot!” 
 
      
 
    Badger’s pace was quick, almost a run, turning periodically around to make sure I wasn’t lagging behind. Shouts and taunts were coming out of every doorway on every street or alley we walked down. Seemingly, all the residents of this lakeside village considered it their duty to say something about my new pal’s stupidity. 
 
      
 
    “You’re quite the popular one,” I commented on what I’d seen and heard. 
 
      
 
    All the while, I was turning my head every direction, studying the new location. To sum it up, Lakeside was very similar to the villages of my world. Normal houses. Normal people. Just like where I was from. The well-to-do had two- or three-story houses closer to the middle of town. The worse off inhabited single-story shacks near the walls that divided the town from the outside world. 
 
      
 
    “To hell with them. A bunch of deadbeats!” Badger wrote them off carelessly, hurrying home. 
 
      
 
    At the village’s main gates, one of the soldiers warned Badger that Mink was very worked up. She was getting impatient for her brother’s return after he disappeared a few days earlier. Several times a day she would come to the gates to ask if there had been any news. That morning she had already come twice. So Badger was in a hurry to reassure his sister. 
 
      
 
    For the record, contrary to my worries, the local guard gave me no guff and was actually quite friendly. My tale about the mountains, the downfall of “my” tribe, and my mother being born in the Lake Country, was swallowed whole and digested without issue. Clearly, stories such as those were a dime a dozen out here. Beyond that, Badger interceded on my behalf and said I was his guest. 
 
      
 
    “There you go!” he pointed somewhere up ahead. “Third roof with the yellow gable! That’s my house!” 
 
      
 
    I was not able to get a good look before, out from behind the fence of the two-story building we were walking along, there jumped a light green whirlwind shrieking for joy. That whirlwind made it ten steps in the blink of an eye, fell down on top of Badger and just about knocked him off his feet. 
 
      
 
    The whirlwind turned out to be a short, trim girl. 
 
      
 
    “How could you do that to me?!” she shouted offendedly in a high-pitched melodic little voice. “How could you?! Weren’t you thinking about me at all? Where have you been?” 
 
      
 
    The reproaches rained down with meek little punches from her small hands on Badger’s chest. 
 
      
 
    “There, there, little sister,” he said in a calming tone, stroking her long dark-blond hair. 
 
      
 
    The bow of the bright green ribbon that held her thick braid together for the quick run was just about to come undone. I imagined for a moment that hair “breaking free” and cascading down over her thin shoulders and lithe back, then gulped with my dry throat. For the first time in many long months of wandering, I took a closer look at myself and my clothing. My hands automatically reached up to comb the matted hair on my head. A-hem… A pitiful sight. It felt like my cheeks were on fire… At first, I liked the fact that the locals would take me for some mere urchin. Right up until Badger’s sister showed up. 
 
      
 
    “Sister,” Badger said, embracing the teary-eyed girl. “I didn’t come alone. I brought a friend with me.” 
 
      
 
    Still sobbing, she dabbed her eyes with graceful femininity using a handkerchief, then wiped her nose. When she turned around, I felt unable to speak. Then, a few moments later, I realized I was out of breath. Apparently, I hadn’t been breathing the whole time. 
 
      
 
    “Mink, let me introduce you. This is Highlander,” Badger said. 
 
      
 
    We had agreed in advance that he would introduce me by that name. My real name would just cause unnecessary problems in the village. 
 
      
 
    Badger had noticed that Mink’s deep blue eyes were gradually starting to make me look like a fish out of water. Seemingly, the sight of it amused him. And probably because of that, he decided to throw more fuel on the fire. 
 
      
 
    “He saved my life several times. If not for Highlander, I wouldn’t be here right now.” 
 
      
 
    Badger went on… I think he was giving a brief rundown of my good deeds… But I could barely hear him. I was drowning in Mink’s blue eyes. It was probably the first time a girl had ever looked at me like that… There wasn’t a drop of arrogance in her gaze, not a shadow of scorn, not a hint of disgust. Seemingly, she didn’t care one bit how I looked. It was like she was staring right into my soul. 
 
      
 
    Two slight movements and Mink was standing a step away from me. Her delicate little hand came to rest on my chest. My heart felt like it was about to jump out of my ribcage. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly and took two steps back. 
 
      
 
    “Ghm…” I coughed and cleared my throat, turning even more red. Although how could I possibly get redder than I already was. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that I was turning into a tomato, Badger finally decided to come to my rescue. 
 
      
 
    “Little sister, you won’t believe it. But you’re the reason Highlander is here!” 
 
      
 
    Mink turned her head toward me. Her eyes got even bigger. 
 
      
 
    “Hehe! Or rather your cooking!” Badger savored the moment. “If he hadn’t tried your mushroom pie, I probably wouldn’t have been able to convince him to come out here!” 
 
      
 
    Her laughter… I could listen to that laugh for the rest of time… Suddenly, it dawned on me… These feelings were natural. If Mink was having an effect on me, it was only due to her natural beauty and charm. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” she exclaimed. “Then what are we doing standing here! You must be hungry!” 
 
      
 
    My and Badger’s stomachs groaned at exactly the same time, which amused her even more… 
 
      
 
    The room where I was put up after dinner smelled fresh and clean. I was lying on a wide bed, relaxed and happy. Today I was able to eat everything that caught my eye. The way I reacted to the new flavors was very funny to Mink. Like any good housekeeper, my praise delighted her though. For the first time in many days, I wasn’t thinking about my home world. I was starting to like it here. 
 
      
 
    I realized that, sooner or later, the authorities would take an interest in me. There wasn’t much of a check when I first came through the gates, so the guards didn’t give me a second thought ― several merchant longships had just arrived when we got there. But I was having a hard time believing that an outsider, even one as inoffensive looking as me, would not be looked into eventually. So although my arrival was easy and trouble-free, I made sure to always keep tabs on the situation. 
 
      
 
    Badger and Mink’s house was nice. Spacious. Warm. Clean. Mink, despite her young age, did a great job keeping house. 
 
      
 
    I thought back on our dinner again. Tasty food. Laughter and warm looks from her. Stupid jokes from Badger. I like this family. Too bad it would all be torn apart soon. I didn’t much believe the half rotten jackal jawbone Badger was going to show to the Chief would change things. Based on the looks Mink was shooting at her brother, I wasn’t far from the truth either. 
 
      
 
    Turning onto my right side, I realized I was thirsty. I quietly got out of bed and, trying not to make any noise, walked over to the stairs. After I came a few steps down, I heard muffled voices from the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Who is he, brother?” came Mink’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “Truthfully?” came Badger’s flustered voice. “I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    “You trust him?” 
 
      
 
    “The fact he’s a highlander? Probably not. But all the rest… It’s hard not to trust a person after they saved your life several times. Because that was not a lie, sister. Without him, I never would have gotten out of there alive.” 
 
      
 
    “May the Great Mother bless him!” came Mink sincerely. 
 
      
 
    “So, do you like him?” asked Badger merrily. 
 
      
 
    “Only because he’s your friend and saved your life,” she answered mutedly. 
 
      
 
    “Well why not?” Badger objected. “I mean, he’s a big step up from your ex-fiancé who turned his back on you after father died. Alright… Alright… I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, sister…” 
 
      
 
    My face could have started a fire just then. I knew in my heart that it was bad to eavesdrop, but my Mind was telling me to stay and hear the conversation to the end. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that you have no idea how much more impressive Highlander is than your ex.” Was it just me or did I hear notes of pride in Badger’s voice? 
 
      
 
    “Yellow Wolf is one of the best hunters in our tribe,” I heard slight offense in Mink’s intonations. 
 
      
 
    I caught myself thinking that I was already starting to not like this Wolf, who I had never seen before in my life. What the Bug is going on with me? 
 
      
 
    Badger chuckled in self-satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what everyone says. The only thing is, you know what sets this guy apart? As far as I know, Yellow Wolf has never taken down a pack of hyenas from the City of Shadows practically single-handedly. Or killed a wosh in one shot. Then when we were on the river, as if his previous feats weren’t enough, he shot straight through a mutant ringleader’s head with just one arrow!” 
 
      
 
    “Is he altered?” Mink whispered, dumbstruck. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Badger was categorical. “But despite his scrawny appearance, he’s strong, graceful and quick. As a matter of fact, I’m sure Eric could give most of our elder hunters a run for their money.” 
 
      
 
    “Eric?!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s his real name. Highlander is just what I call him. Just so you won’t have any questions.” 
 
      
 
    “Brother, you’re scaring me…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear sister! There’s more…” Badger seemed taken. “Look at my leg. What do you see?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, just a few days ago, a hyena nearly tore it off. Before I fainted, I definitely remember its teeth crunching down right here…” 
 
      
 
    “But how can that be?!” Mink exclaimed, dumbfounded. “I mean, that should have left you permanently disabled!” 
 
      
 
    “He saved me. After he killed all the hyenas, he took me somewhere safe and bandaged up my wounds. At first, I thought it was your herbs that helped me but, when he bandaged me up again, the next morning the scabs had healed over.” 
 
      
 
    “My herbs can’t do that,” Mink’s voice sounded dumbfounded again. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Badger confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Then how is it possible?” 
 
      
 
    “A potion! He fed me some kind of potion! He thought I was asleep and couldn’t see.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Clever bastard. And here I was wondering why he kept praising his sister’s herbs so enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    “So are you trying to say…?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! Sorcery!” 
 
      
 
    “Could it just be powerful medicine?” Mink came with hope in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Badger said, cutting her off. “After one swallow, I felt a flood of vigor and health. Then, for a few hours, I didn’t want to eat. And it wasn’t because I had no appetite. Somehow, magically, I was just completely full.” 
 
      
 
    Mink gasped in fear. That hurt me for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “And that isn’t all. You should have seen the way the mutant’s head exploded when Highlander hit it with an arrow!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re scaring me!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be afraid. He won’t hurt us. If he wanted to kill us, he would have done it already.” 
 
      
 
    “Then who is he and what does he want?” the waver in Mink’s voice dispirited me. She was afraid of me like some monster. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t exactly tell you who he is, but as for what he wants…? I got the impression that he’s lost. In passing he mentioned something called a Place of Power. Obviously, he only came with me because he needs information. You’re such a sissy! Don’t be afraid! Highlander won’t hurt us. He isn’t that kind of person. Just trust me. I have a gut feeling.” 
 
      
 
    Based on Mink’s telltale sigh, her brother’s gut feelings were the last thing she should have been trusting… 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I sensed a tension over breakfast. Mink was plainly wary of me. Badger kept casting gloomy gazes at his sister. Obviously, he was feeling bad that he said too much yesterday. I meanwhile was trying not to pay too much attention to them and just enjoy the delectable cottage cheese pastries. 
 
      
 
    I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a bit uncomfortable with the fact that this kind girl was afraid of me but, on the other hand, that was better than the scorn and disgust I was used to. Furthermore, I was really hoping I would soon be able to counteract all of Mink’s fears. But for the time being, I intended to hold my tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to see the Chief today?” I decided to break the silence. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Badger shook his head. “He isn’t in town.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Owl…?” 
 
      
 
    “Him either,” Badger interrupted me. “He’ll be back in a few days.” 
 
      
 
    I winced discreetly. More wasted time. Although there was no good reason for me not to hang around the village. 
 
      
 
    As if he’d read my mind, Badger said: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll show you around the village today. I’ll introduce you to Skinny. He’s my friend. The only one I have left…” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked and shot a glance at Mink. 
 
      
 
    After the last thing her brother said, she looked noticeably sadder. 
 
      
 
    “After father passed, almost everyone turned their backs on us…” 
 
      
 
    I could see that the topic was painful for both of them, so I decided to change it. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Badger, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask but I never found a good time…” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to buy some clothes. You see what I’ve got. And weapons too… After all, there are travelling merchants in town.” 
 
      
 
    Badger gave an understanding smile and asked: 
 
      
 
    “And how are you gonna pay?” 
 
      
 
    “What do people normally use to pay around here?” I answered with a question. 
 
      
 
    “The usual stuff,” Badger answered importantly. “Copper, silver, gold. Useful goods of any kind.” 
 
      
 
    When he said the last part, he looked at me significantly. Obviously hinting at my potions. 
 
      
 
    I then, as if not noticing his hints, pretended to dig in my pockets. I took a handful of silver and copper coins from my ephemeral backpack and set them on the tabletop in front of Badger. 
 
      
 
    “Will these do?” 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes wide and stared at the pile of coins. Then he exchanged a meaningful look with his sister. Mink obviously did not like the look in his eyes. That made me feel warm inside. She didn’t care about money. 
 
      
 
    But Badger was glowing like a freshly polished copper basin: 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so you’re rich, too!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    DESPITE THE EARLY hour, the market square was teeming with life. The coming of the merchants and their new goods had brought a new life to Lakeside. 
 
      
 
    The locals, decked out in festive clothes with happy faces and beaming eyes, strolled between the rows of market stalls. 
 
      
 
    The local guardsmen looked like cats that had just eaten a full saucer of cream. Despite the fact that the merchants had their own guards, I’d bet my right hand that they were also being generous to the local guardsmen. 
 
      
 
    “Where do we start?” asked Skinny, casting a superior gaze over the market rows. 
 
      
 
    That morning Badger had introduced us. Before I even shook Skinny’s sweaty hand, I could already tell why he was still friends with Badger. Mink… That was the true reason for this “friendship.” 
 
      
 
    I had seen Skinny stealing salacious glances so Badger wouldn’t notice, basically undressing her with his eyes. Mink saw it too but didn’t show it. She just tried to give him a wide berth. She had obviously learned to tolerate her brother’s only remaining friend. 
 
      
 
    Greasy whiskers, slobbery lips, cloudy closely set little eyes ― Skinny gave off a definite air of scuzziness. But that didn’t stop him from looking down on Badger both literally and figuratively ― Skinny was a full head taller. After watching him for a bit, I got the impression he thought he was doing Badger a favor by spending time with him. 
 
      
 
    If not for my overly firm handshake, which just about made his scarecrow eyes fly into orbit, he wouldn’t have noticed me in the least. I must give him his due though ― he didn’t make a scene over my innocent maneuver, hiding how offended he felt. There he’s secretly shooting me a nasty look, thinking I won’t notice. Now, now, creep… 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with clothes,” Badger declared, sizing me up head to toe pompously. 
 
      
 
    “We should go straight to the ragmen then,” Skinny nodded, and his mouth stretched into a mocking smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, no, buddy,” Badger stopped Skinny. “Highlander isn’t as basic as he looks. Let’s take him to Goose.” 
 
      
 
    “Badger, your brains scrambled?” Skinny’s brows shot upward. “Goose doesn’t sell stuff for…” 
 
      
 
    “Urchins?” I interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    Skinny couldn’t withstand my calm yet stubborn gaze. He lowered his cloudy little eyes. Where did Mink get the patience for this? Skinny’s tenacious stare was quite the “treat.” 
 
      
 
    “Goose won’t be going anywhere,” I turned to Badger. “But the travelling merchants will soon be on their way. Right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” he nodded. “I’m afraid you aren’t gonna like their prices, though.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I smiled at him and stepped out first toward a wide stall in the middle row. There was a beefy man standing behind it in a long dark-green robe. I remembered him from yesterday when we were at the gates. He was one of the travelling merchants. I also got a good look at his longship. Based on its size, this trader was the richest of all the newcomers. 
 
      
 
    “Welp, you’re the boss,” Badger answered happily and went after me. I didn’t look back, but I could tell Skinny was behind us by his furious sniffling. 
 
      
 
    “Hey-ho! Badger! All rested up after the harrowing journey?” 
 
      
 
    The mocking exclamation from behind forced us to stop and turn. I recognized that bassy voice. It was the guardsman we met yesterday at the gates. Tomcat, I think… Yeah, Tomcat. I didn’t see his stocky partner anywhere though. 
 
      
 
    “Why loaf around the house?” Badger answered in a friendly tone. 
 
      
 
    “I see your new friend is with you!” he nodded at me. “Well, did you find your mother’s relative? What was her name again…? Remind me…” 
 
      
 
    “What’s to remind? You didn’t ask her name yesterday. You just shivered impatiently when you saw the merchants coming and let us through quickly so we wouldn’t get in the way. So, now you’ve decided to play the vigilant guardsman?” 
 
      
 
    “Jay,” I answered calmly and chuckled inside. 
 
      
 
    Tomcat frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Jay…” he repeated thoughtfully. “She live down by the river bend?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Then why don’t you go check?” the guardsman asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s exactly what I’m doing now.” I kept my cool. 
 
      
 
    “Here?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not?” I answered with a question and pointed at all the merchant stalls and tents. “I mean, it’s a market. People will be here from all over.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Tomcat stroked his beard. “Then go along. Whenever you find something, let me know. Just so it looks like I’m doing my job…” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” I nodded and headed to a previously unnoticed stall. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a crafty one,” Badger muttered when he’d caught up to me. “I was just lost for words all of a sudden. And you never did say much about your mom.” 
 
      
 
    I had basically gotten out of it but, by the tone of his voice, I could tell Badger no longer believed my tall tale about the mountains. The conversation I overheard with Mink yesterday had convinced him of that once and for all. 
 
      
 
    “I just said what came to mind,” I answered like nothing was going on. “Where better than the market to find the information I’m looking for?” 
 
      
 
    My stubborn, almost mocking gaze embarrassed him. He flashed a look at Skinny. He was lurking. Observing. 
 
      
 
    “Young hunters!” a merchant’s assistant called out when we got close to his long wide stall. “Turn your attention to our swords. Honest-to-gods blue steel. And the scabbards! Won’t you a look at these scabbards? Why they’re true masterpieces! For example, there’s a scene from the battle in the Black Forest depicted on this one. And have a look at our beast fangs. Works of art, aren’t they? Such valiant and proud hunters as yourselves must need weapons of this caliber. Just imagine how the young girls will look when you show up wearing a blade like this on your belt.” 
 
      
 
    I cast a mocking gaze at my companions. Let’s move along. Although I found Badger’s face funny, Skinny’s vile expression made me want to get out of here with all my heart. I could see perfectly well how he pictured himself… 
 
      
 
    While the barker carried on for my companions, I paid no attention to his jabbering and started looking over the weapons out on display. Hm… Nothing special. Not a single item with level or statistics. For the record, some of them looked to be decent quality. Though I might have been wrong. 
 
      
 
    Looking over every item, I moved on to the next stall, then the next, and then another. Carried away, I made my way down all the rows. And just when I started to think my plan had failed, I saw the last tent and froze. It was an old one. Plain looking. Unlike the new colorful tents next to it, this one seemed to be an antique shop. Right in the midst of all the junk, I thought I saw a flicker of something familiar! 
 
      
 
    “There you are!” 
 
      
 
    Badger’s breathless voice behind me made me shiver. 
 
      
 
    “I told you we’d find him by the ragmen!” Skinny’s acrid voice was practically dripping with bile. “Why’d we have to waste all that time just to end up here? Was it worth it?” 
 
      
 
    I had already turned to respond when suddenly an angry creaky voice got out ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    “Who you calling a ragman, you pathetic creep?” 
 
      
 
    The man standing behind the stall looked to be about seventy. His old, rumpled leather shirt was dark brown. His wide gray pants and apron, which was dotted with dark spots, blended seamlessly with the tent. The junk seller’s look was capped off by an unkempt gray beard and a pockmarked beret that only half covered his bald head. 
 
      
 
    Like an old raven with his feathers ruffled, he was willing to go on the attack to defend the honor of his grimy old nest. 
 
      
 
    “Just get out of here! Before I call the guards!” he cawed. “Hey, I’ve got a group of street urchins loitering around my tent!” 
 
      
 
    Badger grabbed me by the arm. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” he nodded toward Skinny, who was quickly walking away. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Gravedigger!” Badger whispered furiously in my ear, pulling me by the arm the whole time. “He’s a real lowlife. We’d better just leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I repeated, not moving. I found it surprisingly easy to resist Badger. He by the way also noticed that. Seemingly, he had only just realized how much stronger than him I was physically. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Now we’d better get going.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I was adamant. And I again slipped a gaze over the feisty old man’s stall. 
 
      
 
    He, by the way, had squinted his right eye and was watching us. 
 
      
 
    “Can we at least get out of here?” Badger asked. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and we took a few steps away from the stall. Badger stood with his back to the old man and started quickly whispering. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, please let’s get out of here. This man is dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “Dangerous how?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t care if he was triply dangerous. If his trash heap had just one lousy little crystal of mana, even if it was only five percent full, I was prepared to risk it! 
 
      
 
    Badger started quickly and quite disjointedly: 
 
      
 
    “There’s a reason they call him Gravedigger… He doesn’t generally come around here often… He’s always digging through ancient graveyards… It’s rumored that he has dealings with the altered… The ones I told you about… Remember? They also say he is altered himself…” 
 
      
 
    Hm… I glanced over Badger’s shoulder at the old man. No. He’s a normal man. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” I placed a hand on Badger’s shoulder. “I appreciate the concern… But I’m gonna take my chances. Beyond that, remember where we are. We’re at the market. This place is crawling with guards…” 
 
      
 
    “Look, just listen to me!” Badger pleaded. “There could be consequences! You’d be putting me and Mink in jeopardy!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t exactly understand how… But if you say so…” 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded quickly, having sensed that I was starting to crack. The rascal had found my weak spot. 
 
      
 
    “Just give me a second,” I started. “I’m just gonna see what he has for sale. Then we can go. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    Badger breathed a heavy sigh. Looking me gloomily in the eyes, he finally said: 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. You can look, but then we leave.” 
 
      
 
    What’s wrong with you, kid? Just look how your little knees are trembling. For the record, Skinny was already long gone. Now that I could understand. Friendship! Thick as thieves these two! 
 
      
 
    We went back to the stall under the old man’s silent gaze. As if understanding what was going on, he didn’t say a word. His cloudy gray eyes were watching me continuously though. 
 
      
 
    For the record, not a single other buyer approached his stall the entire time. It was like there was a giant invisible soap bubble around his tent. 
 
      
 
    I slowly walked around the old man’s table and looked through the junk lying on it. Old bits of fabric so washed out by the sun that their original color was hard to make out. Bone tools yellowed by time. Wooden figurines in bizarre shapes covered with colorful ornamentation. Iron and bronze weaponry of dubious quality. I didn’t understand what the point of it all was. Did this lunatic seriously think he would find people stupid enough to buy this trash? Or was there something else behind it? 
 
      
 
    Then my “bored look” finally stopped on a piece of dark gray material. The old man noticed and nimbly plucked it out of all the other junk. He said nothing, which seemed quite strange. And on top of that… His hands were shaking. It didn’t look like the way an old man normally shakes either. He was no less frightened than Badger. Curious… 
 
      
 
    The bit of material turned out to be a raincoat, the kind you pull over your head. The fabric was dense and similar to leather. The hood was deep. A simple, but very sound item. To be honest, it was all of little interest to me… I delved into the item’s description. 
 
      
 
    At first, I saw a now familiar message made up of a collection of unknown symbols. Then the Great System offered to activate a supplementary language of some group called the Moa. Only then was I able to read the description. 
 
      
 
    Marauder Questing Cloak 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Camouflage. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Camouflage +30. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Increases defense against cold by 10 points. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Strength: 8. 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance: 5. 
 
      
 
    ― Durability: 11/20. 
 
      
 
    “I see the cloak has caught your eye?” 
 
      
 
    Pulling away from the description, I glanced at the trader. Where was that feisty old man now? Before me, as if by the wave of a magic wand, had appeared the very avatar of courtesy. 
 
      
 
    I did my best to muster a bored expression, added some squeamishness to my voice and said: 
 
      
 
    “Not the cloak itself, more the material it’s made of. Because the item on its own is very old and, as far as I can tell, quite worn. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    I turned to Badger. 
 
      
 
    Poor thing. He was white as a sheet. Like he was about to have a stroke. Did he think Gravedigger was about to pounce and tear me to shreds? No, you see, he’s proven to be courteous and welcoming. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t imagine just how old it really is,” Gravedigger nodded. 
 
      
 
    Curious. Does he realize what he has on his counter? He is probably just guessing. Though he probably isn’t hauling all this junk from town to town just for fun. An antiquities dealer? No way. He clearly knows something. Just look how nicely he’s treating me. And after all, I don’t look the least bit like a rich antique collector. 
 
      
 
    “And how much you want for the raincoat?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” the old man threw his arms wide. “Nothing much! Fifty gold coins!” 
 
      
 
    I heard Badger give a loud hiccup. I turned again. My buddy’s pale face was quickly turning red. It was a wonder he didn’t launch into hysterics. 
 
      
 
    Fifty gold? For an item like this, that was basically free! I was scared to even imagine how much this cloak might cost in my world! 
 
      
 
    “Intriguing,” I shook my head. “Do you have any similar items?” 
 
      
 
    “Why of course!” the old man smiled and said: “Please come with me.” 
 
      
 
    With a slight bow, he pointed at the door into his tent. 
 
      
 
    I gave a polite bow in return and headed where he pointed. 
 
      
 
    “Wait for me here,” I tossed out to Badger, who hadn’t moved a muscle. 
 
      
 
    When the old man and I were inside the tent, a layer of thick fabric was separating us from the outside world. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, by the way,” I nodded at the cloak in the old trader’s hands. “Set that aside for me. We’ve got some negotiating to do.” 
 
      
 
    Beyond us two, there was another man in the tent. Tall. Powerful. Wide bulging fish-like eyes, thick meaty lips, a square jaw, and narrow brow ― based on his appearance, this guy’s Mind didn’t quite pass muster. 
 
      
 
    “As you prefer,” the trader gave another bow and took a step toward a wide chest on the far end of the tent. 
 
      
 
    Cracking open its massive lid, the old man beckoned. 
 
      
 
    “Come take a gander at my collection.” 
 
      
 
    I held my ambivalent look, but inside I was shivering in impatience as I walked up to the chest. Its interior was divided into several sections. It really was worth my while, too. Several dozen artifacts adorned with unfamiliar lettering. For the next two minutes, I was tied up just giving permission to activate new language packs. 
 
      
 
    I was especially intrigued by the middle section. There wasn’t a single item there with a description or level. Phials of dark liquid, bits of dried flesh. Claws and fangs of various shapes and sizes. Seemingly, I had found the old man’s true bread and butter. 
 
      
 
    While I dug through the contents of the chest, the big guy muttered something in surprise to the old man. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Desert Dweller Language!” 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate it? 
 
      
 
    “Master, who is this street urchin? And why have you allowed him to peruse the wares we set aside for the Chief? Now we’ll have to cut this scallywag’s throat.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut your trap, Bison!” Gravedigger hissed back. “If this is who I think it is, he could level this whole town with his little finger!” 
 
      
 
    Bison shot me a dumbfounded gaze. Then he turned his head to the old man and asked with suspicion: 
 
      
 
    “Master, have you been overindulging on pixy mushrooms again?” 
 
      
 
    “You should heed your wise master’s words,” I said calmly in their language, continuing to look through the artifacts. 
 
      
 
    A crypt-like silence fell over the tent. I slowly turned to Gravedigger, who was staring at me like a ghost. 
 
      
 
    “Well then? Shall we start the negotiation?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “BISON, stop!” 
 
      
 
    That was all the old man was able to shout at the hulk coming toward me. As Bison walked, he rolled up his sleeves, revealing wide interwoven knots of forearm muscle. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like somebody’s overdue to get his ears boxed in!” he boomed in a deep bass, paying no attention to his master’s hysterical shivering. “Next time, you’ll know how to talk to men of esteem.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Bison! No!” the old man started wheezing. I was sure he was going to have a heart attack. 
 
      
 
    Abyss! What an idiot. All brawn, no brains. I’ll have to cool his jets. 
 
      
 
    A semitransparent hazy brown sphere appeared in my hand as if from thin air. That trick made the old man shut his mouth. He stood with his eyes wide open just staring at the sphere in my hand. 
 
      
 
    An instant later, I threw it at the hulking man’s feet, activating the trap. Naturally, I was the only one who could see the magical trap, so the sight of the sphere breaking on the ground had absolutely no effect on Bison. It just made him madder. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” he bared his teeth, bulging his fish-like eyes out even further. “You think some broken glass is gonna stop me?” 
 
      
 
    He wanted to say more but couldn’t. His right foot came down in the middle of the magic spot. Based on how the fury scrolls worked on the local fauna, I had an approximate idea of how Bison would be affected by the Blot, but the result surpassed all my expectations. Bison, like a puppet cut from his strings, fell to the ground with all his limbs splayed out. 
 
      
 
    Fortified Blots temporarily took thirty-five percent of a creature’s energy, but that was for beings from my world. On natives of this world, they seemed to be several times more effective. 
 
      
 
    Accompanied by Gravedigger’s dumbfounded gaze, I walked at a brisk pace over to Bison’s incapacitated body. I saw animalistic terror in his fish-like eyes. I took out Dragonfly, squatted next to his head and calmly said: 
 
      
 
    “You wanted my respect but, for some reason unbeknownst to me, you failed to heed the words of the man you call your master. Beyond that, you threatened to box my ears in. But now your ears are in my hands. You attacked me and lost. Now I have the right not only to take your ears, but your life as well.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a dark spot appear on Bison’s gray pants in the crotch area. He wet himself. I felt no pity for him, but no hate either. I was completely at ease. Despite the fact that everyone who had tried to attack me in the last few days was dead, I was not planning to kill Bison. Just teach him a lesson perhaps. 
 
      
 
    “Milord, I beg you!” Gravedigger prayed. “Have mercy on him!” 
 
      
 
    Without standing up, I turned my head in his direction: 
 
      
 
    “Your underling could stand to learn some discipline.” 
 
      
 
    “Trust me!” the old man started making excuses in a shaky voice. “He didn’t mean anything by it… He just gets a bit overly protective of me sometimes. I found him on the street when he was just a boy, raised him and gave him employment. This is just his way of trying to show gratitude…” 
 
      
 
    “By threatening to knock your clients around?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    The old man gave a loud gulp with his dry throat. 
 
      
 
    “The Great Mother blessed him with strength and a fiery temper but, alas, she did not see fit to endow him with a strong mind. I promise I will punish him as severely as I can.” 
 
      
 
    I pretended to consider it. Bison and I met eyes. I could read fear and hope. I didn’t see any hostility or anger. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The old man, not hiding his relief, exhaled loudly. Bison’s eyes lit up with glee. 
 
      
 
    “But,” I looked at the ground. “I will cut something off your big-mouthed bodyguard just to make sure.” 
 
      
 
    The old man twitched, but Dragonfly had already taken its toll. I quickly stood up and came over to Gravedigger, who was breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” I said. “Next time your assistant acts up, show him this.” 
 
      
 
    The old man lowered his eyes spellbound and stared at a lock of dark brown hair in my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Take it,” I repeated. 
 
      
 
    The old man immediately extended a hand and mechanically stashed the lock in his apron pocket. Catching an anxious look from him, I said: 
 
      
 
    “You needn’t worry about your ward. He’ll be back on his feet in no time. Now, I say we do some negotiating. My buddy outside is probably starting to get impatient…” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes, of course…” Gravedigger muttered and rubbed his throat with a shivering hand. 
 
      
 
    I turned to the chest and took out five items. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take these and the raincoat.” 
 
      
 
    “Just that?” disappointment flickered in the old man’s voice. “Nothing else caught your eye?” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head to the side and stared firmly at Gravedigger. He seemed to wither under my gaze. The thing was that, once I got a handle on all the new languages, I skimmed through every item in the chest. Unfortunately, almost all of them were affixed with a glowing tag saying the artifact was either “damaged” or “irreparable.” 
 
      
 
    I could have held my tongue. Just bought the artifacts and went on my merry way. But I had questions this old man might have been able to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to swindle me?” I asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    Gravedigger shuddered and took a step back. 
 
      
 
    “Come now!” he sputtered. “Of course not… I… Wasn’t even thinking…” 
 
      
 
    He isn’t lying. Just look how scared he is. He almost certainly doesn’t know his wares are defective… Neither he nor his loudmouth assistant can see the items’ information. Nevertheless, nearly every artifact in the chest had been selected, so to speak, hm… properly. 
 
      
 
    “So then why are you trying to get me to buy broken junk?” 
 
      
 
    It pained me to look at the old man. It was like his backbone had been pulled out. He gave a slight wobble, sat down on the chair, and placed his thin arms on his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Allow me to come clean,” I continued. “I was told that you make your living digging through ancient ruins and graveyards. To my eye, that’s a load of crap. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re the one spreading those rumors. In order to get people off the scent of your main source of income.” 
 
      
 
    The old man lowered his head fatedly. 
 
      
 
    “After all, for a man selling dried mutant innards and blood, there’s no reason to go digging through old scrap heaps.” 
 
      
 
    My words made him shudder. Yes, I had guessed what the phials and bits of dry flesh in the middle section of the chest were. 
 
      
 
    Time to turn down the pressure, otherwise he was going to have a heart attack. 
 
      
 
    “And your collection…” I continued. “Let me guess… You obtained all these artifacts wholesale from one man who turned out to be a fraud.” 
 
      
 
    “The scoundrel! He assured me everything was fine…” 
 
      
 
    “Who was he?” 
 
      
 
    “I met him a few years ago,” the old man started. “In the north. At the Northolm fair. He called himself a wanderer.” 
 
      
 
    “Was there anything unusual about his appearance?” It was hard for me to hide the tension in my voice. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t suppose so,” the old man answered unconfidently. “Just a normal guy. Although… His eyes… They were bright blue like pieces of ice.” 
 
      
 
    Definitely a mage. 
 
      
 
    “And the shape of his ears,” the old man added. 
 
      
 
    “Ears?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Gravedigger nodded. “He kept them hidden under his hair or a hat. But I caught a glimpse. They were very long. Slightly pointed at the tips. At first I thought he was altered, but then he explained he was born that way.” 
 
      
 
    An elven mage? Why not? I wonder why he sold all these artifacts to the old man. 
 
      
 
    “He was so welcoming and open,” Gravedigger continued. “He was very easy to talk to. I felt like I’d known him my whole life.” 
 
      
 
    Got it. The elf had tricked this naive otherworlder with Charisma or something like it, and he fell for it. 
 
      
 
    “At first, I didn’t want to buy his stuff…” 
 
      
 
    “And did he show you how any of these items work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the old man responded, nodding at the raincoat. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I chuckled. “And what did he want in return? Surely it wasn’t gold.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” Gravedigger frowned. “He was interested in my rubies.” 
 
      
 
    Hm… Interesting. What did the elf see in them? They were probably something very valuable. 
 
      
 
    As if having read my thoughts, the old man said: 
 
      
 
    “Back then, I wondered what made them so special that a man such as he would want them, and in fact be willing to give up all his artifacts to get them. So I decided to hold onto one of the rubies… Just in case.” 
 
      
 
    I strained not to show any emotion. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose this is just the time for it,” the man said, taking a bag from his pocket. 
 
      
 
    It was a small pouch made of soft leather. Carefully pouring its contents onto his hand, Gravedigger said: 
 
      
 
    “Here, have a look.” 
 
      
 
    It was a blood red crystal the size of a thumbnail. All flustered, I read its scant description. 
 
      
 
    ― Large life crystal: 
 
      
 
    ― Life: 0/2000. 
 
      
 
    “Many years ago, I bought these rubies in the south,” Gravedigger continued. “Who could have thought that this chance acquisition would cause me so much trouble. How do you feel about adding a seventh item to your purchase?” 
 
      
 
    “That all depends on how much you’re asking,” I shrugged. Try as I might, I was just not able to pull off looking casual. 
 
      
 
    “Five hundred gold coins,” Gravedigger shot out. 
 
      
 
    This was one of those times when self-preservation instinct was completely drowned out by greed. I of course understood that five hundred gold was not even real money. After all, for the cloak alone, any trader in my world would be happy to pay several thousand gold. And I wasn’t even talking about the life crystal which, for the record, was something I’d never heard of before. And after all, I had another five artifacts I still hadn’t even looked at. But now I wasn’t thinking about money. It was the principle of the matter. The old man was clearly trying to compensate his losses on my account. So I started negotiating. 
 
      
 
    Then a few minutes later, I counted out two hundred and fifty gold and handed it to Gravedigger. 
 
      
 
    Right then, I heard a muted bleating from behind me. The old man looked unsettled as he watched Bison coming back to his senses. 
 
      
 
    “See, just like I told you,” I said and smiled. “Your ward will be just fine.” 
 
      
 
    “I swear by the Great Mother’s benediction he will remember this day for the rest of his life,” Gravedigger smiled back. 
 
      
 
    Then he cast a gaze at the open chest and turned serious. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s what I have to say to you,” I started reassuringly when I saw his mood. “Don’t beat yourself up. All is not yet lost. I’ll help you tell the damaged items apart from those which cannot be repaired.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t just leave so easily. I hadn’t asked all my questions yet. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the difference between them?” Gravedigger asked with hope in his voice, his head raised. 
 
      
 
    “The first kind can be fixed,” I answered and got out in front of the question on the old man’s lips, saying: “But, alas, I cannot assist you with the repair.” 
 
      
 
    The old man nodded and got up heavily from the chair. 
 
      
 
    “I’m touched by your concern,” he said and extended a hand to shake mine. 
 
      
 
    I can see in his eyes that he’s being sincere. 
 
      
 
    The old man wanted to say more, but Bison gave another bleat and coughed loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Your protection is coming back to his senses,” I said. “While you help him, I’ll look through your artifacts.” 
 
      
 
    As the old man groaned and tried to turn Bison on his side, I took the remaining items out of the chest. 
 
      
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, trading in these wares is forbidden by law here,” I said, nodding at the phials of mutant blood. “But as experience has taught me, the law is written only for commoners. How long has the local Chief been altered?” 
 
      
 
    Seeing the old man’s perplexed look, I added: 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I don’t give a damn about your dealings with the altered. I am just like you. I try to avoid attention. Most likely, I’ll leave this village today and we will never see each other again. But I’m not asking just because. I need to know. I promise I will keep everything you say a secret. As will you, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    The last sentence I said with particular emphasis. Gravedigger shuddered and nodded understandingly. 
 
      
 
    “He’s on phase two,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And when did he move up from phase one?” I asked haphazardly. 
 
      
 
    “Last winter,” Gravedigger answered quietly, almost at a whisper, constantly looking askance at the door. “He had to take a four-month break. The southern folk know how to prepare the ingredients, but even they are not almighty. Blood-based potions need to steep. Innards have to dry thoroughly. Otherwise the alterations are harder to control.” 
 
      
 
    Got it. So the rumors Badger mentioned had some truth to them. The people of the south knew special methods of preparing the flesh and blood of mutants. The locals here were seemingly cut off from the Great System. But that didn’t stop them from finding ways of filling the gap. 
 
      
 
    “So what would happen if a person consumed the flesh or blood of a recently dead mutant?” 
 
      
 
    “That all depends on how much they eat or drink,” he responded. “And the type of mutant. Most of them have toxic meat and blood. In any case, the alteration process must be kept in check.” 
 
      
 
    “I was told that you are also altered,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “And you believe that?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered. “Neither you or your assistant are altered. I can see that perfectly well.” 
 
      
 
    Gravedigger gave a slight shudder. He must have forgotten who he was talking to for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Bison, showing how he earned his nickname, started bleating again. He could now slightly move his limbs. That trap really did a number on him. Too bad I had to waste a Blot on him. Although, if not for that show of force, Gravedigger wouldn’t be quite so talkative now. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, how is business?” I asked, nodding at the artifacts from the chest. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be frank, you’re the first person to ever show an interest in my collection,” Gravedigger answered, his voice trembling in anxiety. 
 
      
 
    That bad? 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Highlander! You gonna be in there for long?” Badger’s voice from outside made me shudder. 
 
      
 
    Exhaling in disappointment, I stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ve gotta go.” 
 
      
 
    Identical looks of relief dawned on Gravedigger and Bison’s faces. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad we couldn’t talk longer,” I said with pity. “What say we meet tonight in the local tavern and share a mug?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” the old man agreed quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Okay then, see you later!” I said, smiling predatorily, and walked over to the door. “Ah, by the way, I almost forgot…” 
 
      
 
    I stopped halfway and turned around. Gravedigger and Bison both tensed up. 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about so-called Places of Power?” I asked, staring into the old man’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” he replied. “As a matter of fact, I’ve never even heard of them…” 
 
      
 
    No. He doesn’t know. I can see in his eyes that he’s not lying. Too bad… 
 
      
 
    Tossing a final gaze over the inside of the tent, I went outside. Behind me came a collective sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “What took you so long?!” Badger greeted me indignantly. 
 
      
 
    Walking around the stall, I came up to my new pal. 
 
      
 
    “Okay then, take me to Goose!” I said with a smile and walked between the stalls out of the market. 
 
      
 
    Badger caught up to me a moment later and, looking around cautiously, asked: 
 
      
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
      
 
    “You know, what you said about Gravedigger wasn’t true,” I told him with a chuckle. “He proved to be quite a sweet old man. It’s just too bad he’s leaving now. I’d like to talk with him more. I get the feeling there’s a lot he didn’t tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he just got here yesterday,” Badger said in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “He said he had some urgent business to attend to,” I answered, shrugging my shoulders and turning around. 
 
      
 
    As if confirming what I said, Gravedigger popped out of the tent and started hurriedly packing up all his junk. 
 
      
 
    I just chuckled. The old man must not care for taverns. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER THE MARKET, Badger and I went to his sauna for a sweat. His father had left him quite a nice household. It was a true mansion almost in the central area of the small town, surrounded by sturdy walls on all sides. The two-story timbered house had a sauna and a stable with room for livestock. Honestly though, apart from ten chickens and a yappy old dog, I didn’t see any other life. By the looks of things, this brother and sister pair had fallen on hard times. They must have still been living on their parents’ savings. 
 
      
 
    Then came dinner. Mink set the table but then said she didn’t feel well and went to her room. There was something off about her. She was scared of me, no two ways about it. 
 
      
 
    Over dinner, Badger just chattered away without nonstop. He was in a good mood. He’d heard that the Chief was coming back ahead of schedule. I meanwhile thought I knew why ― he was hurrying back to catch Gravedigger. Well, he was in for quite the surprise. I had personally seen Gravedigger’s longship untie from the dock three hours after I left his tent. The old man had left Lakeside in a panic. My heart is telling me he had more to tell me. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, I wished Badger a good night and went up to my room. Finally I can look through all my new purchases in peace. 
 
      
 
    Beyond Gravedigger’s artifacts, I had acquired two sets of travelling clothes, a backpack, two pairs of boots, a few shirts, a bow, a full quiver, a hatchet with a narrow blade, and several machetes. And I bought machetes from a few different craftsmen. That part of my purchase came as the biggest surprise to Badger. He actually laughed at me for it. What could I possibly need that many machetes for? Was I going to salt them and pack them in barrels like pickles? I just joked back and laughed. But really I was up to something. I was planning to run an experiment. 
 
      
 
    Once in my room, I locked the door behind myself. Then, laying out all my purchases on the bed, I sat comfortably on the chair and started a thorough inspection. 
 
      
 
    I had already placed the life crystal into the crystal slot of my ephemeral belt, and to my great joy, it started slowly filling up. In the end, with the twenty-percent bonus, my life supply was up to two thousand five hundred and ten points! My chances of surviving this world were a lot better now! 
 
      
 
    At the very least, I now understand the elf who traded all his artifacts for six of these crystals. Honestly, though, there was still one thing I didn’t understand. If one were trying to defraud a merchant with secretly faulty items, then why bother giving him some that could be fixed? Gravedigger couldn’t see their descriptions after all. Or could he? No. The old man made that perfectly clear, though he could have easily failed to mention something important. 
 
      
 
    I took one last look at the cloak, set it aside and picked up the next artifact. 
 
      
 
    Sphere of Speed 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Speed Boost. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Increases speed by 30%. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: 20 minutes. 
 
      
 
    ― Sphere disappears after activation. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    A useful item. It could easily save my hide in a tough spot. Just too bad I only had one. It also had no restrictions, which was crucial. But similar spheres of various descriptions were quite common in my world. That elf was probably able to afford many more toys like it. The pointy-eared scammer. 
 
      
 
    The next artifact was a flask. 
 
      
 
    Traveling Flask of the Elven Scout 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Travelling accessories. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Purifies water in just a few minutes, filtering out dirt and making it suitable for drinking. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 300 mana points (1 use). 
 
      
 
    ― Capacity: 1 qt. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 10. 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 5. 
 
      
 
    ― Durability: 16/50. 
 
      
 
    Another piece of tangential evidence that the adventurer that cheated Gravedigger was an elf. 
 
      
 
    Nice to see it didn’t have a level requirement. For travelling, this artifact was obviously indispensable despite its fairly high mana expenditure. Over the last few months, I’d been forced to drink some pretty nasty water. Sometimes it was so bad it made me gag just thinking about it. 
 
      
 
    I carefully set the flask aside and picked up the next item. It was an elongated cylinder the size of my pointer finger. Matte gray. I couldn’t tell what kind of material it was at first. Either metal or some kind of highly polished stone. 
 
      
 
    The name of the artifact was no less strange. 
 
      
 
    ― ES–35 
 
      
 
    But when I tried to delve into the description, I saw a familiar message. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! System error number %?#! 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    I had already started to think it would last a while, but the system gave me a response before too long: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Alternative protocols engaged! Solution found! 
 
      
 
    ― Your Will is high enough to initiate synchronization. 
 
      
 
    ― Synchronization complete. 
 
      
 
    I reread the message a few times and, not totally understanding what had happened, decided to try my luck. That time, the odd cylinder’s short description opened without issue. 
 
      
 
    ES–35 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Energy storage. 
 
      
 
    ― Model: 3rd generation. 
 
      
 
    ― Energy: 0/3500 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Will: 30 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    I lost my breath when I realized what I was actually holding in my hands! My energy supply would now be going up to three thousand six hundred and ten points! I was now quite the pack mule! Ugh, if only I had this artifact a month ago… 
 
      
 
    I considered why the elf left it behind. Although I can guess. That synchronization thing must not have worked for him. Not enough Will. He decided to get rid of it because he couldn’t read its description. And I was immeasurably grateful to him for that. 
 
      
 
    I attempted to place the cylinder into my belt’s crystal slot but met with failure. The system gave me a clear indication that my new little toy was not considered a crystal. What a shame… Seven hundred points would make an awesome bonus. 
 
      
 
    Transferring the cylinder into the ephemeral slot, I sat for a little while with a dumb smile plastered on my face watching my several-times greater energy supply slowly but surely filling up. 
 
      
 
    After that, I checked my life supply, which was already halfway to its new capacity. I remembered that drinking a satiety potion could accelerate the process. But I quickly told myself off. Wasting a valuable elixir on something that would fill up on its own would be the height of wastefulness. If I were in a desperate situation, it would be a different matter. 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to tempt myself any further, I moved on to my next purchase. It was a small item shaped a lot like a small garden rake. It just had a hemispherical base with a rough leather band instead of teeth. The accessory’s name was straight and to the point: 
 
      
 
    Scraper 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical mount maintenance accessory. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Thorough and proper pet care is of the utmost importance. To keep your pet clean and happy, the craftsmen of the Great Forest created this special artifact that removes dirt and grime while also providing a noticeable boost your loyal pet’s mood. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Cleaning your pet with the Scraper instantly replenishes their life and energy supplies by 20%. 
 
      
 
    ― After cleaning, small wounds and minor cuts will heal faster. 
 
      
 
    ― Mana expenditure: 100 points. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect may only be used 1 time per day. 
 
      
 
    After rereading the description, I couldn’t hold back a smile. Without a doubt, the scraper would now be Gorgie’s favorite artifact. 
 
      
 
    Now on to the last one. The same thing happened to it as the energy storage item. Honestly, I had to wait a bit longer but, a few minutes later, the Great System announced another successful synchronization. Yet again, just like with the energy item, my Will level was a big help. 
 
      
 
    It was an amulet made of dark metal. Based on its hazy yellow smudges, it looked like black bronze and was the size of a large coin. 
 
      
 
    The skull of either a bird or reptile, it was spine-tingling to look at. A mottled angular ornament. 
 
      
 
    Sharpwing Skull Amulet 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Defense. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Artifact of the Age of Thunder. 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to physical damage +30. 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to magical damage +30. 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to Mind magic +30. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Will: 50. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    Hand shivering, I rubbed the back of my head. If that elf knew what he had given up to the old junk dealer, I’d bet my right hand he’d be choking in anger right now. How great for me that the big-eared stranger hadn’t put much stock into Will! 
 
      
 
    Quickly placing the amulet in my sash, I breathed a sigh of relief. I realized I had been holding my breath all that time. I had the feeling someone could burst into the room and take it all away at any second. 
 
      
 
    With a nervous chuckle, I wiped the sweat off my brow and took a few deep breaths. Then I stood up and walked over to the window. I opened it slightly, letting the fresh air inside. I ran my eyes over the roofs of the buildings in the sleeping city and gave another chuckle. No. I was no longer powerless. Those days were long gone. If somebody wanted to take something from me now, it wouldn’t be so easy. 
 
      
 
    Breathing in a bit more of the night air, I calmed down and went back to the bed. Time to get started on the experiment. 
 
      
 
    Taking six machetes from my new backpack, I pulled them all from their scabbards and placed them in front of me. I wasn’t going to pickle them as Badger suggested, but they would be transforming regardless. I really hoped the changes would be for the better. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get started,” I whispered to myself and took an orb of darkness out of my ephemeral pocket. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate the ability Darkness Purging? 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Darkness Purging successful! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Spark of the Otherworld (3). 
 
      
 
    ― Orbs of Darkness destroyed: 1. 
 
      
 
    I spent some time admiring the three fiery yellow sparks in my hand and picked up the first machete. To my eye, this was the highest quality of the bunch. And on top of that, the smith that made it was highest esteemed smith in Lakeside. At the very least that was what Badger told me. 
 
      
 
    Placing two of the sparks in my backpack, I slowly brought the third closer to my chosen machete. At first nothing happened, but then the System guessed what I was doing and asked a question: 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate Enchant? 
 
      
 
    I glanced one last time at the machete and, mentally bidding it farewell, gave my permission. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, the system didn’t activate the ability right away. A familiar warning appeared before my eyes, but with two extra parts. And they were in fact extremely important pieces of information! 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! Because Sparks of the Otherworld are an unstable substance, Vanquishers must be rigorous in their choice of object to be enchanted. Otherwise the consequences could be extremely unpredictable, right up to destruction of the object. 
 
      
 
    ― Number of Sparks of the Otherworld used: 1. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Chance of positive outcome: Minimal! 
 
      
 
    Ah, so that’s how it works! So I hadn’t just been thrown off the deep end like a blind kitten. 
 
      
 
    A minimal chance of positive outcome, to my eye, meant I would surely lose the machete. Beyond that, as far as I could tell, the spark would also be destroyed. 
 
      
 
    But what if I were to use several sparks at once, as the description of the skill said? 
 
      
 
    Taking two sparks from my backpack, I added them back to the first and brought them up to the machete. Hm… Minimal chance again. 
 
      
 
    I considered it for a moment… So what if… 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate the ability Darkness Purging? 
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Darkness Purging successful! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Spark of the Otherworld (28). 
 
      
 
    ― Orbs of Darkness destroyed: 10. 
 
      
 
    Okay, now I have thirty-one sparks. Let’s give it a shot. When it asked if I wanted to activate, I said yes. To my surprise, I wasn’t exactly afraid. I was nervous. But that was excitement. If it all worked out the way I wanted, this was going to be a big change. 
 
      
 
    When my handful of thirty sparks came up to the machete, the System gave me yet another message. I quickly skipped the warning about the sparks being unstable and stopped when I saw a new hint. 
 
      
 
    ― Number of Sparks of the Otherworld used: 31. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Maximum allowed number of sparks for this action: 10. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Chance of positive outcome: Minimal! 
 
      
 
    “Minimal again!” I whispered angrily and tossed the machete aside. 
 
      
 
    My next three “test subjects” gave the same result. But the last two caught me by surprise. The Great System designated their chances as Low. To my eye, that was better than minimal. 
 
      
 
    Hm… But the last items were the ones Badger said were the lowest quality. I had bought these two blades from an old blacksmith for the price of one. Clearly to keep up with the harsh competition, his smithy was located on the outskirts of town. But the old man didn’t let that get him down. He just plugged away day in and day out. After all, poor folks also needed smithing. 
 
      
 
    And now wouldn’t you know it? His blades might have been better than the other more highly touted ones. Maybe it was all to do with the material? 
 
      
 
    I took a closer look, comparing the most expensive machete with the cheapest one. Probably, the difference between minimal and low was not huge, but the mere fact there was a difference merited attention. And yeah, when I looked closer at the weapon, I realized why the expensive blade cost so much. It was all down to the ornamentation. The shiny leather of the handle, the pommel shaped like a wolf head, the guard speckled with artful trim. The scabbard alone justified the price! It was a true work of art. A polished and finely-honed blade. 
 
      
 
    Although… The blade of the cheap machete was also in good shape. And based on the System’s evaluation, it was the best. If given the choice, I would take the cheaper but higher quality one without hesitation. Sure, it wouldn’t make me stand out to the local ladies, but I didn’t exactly want that. The only girl whose opinion I cared about seemed to be avoiding me out of fear. 
 
      
 
    Okay… That isn’t what I’m thinking about right now. 
 
      
 
    One second! I actually have another blade! 
 
      
 
    I hurriedly took Dragonfly from my backpack and braced myself as I checked the system’s reaction. And it didn’t keep me waiting. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Maximum allowed number of sparks for this action: 10. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Chance of positive outcome: Maximum! 
 
      
 
    For the first few minutes I stared at the text unable to believe my eyes. As it turned out, all this time I had a perfectly good item this right under my nose! 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate the skill and use the maximum allowed number of sparks? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course!” I exclaimed in a loud whisper. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, ten sparks instantly disappeared, while Dragonfly’s handle warmed up slightly. Was that all? 
 
      
 
    Burning up with impatience, I opened the knife’s description. 
 
      
 
    ― Dragonfly Pocketknife. 
 
      
 
    ― Category: Simple. 
 
      
 
    ― Damage +7. 
 
      
 
    ― Restrictions: None. 
 
      
 
    ― Durability – 65/65. 
 
      
 
    I held the gift I got from my parents in my hands and slowly realized just what had happened. I had managed to improve its damage and durability! 
 
      
 
    For the next few minutes, I feverishly checked every one of my artifacts to see if there was any way to improve them. And once finished, I sat back wearily in my chair. The results were less encouraging than I was hoping, to put it lightly. 
 
      
 
    In fact, I could enchant only three of my artifacts. The knife, ring and button. The other items were rejected. And at that, almost all the rejections were unexplained. The Great System gave nothing but the dry phrase “action unavailable.” It had a bit more to say about the named artifacts, but still not a ton. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t let that get me down. I decided to focus on what I had. 
 
      
 
    I set Dragonfly aside for the time being. I’ll start with the button. 
 
      
 
    Another ten sparks disappeared, and I pored over the text. 
 
      
 
    ― Rock Monitor Bone Button. 
 
      
 
    ― Category: Simple. 
 
      
 
    ― Agility +5. 
 
      
 
    ― Strength +1. 
 
      
 
    ― Mind +3. 
 
      
 
    ― Restrictions: None. 
 
      
 
    ― Durability – 35/35. 
 
      
 
    Agility had gone up by three points! I wanted to jump and shout for joy! In all my jubilation, I had missed the fact that my button had also gained durability. 
 
      
 
    The next ten sparks gave me two more strength points. After that, I destroyed another thirty orbs to yield ninety more sparks. 
 
      
 
    The Great System allowed me to have the maximum chance another three times. In the end, the button’s Agility went up to eight, while its Strength went to nine. It also got a lot more durable. But alas, Mind was stuck in the same position. 
 
      
 
    After that was my ring’s turn. Four activations of the ability gave me this: 
 
      
 
    ― Steel ring. 
 
      
 
    ― Category: Simple. 
 
      
 
    ― Strength +12. 
 
      
 
    ― Restrictions: None. 
 
      
 
    ― Durability – 70/70. 
 
      
 
    I used the remaining sparks on Dragonfly. Its damage went up to seventeen points. 
 
      
 
    In the end, that left me with sixty-five orbs of darkness in my backpack. With a bit of luck, I could get almost two hundred sparks out of them. 
 
      
 
    Just think! Today my Agility had nearly doubled, and I gained twenty points of Strength! 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my figures and smiled in satisfaction. Off to a good start! 
 
      
 
    The emotional overload made me want to go outside to get some fresh air. 
 
      
 
    Tiptoeing, I went down the stairs to the first floor. I concluded that the far door leading into the kitchen wouldn’t make as much noise as the front door and walked across the dining room then found myself in a realm of pots, stoves and… food. Trying not to breathe in through my nose or look too closely, I slunk over to the back door. I undid the lock, cracked it open and basically collapsed outside. 
 
      
 
    Before I made it a few steps from the door, I heard muffled voices coming from the stables. I recognized one of them. It was Mink. And it sounded like she was crying! 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    MOVING QUICKLY but staying in the shadows cast by the wall, I moved toward the voices. The closer I got, the clearer it became that it really was Mink and she was indeed crying. 
 
      
 
    When I visualized her crying, I clenched my teeth in anger. The blood rushed to my head. I quickened my pace. 
 
      
 
    I distantly realized that my body was different now. My movements were cleaner, but also smoother. I gracefully jumped over a short stack of wood, even though just one hour ago that trick would have been beyond my abilities. It was like I was lighter. It felt like I had been carrying a heavy backpack filled with rocks my whole life up until that moment. 
 
      
 
    What’s going on with me? 
 
      
 
    And then it suddenly hit me. The ring and button! The improvements were starting to take effect! 
 
      
 
    And the energy too. I had cast off my shackles. I was no longer dependent on energy. Now I didn’t need to agonize over every little point. 
 
      
 
    The wall quickly came to an end and I jumped around the corner. I found myself just ten steps away from the sobbing girl and… In the dim light of a torch in Mink’s hand, I could see a man standing just a step away from her. He was tall and broad-shouldered. Very nice gear. He cut a masculine profile and had light curly hair. I was immediately reminded of Haakon from my class. The exact type of guy that conquers the hearts of beautiful women. 
 
      
 
    Who is he? A hunter? A warrior? I don’t really care. No matter who he is, he will answer for Mink’s tears! 
 
      
 
    They still hadn’t noticed me. I wanted to shout at the guy, but I stopped short when I heard Mink’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “Please, help him!” she pleaded and placed a hand on the warrior’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Mink,” he answered coldly. “I cannot save your brother. You have your dead daddy to thank for that.” 
 
      
 
    “But the son doesn’t answer for the sins of the father!” 
 
      
 
    “That is true, but he insulted Black Bull gravely. Now, the Chief won’t stop until he’s exacted revenge on his son.” 
 
      
 
    “That was so long ago!” Mink exclaimed with sorrow in her voice. “Neither Badger or I were even around yet.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t change a thing,” the warrior was implacable. “Only blood can wipe away an insult like that. Your brother is just too much like your father. When Black Bull looks at him, he can only see the man that insulted him.” 
 
      
 
    “But Wolf, what about me?” Mink suddenly asked. “What will become of me? I am his daughter too, after all.” 
 
      
 
    The warrior snorted. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a woman,” he threw out. “The Chief doesn’t care about you. As soon as you join a new family, he will forget all about you.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists even harder. He’s talking about Mink like she’s an object. I had also realized who this warrior was. Mink’s former fiancé. Yellow Wolf if memory serves… 
 
      
 
    “By the way, about that,” the warrior came even closer to Mink. “It’s too late for anyone to help your moron of a brother but, as for you… You’re so beautiful…” 
 
      
 
    I saw Mink frown. She took a step back from Wolf. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s this?” Wolf snorted. “Scared? It’s me. Don’t be afraid. I’ll take you into my family. You can be a servant to my wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Wife?” tore itself from Mink. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah! You haven’t heard! Robin will be my wife.” 
 
      
 
    Wolf laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You remember. She always had a thing for me. Well now her dreams are coming true. I just have one regret… She isn’t as beautiful as you. But her daddy is rich as a prince. I need to put the future of my family line first.” 
 
      
 
    Mink turned white as a marble statue. Her high chest was heaving in rapid deep breaths. I saw how badly the bastard’s words were hurting her. 
 
      
 
    For the record, he took her agitated state in his own way. 
 
      
 
    “Now, now. What’s this?” Wolf whispered tenderly. “You will be Robin’s servant. But we will always be together, just like you wanted.” 
 
      
 
    Wolf gave a self-satisfied smirk and extended a hand to Mink. She gave a sharp twitch and took another step back. Her pale face instantly turned beet-red. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch me!” she shot out, her voice quavering in rage and resentment. 
 
      
 
    “It also occurred to me that maybe we shouldn’t wait for my wedding.” Wolf’s smirk grew even wider. “What say we settle everything right here and now?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    Mink tried to bat Wolf’s hands away, but he deftly caught her by the wrists. 
 
      
 
    An instant later, I was at the scumbag’s side. Grabbing him by the shirt collar like a misbehaving dog, I threw him aside. 
 
      
 
    Wolf flew a few paces, crashed down on some boxes next to the stable wall and fell silent. 
 
      
 
    Mink gave a fearful sob and dashed over to him. I took a few steps and stopped behind her. She fell to her knees, and I glanced over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “He’s still breathing,” I commented serenely. “But his head took a hard hit. That’s why he’s unconscious.” 
 
      
 
    For the record, there’s no blood. All in all, he’ll live. But still I feel bad… 
 
      
 
    If I hadn’t been out here, this scumbag probably would have forced himself on Mink. 
 
      
 
    My voice made Mink shudder and turn her head. 
 
      
 
    “What have you done?!” she whispered furiously. 
 
      
 
    “Helped you,” I shrugged. “What? Didn’t you need it?” 
 
      
 
    Mink’s eyes squinted menacingly. Her cheekbones looked sharper. I thought distantly that she even looked pretty when mad. 
 
      
 
    “He’s related to the Chief,” she sighed fatedly. “Now Badger is done for!” 
 
      
 
    Ah, so that was what she was talking about… 
 
      
 
    “Step aside,” I nodded and reached for Wolf’s body. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do?!” Mink choked in fear and tried to block her former fiancé with her body. 
 
      
 
    Her behavior was getting on my nerves. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna flay him alive,” I answered with a rapacious expression and added: “Then you can cook him up for dinner. Badger will be glad to have fresh meat!” 
 
      
 
    Mink gaped and opened her big eyes wide in bewilderment. I decided to throw more fuel on the fire and shot out: 
 
      
 
    “How did you think your brother and I made it out of the City of Shadows?” 
 
      
 
    Casting a cannibalistic gaze at the unconscious warrior on the ground, I added with pity in my voice: “Ugh, too bad we never caught such a plump one out there. In fact, we had to make do with stinking animals and bony mutants.” 
 
      
 
    A look of fear and disbelief plastered itself on Mink’s pale face. Covering her mouth with her right hand, she froze still. 
 
      
 
    “So, you say he’s a relative of the Chief…” I muttered, hoisting Wolf over my shoulders. “Your brother isn’t as helpless as you think.” 
 
      
 
    Wolf was a real ox of a man. Just one hour ago I wouldn’t have been able to lift the burly fellow even an inch off the ground. But now, with thirty points of strength, it was quite easy. 
 
      
 
    “Go inside and get to sleep,” I said to Mink and added: “And don’t you worry. Nothing will happen to him. I’m going to sneak him over near a tavern. Tonight, he’ll sleep beneath the moonlight, and tomorrow he’ll wake up fresh as a daisy.” 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Mink complied. She got up off the ground and slowly plodded into the house. A-hem… I’m willing to be she’ll spend the whole night weeping. 
 
      
 
    I then, trying to keep to the shadows of the fences and buildings, headed toward the tavern. My first impulse was to strangle the creep, but something was telling me that Mink would never forgive me if I did. So I did as promised. 
 
      
 
    Once back, I gave the backyard a thorough inspection. Not finding anything suspicious, I went inside. When I went up the stairs, I heard muffled sobbing from Mink’s room. Welp, just as I thought. She would be crying all night. I wanted to somehow comfort her, but I could tell it was best to leave her alone for now. And for that matter, what did I know about comforting girls? 
 
      
 
    When I got into my room, to calm down a bit I started packing up all my new stuff. It didn’t work very well. The longer I thought about what happened, the angrier I became. 
 
      
 
    When I started to feel like smashing everything around me, a timid knock came at the door. 
 
      
 
    After I opened up, I froze for a moment. Mink was standing in the doorway. Her eyes, red with tears, were burning with determination. 
 
      
 
    “I need the truth,” she said in a quavering voice. 
 
      
 
    I took a few steps back and pointed silently at a chair. Running a thoughtful gaze over her, I closed the door. The door closed with a click, making her shudder. But she quickly sat down, giving a fated sigh as she did. And then she noticed all my machetes on the bed. Her already huge eyes got even larger. Okay then, one more tick in the “Eric is a monster” column. 
 
      
 
    “Ask your question,” I said calmly, sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” overcoming her last doubts, she finally made up her mind. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Eric Bergman,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “My brother said you came down here from the mountains, is that true?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    My curt response clearly did not satisfy her. 
 
      
 
    “But are your relatives from around here?” she asked with hope in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” 
 
      
 
    “But you speak our language so well it’s like you grew up next door!” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Languages come easily to me.” 
 
      
 
    Mink frowned. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re trying to say you learned our language over the several days you spent traveling with my brother?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head again. “Much faster. It only took me a few seconds.” 
 
      
 
    I could read disbelief and a mean taunting look in Mink’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Would you mind telling me the truth?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no reason to lie,” I answered. “You’re free to decide what to believe.” 
 
      
 
    She looked me thoughtfully in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you save my brother? Do you have some hidden motivation?” 
 
      
 
    I answered as convincingly as possible: 
 
      
 
    “It goes against my personal code to abandon those who fight by my side. And as for motivations… You’re right, I have some. But they have nothing to do with saving your brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you looking for something?” Mink came right up close. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and answered honestly: “A Place of Power.” 
 
      
 
    “Place of Power?” she asked. “And what is that?” 
 
      
 
    “If only I knew…” I muttered back. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, that only confused her more. 
 
      
 
    “How were you able to heal my brother?” 
 
      
 
    A phial of potion appeared in my hand out of thin air. Mink’s mouth hung open amusingly. 
 
      
 
    “This is a satiety potion,” I explained and extended her a bottle. “One swallow is enough to significantly restore one’s lifeforce. It also sates thirst and hunger.” 
 
      
 
    Mink accepted the phial with a quavering hand. Spellbound, she turned it over in her fingers and tried to give it back to me, but I raised a hand: 
 
      
 
    “Keep it, it’s a gift.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” she frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Keep it,” I insisted. “Don’t insult me. It might save your life one day.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded and slowly stuffed the potion in her pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah, I almost forgot,” I said, face-palming. “There are exactly seven doses in that phial, and don’t drink it more than three times per day.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this sorcery?” Mink asked, almost whispering. Her eyes were glowing as if she had finally heard the answer to the biggest question in her life. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered calmly. 
 
      
 
    “Are you altered?” She whispered with dry lips. 
 
      
 
    “Well, something like it,” I answered. “But it’s not like you think. I don’t drink mutant blood. Where I’m from, people like me are called mages.” 
 
      
 
    She shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “And where might that be?” 
 
      
 
    “My world.” 
 
      
 
    It pained me to look at Mink. She was all pale. Her lips were trembling. Tears were welled up in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You… came… from… another… world?” she asked slowly, quaking like an autumn leaf. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Are you possessed?” Mink asked with a half affirmative tone. Seemingly, she was now more afraid of me than she was before she came into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Not that I know of,” I answered, trying to make my voice as reassuring as possible. “Your brother already asked me about that. I told him the same thing. What exactly are the possessed?” 
 
      
 
    “Bloodthirsty spirits who come here from the other side…” Mink said quietly, as if afraid someone might overhear. “They need a victim in order to obtain a body in our world. They are the only beings in our world that hold dominion over sorcery and artifacts of the Age of Fire. Until I met you, I thought all that was just fairy tales from an old madman…” 
 
      
 
    Mink’s face changed as if the solution to a riddle had just dawned on her. 
 
      
 
    “Are you here to kill us all?! You’re seeking a new body for yourself!” 
 
      
 
    She seemed to have been overwhelmed by a panic attack. 
 
      
 
    “Well, first of all,” I started with a chuckle. “Now that it’s come to that, these possessed you speak of only need to be reborn once. And secondly, if I really were what you take me for, you would all be long dead.” 
 
      
 
    My mocking tone threw her off. Clearly, it wasn’t the reaction she was expecting. 
 
      
 
    “And third, stop shivering. I don’t need to kill anyone to go between worlds.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that true?” Mink asked in a very childish manner. 
 
      
 
    “Think about it,” I suggested. “If I were the kind of thing you imagine me to be, what would be the point of saving your loser brother’s life? Or healing him with rare potions? It’s true ― I would have gotten lost in the City of Shadows without him but, sooner or later, I would have found my way to civilization.” 
 
      
 
    Mink fell silent and stared at a fixed point. 
 
      
 
    “If I were in your place, I would be more concerned with other things.” 
 
      
 
    Mink looked me inquisitively in the eyes. There we go. That’s more like it. 
 
      
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “For starters, the fact that your Chief is no stranger to the blood and dried innards of mutants.” 
 
      
 
    Mink frowned. 
 
      
 
    “No way,” she frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Oh you better believe it,” I chuckled. “I saw a new shipment being brought specially for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Where could you have seen that?” 
 
      
 
    “At the market. In Gravedigger’s tent.” 
 
      
 
    When she heard the name Gravedigger, Mink hiccupped loudly. 
 
      
 
    “But that isn’t all,” I continued. “I have reason to suspect that most of your Chief’s court is also altered. Gravedigger had too much for just one person.” 
 
      
 
    “He did?” Mink asked. 
 
      
 
    “After our encounter, Gravedigger left your kindly little town in a hurry. Now I can guess why at least.” 
 
      
 
    “He, like me, took you for possessed?” Mink nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “So you don’t kill people?” Mink asked just to be sure. But I could already see that she trusted me. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “So how were you able to get into our world?” Mink was gradually getting over her fear, and it was being replace by curiosity. She seemingly only now had begun to realize who was sitting in front of her. I was in no mood for jokes though. I had basically just earned my way out of her fear, but now I would have to experience her curiosity in full measure. 
 
      
 
    I had to go digging in my backpack again. The amulet of the wanderer appeared in my hands as if from thin air, and Mink couldn’t take her eyes off it. 
 
      
 
    “With this magic amulet,” I responded, showing her the artifact. “But that isn’t all. Crossing over requires a very large amount of mana.” 
 
      
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like magical energy. Magical force. Mages use it to cast their spells. But alas, when I crossed over, I used all my mana and now I can’t get it back. It seems in your world there is no such thing as magic. My supply is empty.” 
 
      
 
    “So that’s why you’re looking for that place!” Mink exclaimed. “You need magical power.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just a guess, but ― yes. I hope there will be somewhere I can refill my supply near it.” 
 
      
 
    Before I could finish answering that question, Mink had another one ready. 
 
      
 
    “So does that mean there are also possessed creatures in your world? What do you call them? And where do they come from?” 
 
      
 
    I was wrong. She had a whole three questions. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered patiently. “We have them, too. I call them otherworldly creatures. They come from different worlds. Dark and cruel worlds.” 
 
      
 
    For the next hour, I gave detailed answers to all her questions about otherworldly creatures. Mink wanted to know every little thing. When I thought I was done with the questions, she asked one more: 
 
      
 
    “How do you know so much about them?” 
 
      
 
    Grunting like a decrepit old man, I got up off the bed and stretched out happily, then stared into Mink’s teal eyes and responded: 
 
      
 
    “It’s actually all quite simple. Because I am a hunter of otherworldly monsters.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I SLEPT DEEPLY, but not for long. Just a couple of hours. I woke up before dawn, surprisingly fully rested. I checked my supplies. Still no mana. But my Energy and Life are bursting at the seams. Beautiful! I had never felt so full of energy and power in my life. I wanted to do something! 
 
      
 
    Jumping out of bed, I started to quickly get dressed. I glanced at my boots. No. Barefoot. Let’s go! 
 
      
 
    Smiling happily, I skipped out of the house and dashed toward the lake. It was still dark outside. And damp. It must have rained last night. 
 
      
 
    As I ran down the path, I relished every breath of the fresh morning air. The darkness didn’t bother me. Since last night, it had become my ally. 
 
      
 
    In the end, I took a risk and activated an alteration crystal. Strange as it may have been, Mink’s former admirer was what pushed me to do it. When I told her I was confident that the Chief and his courtiers had embarked down the path of alteration, I was not merely guessing. That was partially confirmed fact. While carrying Yellow Wolf on my back, a thought kept bouncing around in my head. I seemed to be missing something important. After dumping him in a ditch not far from the tavern, I first wanted to leave but then it dawned on me. How did this not occur to me before? Wolf was altered! The Great System had been giving me hints all along but, in my blind rage and jealousy, I didn’t notice them. 
 
      
 
    The description said that Wolf was a morph at the initial stage of transformation. And he had made a good deal of progress to the next stage or, as Gravedigger put it, phase. In fact he was just twenty some percent away. 
 
      
 
    Before I left, I took a close look at the skin on his arms, lifted an eyelid and pulled back a lip ― he looked completely normal. No scales, no animal-like pupils, claws or fangs. That could mean only one thing. External changes wouldn’t come until the next phase. 
 
      
 
    So when Mink left my room, I activated Croc’s Armor and Black Lynx’s Eye crystals and got two new parameters by the same names: 
 
      
 
    Scanning around with the corner of my eye, I glanced at my figures. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 15 
 
      
 
    ― Strength: 31 
 
      
 
    ― Agility: 18 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Health: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 100 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom: 130 
 
      
 
    ― Will: 60 
 
      
 
    ― Regeneration: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Life supply: 2510/2510 
 
      
 
    ― Energy supply: 3610/3610 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply: 4/11690 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to physical damage +30 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to magical damage +30 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to Mind magic +30 
 
      
 
    ― Transformations: 
 
      
 
    ― Croc’s Armor: 1.5 
 
      
 
    ― Black Lynx’s Eye: 7.5 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the low-concentration crystals gave just half a point, while the high ones gave one and a half. No matter how long I looked at myself, I couldn’t find a single external change. My Mind hadn’t taken a hit either. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t say just how much harder my skin had become, but the night vision made me happy as a baby. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t work up the courage to use any Hopper’s Barb crystals though. Poisonous hair was the last thing I needed. I’d offer that to Gorgie. He would be happy to take it. 
 
      
 
    Thinking back on my friend, I quickened my pace. Lots to do today. I really hope I’ll know where to go next after talking to Owl. 
 
      
 
    Once I reached the lakeshore, I stopped and took a deep breath of fresh, scaldingly cold air. I looked around. Beautiful… And quiet. 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t allowed to simply sit and appreciate the silence. Behind me I heard some rude male voices. One of them I already knew quite well. 
 
      
 
    “Ha, brothers! Speak of the devil!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around and quickly looked over the new arrivals. Four. Ages sixteen to twelve. The biggest and oldest is in the middle. Must be the ringleader. I looked closer. Hm… The whole way from the City of Shadows to Lakeside, Badger had harped on about how eating mutant flesh is against the rules. But what do I see here? You can’t swing a cat without hitting an altered person. 
 
      
 
    This one was still at his initial transformation stage, the very starting line, so to speak. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear he’d taken his first sip of mutant blood within the last few days. 
 
      
 
    I wonder if his friends know. Based on the way they’re looking at their leader, most likely yes. 
 
      
 
    They’re looking at me like prey. Hm… I’m actually happy to see them. In fact, I have been itching to bash one of their smug faces in. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, Skinny!” I raised a hand and gave an acrid smile. “You sure left in a hurry yesterday!” 
 
      
 
    The boy the naive Badger called his best friend turned crimson in an instant. 
 
      
 
    “Skinny, what is he talking about?” a short seventeen-year old boy asked mockingly. His towheaded mop of hair looked like a tuft of sun-kissed straw. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t mention the most important part,” the fourth boy muttered. He was shorter than the leader, but his shoulders were no less broad. Based on his hefty gut and round cheeks, this one liked to stuff his face. 
 
      
 
    “As always,” the towheaded one snorted mockingly. 
 
      
 
    “Fish, shut up,” the leader barked. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” he asked me demandingly. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” tilting my head slightly to the right, I answered with a question of my own. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got a lot of cheek for a little weirdo,” the chubby one muttered. “Clod, let me teach him a lesson.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and glanced at Skinny. He was literally glowing with happiness. 
 
      
 
    “Clod, this is the weirdo I told you about,” he said. “Ha-ha! If Badger’s to be trusted, this wimp is a real badass!” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone shut up!” Clod barked out meanly, cutting off the bout of jubilation. And he turned back to me: 
 
      
 
    “I asked you a question.” 
 
      
 
    “And I asked you one,” I shrugged and chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Boar, drag that asshole over here,” Clod hissed through his teeth. “If he ends up breaking a bone or two in the process, I won’t be mad.” 
 
      
 
    The chubby guy gave a predatory chuckle and, rolling up his sleeves, came my direction. While he walked, I distantly thought that this Boar’s clumsiness meant he never would have made it in the caverns of the Crooked Mountains. 
 
      
 
    When Boar was just a step away and reaching his plump arms my way, I asked: 
 
      
 
    “You know how to swim?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” my question caught the chubby guy off guard. 
 
      
 
    Without another word, I dodged Boar with surprising ease (even to me) and took a step in his direction. Grabbing him by the chest with two hands, I pulled him forcefully toward me. Like a loader trying to pull the very last bag out from under a pile of useless junk. 
 
      
 
    I took a short step to the right. Meanwhile, Boar was totally lost and hadn’t managed to take any action, so he flew into the lake. 
 
      
 
    While the big guy floundered in the water, trying in bewilderment to figure out where he’d landed, I calmly headed toward the three. Based on all of their gaping mouths, this was clearly going beyond their normal frame of reference. 
 
      
 
    Then I saw that I in fact had only one opponent left. The tow-headed boy and hazy-eyed “best friend” of Badger had run away without even throwing a punch. 
 
      
 
    I must give Clod his due. He was no coward. After a moment of thought, bellowing in rage, he ran out to meet me. I don’t know exactly what kind of mutant’s flesh Clod had eaten, but it must not have been a quick one. I easily dodged all his blows and, waiting for the right opportunity, dealt one of my own. I hit with half my strength. I didn’t want to kill or cripple him. But that was plenty. 
 
      
 
    I landed a punch to his left temple. My opponent’s head careened to the side. His eyes rolled back, and he started to slowly fall down like a big ragdoll. 
 
      
 
    “Is he alive?” the towheaded Fish asked, his voice quavering. 
 
      
 
    “Your little friend got lucky,” I answered calmly. “He has a thick skull. Let him lie there and get some fresh air. Nothing will happen to him.” 
 
      
 
    Heh… It was the second time I was saying that in the last twenty-four hours. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head and looked around. Skinny was nowhere to be seen. Again. The kid has a real talent. 
 
      
 
    Behind me I heard squelching footsteps. I turned around. Boar had finally overcome the inky depths and crawled ashore. 
 
      
 
    “Want more?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    The chubby kid looked like a pile of swamp muck. Seaweed on his shoulder, some kind of leaves on his head. His pants were caked in wet sand and a black, slimy substance. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he shook his head and stared at his vanquished leader. “I’ve had enough.” 
 
      
 
    “You want some?” I turned to Fish. 
 
      
 
    He quickly shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” he said and headed toward the forest. “Then until we meet again! Send my regards to Skinny! And another thing… Tell him I never want to see his ugly face again…” 
 
      
 
    After a long run home, I caught Badger and Mink arguing in the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “It’s suicide!” she exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, so be it!” Badger objected. 
 
      
 
    Wheezing angrily and muttering curses to himself, he was haphazardly stuffing his backpack with items and food. The kid was shaking all over. Either in rage or indignation. I got the impression he might take off at any moment. 
 
      
 
    When she noticed me, Mink lit up. I could tell right away ― she was waiting for me. And I could see why: her brother had decided to embark on another foolish adventure. 
 
      
 
    “Eric, at least you tell him!” she exclaimed with hope in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Badger shuddered and looked up. 
 
      
 
    “Since when are you calling him Eric?” 
 
      
 
    “Ever since you brought him into our home!” Arms akimbo, Mink wasn’t even thinking of acting timid. She actually seemed happy that Badger was now distracted from his backpack. 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess,” I chuckled. “The rotten jackal teeth not impress your Chief?” 
 
      
 
    Badger sighed angrily and plopped down on the bench. 
 
      
 
    “They just laughed at me.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about the law you wouldn’t shut up about?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Chief said the ancient laws are too old to hold any weight. He said I have to bring them something more impressive if I want to be made a hunter before the Trial.” 
 
      
 
    “Such as?” 
 
      
 
    Badger knit his brows. 
 
      
 
    “This moron was about to go after a mutant’s head!” Mink couldn’t bear it. 
 
      
 
    “Why a mutant precisely?” I asked. “Why not have him bring the head of a possessed creature!? I see your Chief has a healthy appetite.” 
 
      
 
    When I mentioned possession, Mink shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “This is all because of my loose lips,” Badger answered fatefully. “I couldn’t resist and told him about our fight with the mutants.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d bet a hundred gold they didn’t believe you.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’d be right,” Badger muttered. “Then the Chief said like if I’m such a great warrior, it shouldn’t be any trouble for me to bring him the head of another mutant.” 
 
      
 
    Now even a fool could see it. Neither Badger or Mink could keep living in Lakeside. Wouldn’t it be better to move to somewhere else? I asked them that right away. 
 
      
 
    “No, it wouldn’t,” Badger shook his head and Mink turned gloomy. “Outcasts aren’t welcomed anywhere. There’s no one to vouch for them. They’re pariahs.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, a silence hung over the kitchen. Badger frowned and stared at a fixed point. Mink lowered her head and was seemingly about to start bawling. 
 
      
 
    May Bug take their Chief! By the looks of things, it would be a few more days before I could depart. I could no longer leave these people to the hands of fate. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I broke the silence. “Well, given there’s no other way out, we have to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    “We?” Badger raised his head. 
 
      
 
    “Well sure,” I chuckled. “Did you really think I’d miss out on a mutant hunt?” 
 
      
 
    I shot a look at Mink and stood transfixed. Oh, Heavens! The look in her eyes… No one had ever looked at me like that before! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This moron is planning to go anyway!” 
 
      
 
    Shouted a warrior in fancy gear standing at a weapons stall. Next to him a few more simply dressed warriors were milling around. One of them, a muscular guy with a black beard, boomed out in a deep bass: 
 
      
 
    “Badger, don’t be stupid! Think of your sister!” 
 
      
 
    My buddy was as red as a boiled lobster. From all over, every corner of the market, mockery and teasing was raining down on him. Someone even called him “mutant killer.” 
 
      
 
    We just so happened to be walking away from a stall. We had bought some dried meat, cheese, spices, dried fruits, dried bread, and salt for the road. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Badger and asked: 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “What, are you deaf and blind now?!” Badger shot out and pointed all around the market. “They’re all laughing at me. Like I’m a jester with a tail made of feathers!” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. “Yeah, so what? Just so you know, that’s actually for the best.” 
 
      
 
    Badger stared at me closely. No doubt he’s trying to figure out whether I’m mocking him or being serious. 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious,” I said in a conciliatory tone. “Think about it. It would have been much worse if no one knew what the Chief said.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I’m all confused.” 
 
      
 
    “Witnesses, my friend,” I slapped him on the shoulder. “I’m sure Black Bull or whatever his name is isn’t so happy now that every stray dog in town knows about your little arrangement.” 
 
      
 
    “Why might that be?” Badger asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll have to keep his word,” I answered. “You bring him a mutant head and he’ll make you a hunter. Wasn’t that your agreement?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “And now many people know about it. They even spread it around. He won’t be able to wriggle out of it this time. His only hope is for a mutant to eat you before you cut off its head.” 
 
      
 
    Badger mechanically touched his throat with his right hand. 
 
      
 
    Adjusting my backpack’s shoulder straps, I cleared my throat to draw my companion’s attention. When we met eyes, I said wickedly: 
 
      
 
    “If you’re thinking I don’t understand you now, you’re wrong. I know perfectly well what it’s like to be an outsider. Believe me. In my time I had a pretty rough go of it. But I survived to spite them all. And I’m telling you ― you have to survive as well. To spite all these ugly bastards! And now wipe that snot off your nose and let’s go to the dock! We have to get back to where we spent the night last time before sundown.” 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the boat and watching the shoreline recede, I suddenly realized I was starting to get used to this world. And that thought made me mad. I felt like a traitor. I wanted to know how my brother felt. He after all found himself in a similar situation once upon a time. With no way of seeing his home, mother, or father ever again. I had the impression that what he said about not wanting to hurt his family was no more than an excuse. He liked where he was. That was why he never came home. What a jerk! He was protecting us? Yeah right! I never would have written that letter! Better to die than to betray your relatives’ location! 
 
      
 
    Clenching my fists, I made a promise to myself. First, I’ll help Badger and Mink, then I’ll get back to searching. I need to get out of this world. I have a lot of unfinished business back in mine. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE MADE CAMP on a small island in the middle of the river. We had stopped here on our way to Lakeside as well. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, Badger went to sleep. He had a tough day today. Let him get some rest. 
 
      
 
    When I heard him breathing measuredly in the tent, I put out the fire. First of all, the nights weren’t as cold now and, second, I was more comfortable without light. I wasn’t much for making fires before, but now there was no point. I could see in the dark no problem. The Marauder cloak was very warm, plus it kept me camouflaged. Honestly though, how could there be anyone on this tiny speck of land? 
 
      
 
    Getting a more comfortable seat, I decided to continue my unfinished experiments. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Darkness Purging successful! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Spark of the Otherworld (180). 
 
      
 
    ― Orbs of Darkness destroyed: 60. 
 
      
 
    I kept five extra orbs just in case. I might need them. 
 
      
 
    Okay then, I had a choice. Either improve three artifacts now by spending sixty sparks on each or dump all one hundred and eighty of them into one item. 
 
      
 
    If I had to pick one, the button was best. It was the most valuable and gave three characteristics. 
 
      
 
    Running through all the pros and cons, I decided to start with the button. Then I could decide what to do as things progressed. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Maximum allowed number of sparks for this action: 10. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Chance of positive outcome: High! 
 
      
 
    No longer maximum, but still high. That gave me hope. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate the skill and use the maximum allowed number of sparks? 
 
      
 
    Let’s give it a shot. 
 
      
 
    An instant after I gave my agreement, the Great System delighted me with a new message. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The following parameters have been improved: 
 
      
 
    ― Strength +1. 
 
      
 
    ― Present item value: 10. 
 
      
 
    ― Agility +1. 
 
      
 
    ― Present item value: 9. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Durability points lost: 150. 
 
      
 
    ― Present item value: 42/63. 
 
      
 
    So that’s how it works. The improvements are slowing down. And now I’m paying for them not only in sparks, but in durability points as well. 
 
      
 
    The subsequent four activations gave me three points of Agility, five of Strength and one Mind. And the button didn’t lose a single point of durability, though it didn’t gain any either. Beyond that, I got a new notification which said that the chance of a positive result had fallen to “Medium.” I guess if I keep going like this, the button will start losing durability at a breakneck pace. 
 
      
 
    After considering it briefly, I concluded that it would be better to leave the button alone for the time being and move on to the ring. Another fifty sparks down, and I got six more points of Strength in my piggy bank. And the ring was less fortunate than the button. It had sustained two durability losses for a total of three hundred points. 
 
      
 
    But when I looked at my characteristics, I smiled in satisfaction. Strength ― forty-three, agility ― twenty-two. Time to start thinking about getting more orbs! 
 
      
 
    Once I’d admired my significantly boosted figures long enough, I moved on to the next stage. I had eighty more sparks left, which I decided to spend on Dragonfly. If I was going to experiment, better do it with the knife. And that wasn’t because I cared about it less than the ring or button. That just wasn’t true. All three artifacts were equally valuable to me. It was just that Dragonfly’s durability figures were higher than the others. 
 
      
 
    For the next few minutes, all I did was read messages and agree to activate the skill. Fifty sparks brought Dragonfly’s damage up to twenty-seven points. Without losing any durability. I had thirty sparks left. 
 
      
 
    Moving on… 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Maximum allowed number of sparks for this action: 10. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Chance of positive outcome: Medium! 
 
      
 
    After giving my permission, I got the following notification: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The following parameters have been improved: 
 
      
 
    ― Damage +2. 
 
      
 
    ― Present item value: 29. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Durability points lost: 350. 
 
      
 
    ― Present item value: 65/81. 
 
      
 
    Could have been worse. Next… The second to last set of ten sparks brought the knife’s damage up over thirty points at the cost of three hundred fifty more durability. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why, but before activating the last ten sparks, my hands started to shiver. It was like something was going to happen. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate the skill and use the maximum allowed number of sparks? 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get it over with,” I whispered and gave my permission. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Item category increased to Rare! 
 
      
 
    ― The following parameters have been improved: 
 
      
 
    ― Damage +100. 
 
      
 
    ― Present item value: 131. 
 
      
 
    Now that’s what I’m talking about! Unable to believe my own eyes, I stared at my new knife. And it was new in the literal sense of the word! 
 
      
 
    My Dragonfly had completely changed. The blade was bigger. It looked more predatory. It couldn’t fold anymore. The handle was curved slightly, making it sit better and more comfortably in the hand. Dragonfly had transformed from a normal pocketknife into a truly dangerous weapon. I was reminded of when I first found Gorgie. The minimum damage he could deal with a paw swipe then was less than one hundred points. 
 
      
 
    The feelings overfilling me made me smile a stupid smile. If only my parents could see me now! 
 
      
 
    While I turned the new item over in my hands, I just couldn’t get rid of a haunting feeling. It was like something was happening, but I couldn’t concentrate enough to tell exactly what. 
 
      
 
    And there it is again… What is it? 
 
      
 
    I stashed my knife in my backpack and froze apprehensively. And listened closely. 
 
      
 
    A-ha. There it is! A splash in the river. Barely audible. But familiar. And there’s another… And then another after a certain stretch of time. Finally it hit me what was happening. A boat was coming toward us. Based on the double splashes it had no more than one pair of oars. It was very close now. 
 
      
 
    I stared into the darkness and a moment later I was able to make out the silhouette of the approaching boat. There’s the hull. And there are the heads of the rowers. One… Two… Three… 
 
      
 
    They aren’t talking. They’re coming from the direction of Lakeside. They’re savvy. They know that sound carries a long way over water. Are they afraid of alerting us? But who are they? 
 
      
 
    I had a moment of doubt. What if I’m wrong? Maybe the people rowing our way don’t wish us harm? Maybe they have no idea we’re even here. In any case, I have to wake up Badger. 
 
      
 
    “Huh? What? Where are we?” Badger rained questions down on me when he woke up. “Why isn’t the fire going?” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” I whispered. “And listen.” 
 
      
 
    I must give him his due. Even though he was sleepy, he reacted instantly. 
 
      
 
    “There is a boat coming our way from the direction of Lakeside. I think it has one set of oars. They’re trying not to make any noise. It’s like they’re trying to sneak up on us.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a lantern on the bow?” Badger asked right away. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered. “There’s no light at all.” 
 
      
 
    “If there isn’t a lantern, they must have ill intent. In these waters, using a light is how you show that you mean no harm. You aren’t afraid someone will see you. You have nothing to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “Then get ready for a fight,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “In this darkness, I can’t even see my own nose!” Badger hissed back. 
 
      
 
    Abyss! I guess I didn’t consider that. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I commanded, grabbing him by the arm. “Just stay quiet.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you dragging me?” 
 
      
 
    “Away from shore,” I answered. “You’re gonna sit this one out in the bushes. Without night vision, you’ll be no use.” 
 
      
 
    “What, can you see in the dark?” Badger whispered, dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, me and the guys rowing toward us. A couple of them are probably altered.” 
 
      
 
    Badger frowned. 
 
      
 
    “We can talk about it later,” I said and added: 
 
      
 
    “If we make it through the night.” 
 
      
 
    After I dragged the stumbling Badger to the edge of a shallow gulch, I commanded: 
 
      
 
    “Go down there and hide. Sit quietly and don’t poke your head out. Wait for me.” 
 
      
 
    I made sure Badger was following my commands, then ran back. To greet our visitors. 
 
      
 
    Wanting to put my final doubt to rest, I walked up to the shore and loudly shouted into the darkness: 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Who’s there?!” 
 
      
 
    Then, wasting no time, I ran over to a different position. A reply came back immediately in the form of several arrows. They landed exactly where I was just standing. So they’re navigating by sound. 
 
      
 
    Okay then, now I’m totally sure of their intentions. 
 
      
 
    I pulled on the hood of my cloak and hid among the bushes. Hopefully, fifty points of camouflage is enough for them not to notice me. 
 
      
 
    The men who had shot at me, no longer especially trying to hide, leaned into their oars. A minute later, the boat had made land and the warriors started jumping ashore. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t wrong. There were three of them. But I was wrong about something else ― only one of them was a morph. The others were just regular people. 
 
      
 
    The warriors immediately fanned out along the shore in silence. At first, they inspected our tent and the place where the arrows landed. Seemingly, they didn’t like what they were seeing. And I felt the same way about what I was seeing. 
 
      
 
    The morph particularly got my guard up. From time to time, like a dog, he would raise his nose into the air and sniff. He’s the one to look out for. As soon as the night breeze blows my scent his way ― the jig is up. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the sniffer was slowly and inexorably coming toward my hideout. Another ten steps and he’ll catch my scent. I can’t afford to wait any longer. 
 
      
 
    Taking a Blot from my backpack, I whipped it at his feet. 
 
      
 
    He’s quick. He managed to react, but not quite quickly enough. The sphere released the trap and the sniffer, like Gravedigger’s assistant before him, collapsed to the ground like a puppet cut from its strings. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, not making any sudden movements, I walked up to the incapacitated man. What a mug. And for the record, he looks totally unaltered. He’s still at the initial stage. He must have just been born this way. 
 
      
 
    In a matter of seconds, Dragonfly appeared in my hand. I hunched over the morph. I could read incomprehension and fury in his eyes. It’s either me or him — that’s a fact. The blade easily pierced the altered man’s heart and a notification immediately appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    ― You have slain Morph (ITS). 
 
      
 
    ― You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal of the Altered “Blazefox’s Senses” (5). 
 
      
 
    The name spoke for itself. I tossed the crystals into my backpack for later, then went up to the bushes and froze. There were two left. Hopefully those two will be easier. 
 
      
 
    The morph’s pals noticed he was gone a few minutes later. The two fighters, constantly looking all around, were standing stock still next to their commander’s corpse. They started arguing. Based on their angry intonations, it was highly unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, the sniffer’s death had made an impression on them. They turned their heads all around cautiously, hoping to spot their still unseen opponent. Let me introduce a little panic. 
 
      
 
    Notching an arrow, I slightly pulled back the bowstring. I breathed in and out and the arrow’s broad leaf-shaped tip stuck into the gut of one of our would-be assassins. I was aiming a bit higher though. The shot knocked him unconscious, and his fellow soldier decided not to waste any time. He made a mad dash for the boat. 
 
      
 
    I loosed three arrows before one landed in his back. By the time I reached him, he was already dead. 
 
      
 
    While I walked up to the only still living one, my head was swarming with contradictory thoughts. What if they really did come to kill us specifically!? Had the Chief decided to take some insurance and get Badger out of the way? Just to make sure? Well if that’s so, it’s actually fairly logical. 
 
      
 
    But how resentful do you need to be to go after the children of a man who did wrong by you? Maybe it wasn’t a mere grudge though. Maybe this Bull was afraid of something or someone. But who? Who could Badger hurt other than himself? 
 
      
 
    Not counting the morph, the other soldiers made no impression on me whatsoever. Maybe the Chief figured killing people like me and Badger was no big deal. But were these the Chief’s people? 
 
      
 
    Crouching down over the failed assassin, I slapped him on the cheeks. At first, he didn’t react but he eventually came to. And screamed in pain. After a few seconds, he finally caught his breath. 
 
      
 
    The dark clouds dispersed, and our little island was flooded with a soft moonlight. That gave me an even better view of the injured warrior. Hm… Looks familiar… 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. “Why did you shoot at us? Who sent you?” 
 
      
 
    At first, he ignored my questions. But that only lasted until I grabbed the arrow sticking out of his stomach. He shouted again. 
 
      
 
    “Leave him alone,” I heard Badger shout to the right. “I know him. This is Carp. He’s one of the Chief’s men.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
      
 
    Badger examined their bodies and rendered a verdict. 
 
      
 
    “This one,” he pointed at the dead morph. “Is Fox. One of the best scouts in our tribe. He could smell a reindeer from miles away. And the one with the arrow in his back is Beetle. They’re all from the same unit. Did you say one of them is a morph?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that one,” I nodded at the ugly bastard’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    “So Fox,” Badger said both affirmatively and questioningly. “He used to hunt with my father.” 
 
      
 
    “And now, looks like he came to hunt for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t live either way, you little asshole!” the injured man shot out with the last of his strength and fainted. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later he died without coming back to his senses. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, are you sure you want to keep living in Lakeside?” I asked again. “With neighbors like this, you aren’t gonna last long.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE PUT THE BODIES of the failed hunters into their boat that same night and sent it out to the mercy of the river. I decided not to take their weapons or stuff. Back in Lakeside, if someone saw us with them, it might lead to questions. I’m sure when the Chief sent his people out to kill us, he did so in secret. Let’s keep it that way. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t find any money in their pockets either. I should note that they packed very light. They must have been expecting to dispatch us quickly. Their traveling bags didn’t even contain any food as such. And why should they have? They figured they’d cut us down then eat our food. 
 
      
 
    For the next half day, Badger was gloomy and silent. He answered my questions despite himself and monosyllabically. I had an approximate idea of what he was going through, so I didn’t ask too many questions. Let him come to terms with this at his own pace. We would have more time to talk later. 
 
      
 
    Whereas my buddy’s heart was dominated by the Goddess Apathy, I was consumed by indignation. I was upset by the harsh injustice of it all. I had been doing nothing but swinging a machete, shooting arrows and rowing for the last few days. In my world, that would be guaranteed to yield tablets and esses. But here for some reason the Great System wasn’t noticing my “deeds.” What was the reason? 
 
      
 
    I had one theory that sounded close to the truth. The basic idea was that the Great System was not in fact able to see my actions. Because despite what our priests had established about its unlimited power, this world didn’t belong to it. It is nothing but an interloper here. The items from this world do not contain its spirit, nor do the actions I undertake with them. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how far my conclusions may have reached if Badger hadn’t piped up: 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel when you kill?” His question caught me off guard. But that didn’t stop me from answering honestly. 
 
      
 
    “Afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “Afraid?” he asked in surprise. Seemingly, that was not what he was expecting to hear. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, afraid of being killed,” I answered. “I’ll be honest with you. If you could have seen me six months ago, you wouldn’t recognize me. Since that time, I’ve come to appreciate one basic thing ― I don’t want to die.” 
 
      
 
    Badger considered it. 
 
      
 
    “I know what’s going through your head,” I continued. “You witnessed the death of several people you’ve known since childhood tonight. They probably didn’t have anything against you personally. They even had a decent relationship with you while your father was still alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you’re right,” Badger nodded gloomily. “Fox was friendly with my father. He had come to our house several times. Carp and Beetle too. I never would have thought…” 
 
      
 
    “Well now you have a great chance to think things through. For example, if they had won, your body would be crawfish food on the bottom of the river right now. And your sister would be all alone in this world. Defenseless. The only thing you should be thinking about now is how to kill a mutant as quickly as possible so you can bring its head back home before it’s too late…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Do you see something?” Badger asked in a whisper. 
 
      
 
    It was probably the tenth time he was asking me that question. 
 
      
 
    “Nope…” I answered patiently got back to watching. 
 
      
 
    A few hours ago, after a seven-day boat journey, we reached the outskirts of the City of Shadows. After the first night, no one came after us. We didn’t run into anyone else on the river either. The dead city was not exactly a popular destination for Lakesiders. 
 
      
 
    Over the last few days, we hadn’t seen a single mutant near the dead city. And mutants aside… The ancient ruins seemed totally deserted! On my last visit, they were positively teeming with life! 
 
      
 
    There was something eerie afoot… So eerie that, every so often, a chill ran down my spine. Some unseen entity was watching me. And it was very mad and very hungry. 
 
      
 
    We got set up on the tenth story of one of the buildings. From there, we had a great view of the river and the outskirts of the city. Furthermore, the top of the building was linked to a different building by a huge structure that looked like a massive gutter. That meant, if we found ourselves in danger, we had a backup escape route. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Badger whispered, as if he could hear my grim thoughts. “I can’t even hear birds.” 
 
      
 
    Making sure he wouldn’t notice, I was occasionally sniffing the air as Fox had done on the night I defeated him. Yes, that’s right. After studying the alteration crystals dropped by the morph assassin, I activated them. Now I had Blazefox’s Senses. With half a point per crystal, I had two and a half points in total. 
 
      
 
    I should also note that, after the transformation, I felt like I was seeing this world for the first time. And it sharpened three whole senses, improving my smell, hearing and vision. It was like a thick dusty bag had finally been taken off my head. And that was just two and a half points. What if I could get it up to ten? Fox got lucky with this skill. He had clearly eaten the right mutant. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, it felt like the overall flow of information entering my brain had gotten larger, and I didn’t really know how to process it all yet. There were smells, sounds and objects I had never noticed before. For example, I could see animal tracks now, and plants looked more saturated in color. 
 
      
 
    Among the large number of smells, one in particular stood out. It was the most ubiquitous and, for some reason, distantly familiar. There was an image bouncing around in my head, but I just couldn’t work it free from the depths of my memory. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, the higher we went, the stronger the smell became. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the creatures left because something scared them off,” I said what both of us were thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Mutants?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you see any?” 
 
      
 
    Badger shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Me neither… I’m afraid we’re dealing with something that has scared off even the mutants. I think the quicker we get out of here the better.” 
 
      
 
    Badger was in complete agreement. 
 
      
 
    Said and done. We quickly gathered our things and started going down. An agonizing beastly cry mixed with several other creatures squealing came in from outside just when we hit the fifth floor. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, without a word, we both pressed ourselves up against a wall and froze. Badger’s chest was heaving. Sweat was pouring off him. His face was beet red. Eyes like saucers. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down and keep quiet,” I whispered and, ducking down, headed over to a huge hole in the wall. 
 
      
 
    Slowly sticking my neck out, I looked outside. What I saw down below made me freeze like a stone statue. Staring dumbfounded at the ground, I felt my mouth fill with bitter saliva. 
 
      
 
    There, at the edge of a patch of vegetation that stretched all the way to the ancient building’s wall, a big huge winged creature was tearing a large hyena to shreds. The rest of its pack meanwhile, howling and squealing in fear, was running for the hills. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” I heard Badger’s trembling whisper to my right. 
 
      
 
    “That?” I asked angrily. “That is a dark otherworldly creature. You call them possessed.” 
 
      
 
    Badger started shaking hard. 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t all, take a look over there,” I nodded at the sky. “See those? There’s a couple little dark dots on the horizon.” 
 
      
 
    Badger squinted then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “As you’ve probably realized that creature is not alone here.” 
 
      
 
    Badger was struck by how easily the monster tore chunks of flesh off the dead hyena. He looked catatonic. Just what I needed. 
 
      
 
    Squeezing Badger’s shoulder hard, I drew his attention. 
 
      
 
    “Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    Wincing and hissing in pain, he nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it,” I whispered approvingly. “I need the pissed-off Badger now. Take out your bow and arrows. When the time comes, I need you to cover me. Aim for the eyes. That’s its weak spot.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to fight that monster?!” 
 
      
 
    “You got a better idea?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” Badger looked at me as if I were mentally unstable. 
 
      
 
    “Such as?” I enquired. 
 
      
 
    “Such as, without wasting time on idle chitchat, we run away while the creature is still busy eating.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and asked seriously: 
 
      
 
    “And what next?” 
 
      
 
    “Next we run to the river, get down in the boat and…” 
 
      
 
    Badger suddenly fell silent midword… It must have hit him. 
 
      
 
    “Imagine how happy these monsters will be to see us floating down the middle of the river,” I said and added: “I still can’t figure out how we managed to get here in the first place without any trouble. After all, this must not be their first day ruling the roost out here.” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s your idea?” Badger asked. 
 
      
 
    “Look at that thing,” I started explaining eagerly. “Do you see how big its wings are? How it folds them on its back? It’s too big to easily make it through the hallways of this building. It has an advantage in the sky. But we have an advantage in close quarters.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to attack it first?!” it finally started to reach Badger. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re even crazier than I thought!” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring his outburst, I continued: 
 
      
 
    “Keep in mind ― you’ll have to do exactly as I say. Only then will we have a chance to survive.” 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded in silence. He was still shivering, but the panic I saw earlier was gone. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go down a few floors,” I commanded. “There’s lots of vegetation there. Cramped spaces are our ally right now.” 
 
      
 
    While we went down, I hurriedly laid out my defense plan. We would lure the brute into a trap. If I told Badger now that I was glad to see the otherworldly monster, he definitely would have written me off as a lunatic. 
 
      
 
    But I really was. He couldn’t understand what it was like to have jumped into a foreign world that followed its own laws with no clear way back where you came from. The very fact this winged fiend was here gave me hope. It meant there must have been more portals somewhere. And Bug works in mysterious ways. Maybe there would also be Places of Power next to them. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, despite its murderous and discouraging appearance, the level of the monster the Great System called a blackwing was not all that high. Just eight. Gaining experience in this world is a big hassle. Levels go up slowly. But there are mutants. And otherworldly brutes that eat their flesh can transform into something more dangerous, even at level eight. 
 
      
 
    We decided to set up our trap on the second floor. All the windows, holes, halls and rooms were overgrown with dense knots of vine. In that cramped labyrinth, the monster wouldn’t be able to maneuver at all. All we had to do was lure it over. But that wouldn’t be a problem. After all, ever since I became a Vanquisher of Darkness, I attracted fiends like this one with my mere presence. 
 
      
 
    Walking up to a wide window frame, I used the machete to hack down the vines. I needed to clear a bit of space so the blackwing would come through the specific window I wanted. 
 
      
 
    I did it flagrantly, without hiding, which quickly attracted the winged monstrosity’s attention. Pulling up from its feast, it turned its bloodied beak toward me. Tilting its flat head to the side, it stared at me like a bird. 
 
      
 
    It took the blackwing a few seconds to realize what exactly it was looking at. With a whole-body shudder, it stretched out its long neck and squealed. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, you ugly freak!” I encouraged it loudly. “Let’s get this over with!” 
 
      
 
    As if the brute understood my every word, it took a few clumsy hops, spread its wings and flew off in my direction. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back from the vines, I dashed back deep into the building. 
 
      
 
    “Badger, on my mark!” I shouted, throwing Blots around me as I ran. 
 
      
 
    My companion was standing at the wall pale as chalk but holding his bow at the ready. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the blackwing, tearing the vines and scratching the stone with its claws, had broken a hole in the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot!” I shouted and loosed my first arrow. 
 
      
 
    Hitting a monster in the eye from twenty steps away while it struggles with prickly vines is quite the challenge. No surprise that we missed. However, none of the dozen arrows we fired completely failed to make contact with the monster’s body. To be honest though, those glancing blows didn’t do much. The arrows of this world didn’t deal a lot of damage. They just pissed the fiend off even more. 
 
      
 
    Finally, it broke through the green cables and started jostling its way inside. Its black eyes were trained on me. 
 
      
 
    “Took you long enough!” I shouted. “Come on!” 
 
      
 
    The blackwing took one step, then another. The bony spikes on its wings left deep scratches in the stone walls with a vile crunching sound. And just then it ran full force into a Blot, then another. I then tossed a third one right under its last step. Its energy totally sapped, the blackwing reeled and fell to the ground, sending a cloud of dust and rotten filth into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t shoot!” I shouted at Badger and lunged forward. 
 
      
 
    Taking out Dragonfly as I ran, I dashed into the dust cloud. The blackwing was lying motionless with its neck extended awkwardly, its black tongue lolling out of its beak. 
 
      
 
    Without giving it much thought, I ran up to its head and stabbed it with my knife first in one eye, then the other. I kept stabbing even after a victory notification from the system appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily, all caked in the monster’s blood, I took a step back then fell to the floor like a ton of bricks. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Blackwing (8). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (1600). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (2). 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (10). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (1). 
 
      
 
    When the dust settled, I saw Badger standing with his mouth agape. He was staring at the slain monster’s head, which my stabbing had transformed into a bloodied piece of raw meat. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    Badger didn’t have time to answer. A chorus of animal cries from somewhere up above made us both fall silent. I listened closer. Some of the cries were getting further away, some were coming closer. Our blackwing’s relatives were coming to pay us a visit. Based on the noise, they were circling somewhere around the tenth floor. They must have been wondering what happened to their buddy. He was just devouring that hyena just a second ago, but now he was gone. 
 
      
 
    The short feisty cries gave way to longer impatient ones. Then they started flying away. 
 
      
 
    “They’re gone,” I told Badger, who was holding his breath. 
 
      
 
    He just gave a fitful nod, then his stomach turned inside out. After puking his guts out, Badger groaned, leaned his back up against a wall and slowly slid down to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “That wasn’t the first possessed creature you’ve killed, was it?” he asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Not the most dangerous either,” I nodded, slapping the dead blackwing on the neck. “To be honest, I always had help from my best friend though.” 
 
      
 
    Remembering Gorgie made me feel depressed. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he now?” Badger asked compassionately. “Is he dead?” 
 
      
 
    I mechanically felt for the harn shaped amulet and shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “N-no. He’s just fine. It’s just that we can’t be together right now. I just have one more important issue to settle. But as soon as I do, you’ll be able to meet him. I’m sure he’ll make an unforgettable impression on you.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I chuckled. I was imagining the scene. With Gorgie’s appearance, he could make an impression on anyone. A panic would probably sweep Lakeside. 
 
      
 
    By the way… 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my brother in arms and asked jokingly: 
 
      
 
    “What do you think? If we bring the head of a possessed creature instead of a mutant, will your Chief finally leave you and your sister alone?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    SEPARATING the blackwing’s head from its body proved harder than we thought. We had to spend a few hours hacking and sweating. The local type of machete was pretty much useless for the task, even with my elevated Strength and Agility figures. 
 
      
 
    Only when I thought to use Dragonfly did things start to go quicker. 
 
      
 
    Looking bewildered as my knife easily cut through the brute’s flesh and hide, Badger, who had been stone-faced up until then, said: 
 
      
 
    “I can’t even imagine how much that weapon must have cost. It must have been crafted by a true master.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. So I just chuckled vaguely. I didn’t want to talk about my experiments. We were going to have to talk about it one day, though. I could sense Badger staring at me impatiently from behind. 
 
      
 
    I was also in a bad mood, though. As if it wasn’t enough that the Great System had no reaction to my struggling to butcher the carcass, doing so also took my knife’s durability down by a few points. Obviously, that was a little warning to me for thinking I could do something without the required skills and tools. The haphazardly slashed pieces of hide, the torn-out claws and spikes – in my world none of it would have been worth a dime. But here, according to Badger, all these so-called “trophies” would make a big impression on his tribe. 
 
      
 
    The conversation happened the next day when we were already in the middle of the river. I must give Badger his due ― he was patient to the end and didn’t pester me with questions. I had to start: 
 
      
 
    “I see you have a lot you want to ask me. Go ahead…” 
 
      
 
    “Are you altered?” Badger asked right away. 
 
      
 
    I’ll be honest, that question caught me off guard. So Mink didn’t tell him anything. I wonder why. For now I have just one explanation ― she is protecting her brother. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “And to get ahead of all your questions right away, I am not an evil spirit either, but I am not from this world. I do not need to consume a body to travel between worlds. So I am neither possessed nor a mutant.” 
 
      
 
    “Was that brute from your world?” Badger nodded at the bag containing the blackwing head. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered. “Most likely, it was born in this world. It probably descends from a spirit that came to this world and was reborn here. And given that, calling it possessed is also not exactly correct.” 
 
      
 
    “But still you called it that,” Badger reminded me. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “Because every monster hunter has the ability to sense darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “Darkness?” 
 
      
 
    “Otherworldly monsters bring a little piece of it with them when they come from their dark worlds.” 
 
      
 
    At the very least, that was how I explained the nature of dark beasts to myself. 
 
      
 
    “So you hunt possessed creatures?” Badger’s eyes lit up. 
 
      
 
    I nodded in silence. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Happenstance,” I answered shortly. “I simply didn’t have any other way out.” 
 
      
 
    “So why didn’t you go back?” 
 
      
 
    “When crossing over to this world, I lost all my power.” 
 
      
 
    My answer amused Badger. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “After what I’ve seen in the last few days, it’s hard for me to say you don’t have any power.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled back. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that’s it… No. I was talking about a different power.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorcery?” Badger asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “What about those vials? Your knife? The potion you fed me?” 
 
      
 
    I just waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “None of that is…” 
 
      
 
    “The Place of Power you’re constantly asking about…” Badger guessed. “You think you’ll find what you’re looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “I really hope so. At the very least, it’s the only clue I’ve got. Now do you see how important it is for me to talk to Owl?” 
 
      
 
    Badger’s face unexpectedly turned gloomy. 
 
      
 
    “Is something the matter?” I got on guard. 
 
      
 
    He sighed and, frowning, said: 
 
      
 
    “You can’t talk to Owl. You’d actually be better off staying away from him.” 
 
      
 
    “Why might that be?” I asked in surprise. “Just last week, you wouldn’t shut up about him…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Badger nodded. “But I didn’t know who you were yet.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does that change?” 
 
      
 
    “The old man has a special sense. He’d sense your true nature right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Curious,” I snorted. “And what would happen after that?” 
 
      
 
    Badger glanced at me in incomprehension. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? He would go straight to the Chief and tell him and everyone else in Lakeside. How do you think we find out about other altered people?” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and shook my head dejectedly. This kid is incorrigible. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what about Fox?” I asked a leading question. 
 
      
 
    “Owl must not have been able to sense him…” Badger said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “And the Chief? And the many others in your tribe?” 
 
      
 
    Badger’s eyebrows shot up into his forehead. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m saying that your tribe is chalk full of altered people,” I answered calmly. “I found them almost everywhere I went. And Gravedigger was providing them mutant blood. By the way, your best friend is perfectly aware of all this.” 
 
      
 
    “Skinny?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” I nodded. “He sicced his friends on me. One of them, by the way, is altered. Though he has just started down the path…” 
 
      
 
    “Who?!” Badger burst out. 
 
      
 
    “Hm…” I frowned, trying to remember the name. 
 
      
 
    “Clod?” Badger hinted with a sunken voice. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
      
 
    “And what happened between you?” Badger asked, his heart aflutter. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it was pretty much like it always goes…” I answered, rubbing my fist. “Your Skinny proved himself a great runner. Again…” 
 
      
 
    “What about Clod?” 
 
      
 
    “He took one to the snout and calmed down,” I shrugged. Seeing Badger’s gloomy expression, I asked: “Is that going to cause problems for you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re an outsider and you attacked the son of one of the most influential people in the tribe,” he started. “An outsider I vouched for. They don’t exactly give out head pats for that in my tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “You think Clod ran off to cry to his daddy?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Badger answered confidently. “But Skinny might have.” 
 
      
 
    After that, squinting, he asked suspiciously: 
 
      
 
    “Did you cross paths with anyone else?” 
 
      
 
    I considered it for a moment. Gravedigger and his underling were far away by now, but Mink’s former admirer… Still, she didn’t tell her brother anything about what happened that night. I’ll hold my tongue, too. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered as confidently as possible. 
 
      
 
    Badger stared stubbornly into my “sincere” eyes, then nodded at some thought in his head and silently carried on rowing. 
 
      
 
    For a little while we didn’t talk. Badger broke the silence: 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying Owl knows everything?” 
 
      
 
    “If he really does have some special sense as you say then yes,” I answered without a second thought. 
 
      
 
    “But why is he keeping it a secret?!” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I can think of two possible reasons. First, fear. And second, he must understand the benefit to the tribe. Beyond that, given he has a special sense, he must have also stopped being a totally normal person a while ago. And another thing… I suspect all your elders and important tribespeople are also aware of what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    Based on the bafflement in Badger’s eyes, his whole world was coming crashing down around him. 
 
      
 
    “It was bound to happen sooner or later,” I finished him off. “Look around. To survive in this world, you have to become stronger than others. Just imagine what would happen if a pack of those brutes suddenly showed up in your village. Luckily for you, they have plenty to eat in the dead city. But when it comes to mutant blood and guts… Trust me, to protect my friends and family, I would drink and eat whatever I could get my hands on…” 
 
      
 
    Due to the rain, which went on for two days, our journey lasted ten. Badger was especially weighed down by that little setback. He was constantly complaining that he had a bad feeling. Strange as it may have been, his nervousness transferred onto me. For the last two days, we basically didn’t sleep and pushed ourselves to the limit. And when we saw the familiar outlines of Lakeside again, we both breathed a sigh of relief. However, our sense of ease didn’t last long. There was a surprise waiting for us right at the docks. 
 
      
 
    “The Prince’s longship,” Badger sighed fatefully and pointed at the long rapacious boat weighed down with variously colored round shields on its sides. 
 
      
 
    A lively atmosphere reigned at the docks. People were loading things onto the Prince’s longship. Loaders were flitting over rope bridges carrying all kinds of wares. We also saw other little bridges, and a line of resigned looking people walking over them covered head to toe in white garb. 
 
      
 
    I spotted a familiar lithe figure right away and fitfully clutched the side of the boat. 
 
      
 
    “Mink!” Badger howled like a wounded animal and laid on the oars. 
 
      
 
    A moment later her silhouette disappeared on the other side of the Prince’s longship. 
 
      
 
    “I got the oars!” I shouted, pushing Badger forward. “We can make it!” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we scrambled up onto the dock. 
 
      
 
    “Do you see the Chief?!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Badger answered while running. “There he is! He’s walking with the Prince’s envoy!” 
 
      
 
    While Badger pushed through the crowd, I turned my head every which way, evaluating the situation. Next to the merchant vessels, the Prince’s longship looked like a bird of prey in a henhouse. It was over sixty feet long and around twenty-five wide. The crew was thirty or thirty-five people. Most of them morphs. The Prince didn’t mess around. 
 
      
 
    All the retinue men look satisfied. They look down on the locals. And they, by the way, don’t much like what’s going on. That’s good. It means we have potential allies. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after pushing his way through the crowd, Badger reached the Chief and the Prince’s envoy. Everyone made way and fell silent. Everyone was staring at the big huge bag he was carrying. 
 
      
 
    “Chief!” Badger shouted loudly. “I have completed your mission!” 
 
      
 
    After he said that, he dramatically sliced open the bag and the blackwing’s head rolled out at the crowd’s feet. Everyone stepped back, startled. 
 
      
 
    I watched the Prince’s warriors closely to see how they would react. It seemed suspicious to me. I could see that, to them, the sight of a possessed creature’s head was not all that out of the ordinary. Though the fact that some kid had killed it obviously raised questions. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, I saw the Chief make a sour face. I could read the full gamut of emotion in his eyes. Surprise at the fact that Badger was alive and annoyance, as well as anger and hatred. Now he could no longer just wave off his former enemy’s son like some mettlesome fly. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?!” the Chief finally deigned to open his mouth. 
 
      
 
    I read the words over his head. He was just ten percent away from the next transformation level. His name fit his appearance perfectly. He had a neck like a bull’s, a black shock of hair, a thick beard, and small closely set little eyes. 
 
      
 
    “This is the head of a possessed creature,” a gray-haired man standing next to the Chief answered unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    The warrior’s words made the crowd gasp. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get that?” the gray-haired man asked. 
 
      
 
    “In the City of Shadows,” Badger answered and added: “Honestly, the Chief and I did agree on a mutant’s head…” 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad trade-off,” the gray-hair chuckled and lightly kicked the blackwing’s head. 
 
      
 
    The Prince’s warriors all started smiling. 
 
      
 
    Black Bull turned red as a boiled crayfish. 
 
      
 
    “And what was promised to you?” the gray-hair inquired. 
 
      
 
    “The rank of hunter,” Badger said, stepping forward. 
 
      
 
    “I see…” the old warrior shook his head and his steely gray eyes transformed into two slits. “Why don’t you go through the Trial like everyone else?” 
 
      
 
    Badger kept silent. The gray-hair raised his right brow in surprise and glanced at Black Bull. 
 
      
 
    “Ah-h!” he drew out. “I see! It’s too late. Were you being prepped for the Selection?” 
 
      
 
    “Me and my sister,” Badger nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And what, are you so afraid of serving the Prince that you were willing to drag the head of a possessed creature before your Chief?” the gray-haired warrior asked with a smirk. Honestly though, the cold look in his eyes bore little resemblance to mirth. 
 
      
 
    All the conversations and whispering fell silent. It was a dangerous question. 
 
      
 
    Badger stuck his chest out and said with surprising fearlessness: 
 
      
 
    “I am a free man born into a free family. I was brought into this world here and this is my home. My tribe is here. I can decide for myself where I live and who I serve. Such is the law!” 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, the crowd started buzzing in approval. Even some of the Prince’s retinue men liked Badger’s response. I didn’t much understand what was going on, but I was happy with how forceful my brother in arms was being. 
 
      
 
    “Good answer, hunter,” the gray-hair said and turned his head toward Black Bull. “I don’t know how he managed to get that brute’s head, but he has earned his rank fair and square. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    The Chief nodded gloomily, and the crowd erupted into shrieks of joy. The stupidly smiling Badger was congratulated from every direction and patted on the shoulders and back. 
 
      
 
    “I am Tiger Fang,” I heard the gray-haired man say personally to Badger through the din of the crowd. “In a year’s time, if you’re still alive, we should talk.” 
 
      
 
    After he said that the Prince’s envoy turned and, accompanied by the retinue, headed toward their boat. The Chief and his entourage meanwhile went back into the village. 
 
      
 
    I could tell how much Badger appreciated the praise. Smiling happily, he accepted the congratulations, misspoke back, blushed and scratched the back of his head. And there our eyes met. A moment was all it took for him to come back to his senses. 
 
      
 
    He ran off after the envoy, who was walking away. 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” he shouted. “Wait, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Tiger Fang heard him and turned around. In fact, it looked like he was expecting Badger to do just that. 
 
      
 
    “Something else, hunter?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Badger was clearly at a loss. He turned his head looking for support. He looked plaintively at the backs of his Chief and his entourage as they walked the other way. 
 
      
 
    “My sister…” 
 
      
 
    “What about her?” the gray-hair seemed to be relishing the moment. I saw a jubilant look in his gray eyes. He was taking revenge on Badger for his audacity. 
 
      
 
    “She’s in your longship…” Seemingly, Badger had already guessed where this was all leading. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Tiger Fang asked, tilting his head to the side. 
 
      
 
    “I saw her getting on…” Badger said and nodded toward the longship. 
 
      
 
    “Hm… The only people on board the Snake, are the crew and people chosen for the Selection. As far as I know, there aren’t any women in the crew… That means your sister must have been chosen to serve our Prince. Such is the law, remember?” 
 
      
 
    Turning around, Tiger Fang kept walking. The retinue soldiers with him, talking happily, followed after him. 
 
      
 
    Badger stood with his fists clenched and impotently watched the warriors jumping onto the Prince’s longship. 
 
      
 
    I stopped next to my buddy and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where they’re going?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Badger answered mechanically. “West.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t be able to catch them on our boat,” I said out loud. “We’ll have to head them off on land. Do you know a way we could do that?” 
 
      
 
    Badger slowly turned his head toward me. For a moment, we locked eyes. After reading a determination to take this to the end in my eyes, he answered shortly: 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to need horses.” 
 
      
 
    “Money is no object,” I said. “Buy the best you can find.” 
 
      
 
    “Are many of them altered?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Almost all of them,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded gloomily and headed at a brisk pace toward the village. I walked next to him, sifting through my pack as I went. This journey was very important to me. And not only because we had decided to rescue Mink. You see, I also saw a very familiar-looking crystal on a cord around the gray-haired envoy’s neck. A mana crystal. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FIRE THAT Mink had lit in the stove that morning hadn’t even gone cold yet, but a group of people had already moved into Badger’s house. There were carts in the middle of the yard packed top to bottom with my buddy and his sister’s stuff. Inside, the house was teeming with work. From inside, I could hear women’s voices shouting, and dishes and furniture clanging. I was immediately brought back to the day I left my parents’ home. Heh… Every world has its bottom-feeders. 
 
      
 
    When the coachman, a thin little man, saw Badger walking through the gates looking angry, he froze with his mouth open. His closely set little eyes stared with fear and disbelief. 
 
      
 
    Walking decisively toward his house, Badger gave a short bark to the stunned coachman: 
 
      
 
    “Put back everything you’ve taken!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around. On our way back, we had picked up a crowd of onlookers. They clearly already knew what was about to happen, so they’d come to enjoy the spectacle. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?!” 
 
      
 
    A ringing impudent shout from inside the house made me turn my head. 
 
      
 
    On the porch there stood a stout older woman, her short legs splayed and her hands on her hips. Her plump red face was affixed with a look of defiance and superiority. 
 
      
 
    “Feathergrass! Don’t even think about it!” she thundered out when she saw the coachman reach for a box full of dishes. 
 
      
 
    Walking past, I saw a mug in a box out of the corner of my eye that Mink had used just two weeks earlier to drink berry juice. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, two more ladies joined the woman looking just as corpulent and rude, though they were younger. Based on their physical resemblance, it wasn’t hard to guess that the women were related. 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Beaver!” Badger shouted out in rage. “Not so scared anymore, I see!” 
 
      
 
    The old lady blushed even harder. Jutting out her chin and squinting her eyes, she answered sonorously: 
 
      
 
    “Pup! It looks like you forgot who you’re talking to! Ever since the Selection, all this belongs to me and my husband! The house, too! My husband made a payment to the Chief just yesterday!” 
 
      
 
    “Well he wasted his money!” Badger answered, walking up the steps. “This house belongs to a hunter!” 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore!” Mrs. Beaver shouted out defiantly. “Your father died a long time ago!” 
 
      
 
    Badger, going up the stairs, loomed over the impudent lady. 
 
      
 
    “Who ever said I was talking about my father?” Badger asked coldly and smiled ravenously. 
 
      
 
    After that, he turned to the crowd waiting at the gate and watching greedily, then loudly asked: 
 
      
 
    “What’s the punishment for breaking and entering?!” 
 
      
 
    “Death!” 
 
      
 
    “Death!” 
 
      
 
    Dozens of voices could be heard roaring in approval from the crowd. I watched the expressions on their faces and realized that Mrs. Beaver, her husband and their “beaver pups,” were not held in particularly high esteem by the townspeople. But based on how quickly Mr. Beaver got this transaction ironed out, he wasn’t exactly no one either. Prissy people like this, as a rule, weren’t particularly appreciated anywhere, so the local populace was fully supportive of us giving them a public swirlie. 
 
      
 
    “Just look at this!” a woman’s voice shouted from the crowd. “The Beavers are stuffing their cheeks! They’re committing burglary in broad daylight!” 
 
      
 
    “The kid just got back from a hunt, and now they’re hauling his stuff out in boxes.” a raspy man’s voice came after. 
 
      
 
    “He cut off the head of a possessed creature…!” 
 
      
 
    “The Prince’s envoy himself said Badger is a hunter…!” 
 
      
 
    “A pillar of the tribe, its strength…!” 
 
      
 
    The shouts were now coming from every direction. Mrs. Beaver at first kept her brave face on but, once she heard about the possessed creature and the Prince’s envoy, she went silent and deflated all at once. 
 
      
 
    Feathergrass hurriedly unloaded everything onto the ground while the crowd jeered. Pulling his head between his dry shoulders, he would occasionally shudder and try to speak in his favor. He had no choice, he said… He just drove where he was told… 
 
      
 
    “I give you one hour to put everything back where it was!” Badger shouted. “Otherwise you’re done for!” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Beaver dashed off with her brood to help the coachman, while Badger and I went into the house. 
 
      
 
    “Who are they?” I asked, nodding at the fussy women. 
 
      
 
    Badger waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Beaver’s wife and daughters. The Chief’s lackies. His son is getting married this year. That goon has approached me a few times already with offers to buy the house.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess…” I chuckled. “Did he lowball you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re an insightful one,” Badger chuckled back. 
 
      
 
    Inside the house, to my surprise, everything was surprisingly fine. And that’s easy to understand ― Mrs. Beaver already considered it her property, so her robbery was exacting and careful. 
 
      
 
    While the would-be looters carried back everything they’d taken and the crowd looked on, Badger and I went up to the second floor and locked ourselves in his room. 
 
      
 
    Putting a pointer finger to his lips, Badger nodded at the door as if to say, “come look.” Then he hopped up, grabbed a thick ceiling beam and hoisted himself up. 
 
      
 
    Moving a couple boards around to make a hole, he gracefully slipped inside. A few moments later, his unkempt head poked down out of the hole. A satisfied smile was playing on his face. He didn’t have to tell me twice. The family hiding spot was untouched. 
 
      
 
    Once he came down, Badger said: 
 
      
 
    “I have almost five gold. Me and my sister were saving it for a rainy day.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and took a hundred gold out of my pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Here… If you need any more ― tell me.” 
 
      
 
    When Badger saw the heap of gold coins, he gulped. 
 
      
 
    “We need four horses at least,” I said. “One for you, one for me, one for Mink and one backup. Better two, or even three.” 
 
      
 
    “With that kind of cash, we can buy a whole herd,” Badger said delightedly. 
 
      
 
    “By the way,” I stroked my chin. “Who are you gonna buy horses from?” 
 
      
 
    “Aytyr,” Badger answered without hesitation. “His farm is just past the village.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting name.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Badger confirmed. “Aytyr is a horseherd from the east. He came to these parts seven years ago now. He raises horses. He doesn’t come into town much. He pays tribute to the Chief for his family. Nobody touches him.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s actually great that this Aytyr is not from the village,” I lit up. “What do you think, can we buy supplies and feed for the horses from him too?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Badger answered. “But why is it good that he isn’t from the village?” 
 
      
 
    “Because if he were, as soon as you started looking for horses, everyone else in your tribe would know. I hope I don’t have to explain what their first thought would be.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Badger shook his head. “But don’t you think us leaving the village will lead them to the same idea?” 
 
      
 
    “It will,” I answered. “But if we can do it properly, if they ever even realize we’re gone, it’ll already be too late. It’s crucial that we leave quietly without anyone noticing. Your Chief will probably send people out to track us. Though I don’t think he will try to stop us.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, because he’ll know you’re trying to get Mink. Beyond that, he’ll be sure this is suicidal to even attempt. Two little kids against thirty retinue soldiers, who are altered on top of it? Hehe! Doesn’t that sound like suicide?” 
 
      
 
    Badger’s face went gloomy. I could see that my brother in arms had been chasing off unhappy thoughts all that time. He was clearly trying to stay focused on his sister and not how we were going to get her away from the Prince’s men. 
 
      
 
    Patting him on the shoulder, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let fear into your heart. If you do, it will eat you alive before you even know it. We have lots of work to do. Better think about how to solve the horse issue.” 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded and asked: 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna go pay a visit to a craftsman.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that old man to you anyway?” Badger sighed. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, I’d found the time to ask him about the craftsman whose machetes were assigned a low chance by the Great System. For now, it was the best I’d seen from this world. 
 
      
 
    In Badger’s words Ogrun, which was the old smith’s name, had stopped making weapons a long time ago. Now he kept busy making and repairing all kinds of little trinkets. He catered to a middle-class clientele. They brought him all kinds of iron implements to repair. The old loner worked more to eat than to really earn money. But seemingly, he was fine with that arrangement. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story,” I waved it off and added: “And by the way, here… On your way back, buy a keg of hooch… And make sure as many people as possible see you doing it.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point of that?” Badger asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I want them to think we’re going on a bender. As for why ― let them make up their own minds. When you get it back here, we’ll lock ourselves in and leave under cover of nightfall. I’m hoping that’ll earn us a day.” 
 
      
 
    Ogrun’s blacksmith shop was on the very edge of town on the west side. Small but neat. Obviously, this craftsman kept a tidy shop. I was also getting the impression that the old man hadn’t always lived in this part of town. Honestly, I didn’t see any blatant evidence of that, I just had suspicions based only on the quality of his work. 
 
      
 
    The smithy was quiet. At first, I even thought I might have missed him. The coming of the Prince’s envoy is a big event after all. The old man is probably down at the docks or in some portside tavern. But as I approached the cracked-open gate, I realized I was wrong. Ogrun was there. The old man was doing exactly what we were just saying we were going to pretend to do – drinking. 
 
      
 
    Broad shouldered, thickset. Despite his gray head of hair and old-age wrinkles, I was sure this guy was still strong and bursting with strength. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not open,” he muttered when he saw me at the gate. 
 
      
 
    The blacksmith was sitting at a wide table against the wall of the building and sipping from a wooden mug. There was a squat barrel towering atop his table. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you recognize me?” I asked. “I recently bought two machetes from you.” 
 
      
 
    The smith frowned, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I remember. What about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I came to thank you for the quality work,” I said. “And to bring you the money for the second machete. I believe you sold me the pair for the price of one. Now that I’ve seen how good they are, I feel like I’ve taken advantage of you.” 
 
      
 
    “How you feel is your own problem,” the blacksmith answered with a loud belch. “I sold you that junk for a fair price.” 
 
      
 
    The craftsman’s response made me shudder internally. 
 
      
 
    “And yet,” I continued, getting myself back together. “Your machetes, despite the price, are higher quality than the ones I bought from other master craftsmen.” 
 
      
 
    “Master craftsmen?” Ogrun grunted into his beard. “What master craftsmen? There are no master craftsmen in this village.” 
 
      
 
    In my memory, he wasn’t quite this talkative the first time we met. The booze must have gone to his head and loosened his tongue. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “Bah! A pitiful fool who never completed his studies,” the old man waved it off. “My late father… Now he was a Master Craftsman! He used to make blades for princes!” 
 
      
 
    With a proud belch, Ogrun got back to his mug. 
 
      
 
    I waited for him to finish it and sighed cartoonishly, saying with pity in my voice: 
 
      
 
    “Too bad.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean too bad?” the old man took the bait. 
 
      
 
    “That your old man isn’t around anymore. It would be cool to see a prince’s sword. Even just a peek!” 
 
      
 
    The old man squinted and sniffled thoughtfully as if he was making up his mind to do something. 
 
      
 
    “Ughh!” he waved a hand and, stumbling, got up off the bench. “Come with me!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t make him say it twice. Quickly hopping over to the old man, I walked into the house after the stumbling, broad-shouldered blacksmith. 
 
      
 
    “Sit!” He pointed at a stool next to the forge and went into a different room. 
 
      
 
    For the next several minutes, I heard thundering, clanging and drunken cursing on the other side of the door. A little while later, the sound fell quiet and the door opened. Ogrun appeared in the doorway with a small bundle in his hands. 
 
      
 
    Walking up to the table, he set it on the tabletop and started unwrapping it. 
 
      
 
    “Here! You wanted a peek? Look as long as you like! You can even pick it up. Just mind you don’t cut yourself!” 
 
      
 
    Looking at the blade, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The thing lying on the table was none other than a veritable artifact of the ancients! The blade was one and a half times as long as my forearm. Perfectly straight. Razor-sharp cutting edge. Easy to wield. Very light. I delved greedily into the description. 
 
      
 
    ― Spike short sword. 
 
      
 
    ― Category: Simple. 
 
      
 
    ― Damage +75. 
 
      
 
    ― Restrictions: None. 
 
      
 
    ― Durability – 115/145 
 
      
 
    “Ever seen anything like this before?” the smith asked in a self-satisfied tone. “This here is a genuine…” 
 
      
 
    “Treasure,” I interrupted, my eyes transfixed by the blade. 
 
      
 
    I was also feverishly imagining how it could be possible. Who was Ogrun’s father? 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” the old man nodded, reaching for the sword. “My father’s final piece. He finished it right before he died…” 
 
      
 
    “Died?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… I was still a young man. When he finished this blade, he was happy as a kiddo. He told my mom and me that he had finally managed to get all the materials. He had a gift ― he could tell good metal from bad just by looking at it. When he worked with a hammer ― it was a sight to behold. Not a single misplaced strike…” 
 
      
 
    The old man sighed sadly. 
 
      
 
    “How did he die?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He went to the Black Forest and he never came back. He said he found an interesting bog and was gathering some special iron there for this blade…” 
 
      
 
    “And you never went looking for him?” 
 
      
 
    “In the Black Forest?” the old man chuckled bitterly. “I can tell right away you’re not from around here. Only my father was brave enough to go poking his nose in there. He wasn’t just a blacksmith. He was also a renowned warrior… If he wanted to, he could have been not only chief, but prince. But he just wasn’t cut out for it. Metalworking was his true passion…” 
 
      
 
    Got it. Seemingly, his dad was an otherworlder like me. 
 
      
 
    Watching the old man gingerly wrap his father’s sword back up, I asked: 
 
      
 
    “Is it for sale?” 
 
      
 
    I was ready for the smith to start shouting at me, but he caught me by surprise. He answered calmly and affirmatively: 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but with one caveat. My father made me promise to uphold it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
      
 
    “He told me and mother before he left that, if he never came back, I could only sell this sword to a person capable of handling it.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    “He said we would know when we saw. He also said this sword contains more power than you might think at first glance. Here, look…” 
 
      
 
    The old man unwrapped the blade again. He grasped the handle backhand and brought the blade down full force into the thick tabletop. The cutting edge sunk deep into the wood, nearly cutting the table in half. 
 
      
 
    “See?!” Ogrun said proudly. “And this is stone oak!” 
 
      
 
    I had to strain not to wince. That had just cost the sword nine points of durability. Now I knew what probably happened to the other points. The old man must have tried that trick a couple times before. I also could tell what Ogrun’s father meant. Locals couldn’t fully make use of all the features of items from our world. They also got crazy penalties. 
 
      
 
    “Wanna try?” the old man asked, extending me the sword and smirking behind his gray whiskers. “Just swing it how it should be swung.” 
 
      
 
    What do you mean “swing?” This thing can do seventy-five points of damage! This tabletop will be reduced to splinters. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, why not?” I answered with a smile, and jokingly asked: “What if I am able to handle your father’s sword?” 
 
      
 
    The old man laughed, slapping me on the shoulder with his big hand as he did. I had to pretend it hurt and slightly staggered. 
 
      
 
    “Good one, kid!” the old man said, wiping his tears with his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “And yet?” I asked, rubbing my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Crossing his powerful arms on his chest, Ogrun stared at me. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you got the money?” 
 
      
 
    Based on his jocular look, he was still mocking me. 
 
      
 
    I stroked the back of my head and said: 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I do. Depends on the price. How much you asking?” 
 
      
 
    Ogrun, pretending to think, stroked his beard. He rubbed his forehead and rolled his eyes back a few times. He chewed on his lip and finally, waving his hand as if chopping through the air, responded: 
 
      
 
    “Okay, why not?! I’d give it up for two hundred gold! But first you have to show me what you can do with it. Here!” 
 
      
 
    As he said that, he tilted his head toward his shoulder. The old man was clearly relishing my bewildered state. I then, doing my best to look disappointed and clumsy, asked: 
 
      
 
    “So you’re saying if I awaken the power of the blade right now, you’ll sell it to me for two hundred gold coins?” 
 
      
 
    “I give you my word!” the old man laughed and extended a hand to me. 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” I said. 
 
      
 
    Ogrun sensed that something was amiss the second I failed to wince at his handshake. 
 
      
 
    And what happened after that made him hiccup loudly. 
 
      
 
    Gripping the sword backhand, I slowly placed its edge against the tabletop and applied pressure. My strength plus the blade’s damage took their toll. Spike easily pierced through the tabletop like a needle through a silken dress, not losing a single point of durability. The hilt got stuck in the wood, bringing the sword to a stop. 
 
      
 
    I watched as the blacksmith sobered up in the space of an instant. Then he started gaping as I pulled the sword out of the thick tabletop just as easily. 
 
      
 
    “I believe I’ve done what you asked, esteemed master craftsman Ogrun!” I said with a smile and set out two hundred gold coins on the table. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    TO BE FRANK, I was pleasantly surprised by the craftsman’s reaction to my trick. 
 
      
 
    At first Ogrun jumped out into the yard and started fitfully looking around. 
 
      
 
    Once back inside, he plopped down on a bench and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no one around.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have asked me,” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The old man raised his head and nodded understandingly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true… It totally slipped my mind what you’re capable of. My old daddy, gods rest his soul, could smell outsiders from a mile away like a wild animal.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he ever tell you where he came from?” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t,” Ogrun shook his head. “Mother did. She used to say he came from a faraway land where everyone was like him. And his homeland was supposedly ruled by a great goddess. Are you from there, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Guess so,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” said the smith, stroking his beard. “What brings you out here?” 
 
      
 
    “Happenstance,” I answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    “Make no mistake,” the craftsman started to assure me. “I won’t say a word about you. You have nothing to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged again. In fact I no longer cared. Today I was planning to leave this village and never come back. But first I was going to get the mana crystal hanging around the Prince’s envoy’s neck. I tried not to consider the fact that I would have to part ways with Mink and Badger. I had a lot of unfinished business back in my world. 
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact,” the old man continued. “I’ve been thinking of leaving the Lake Country. I might go west. I have family there on my mom’s side. I’ve been wanting to leave for a while, but I just keep thinking who even wants me out there…? I have nothing to call my own… But now, with all this money!” 
 
      
 
    “You have any family on your dad’s side?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He was all alone.” 
 
      
 
    Then Ogrun breathed a heavy sigh as if making a decision and, finally, said gloomily: 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even related to him… My mom admitted it before she died… I was one year old when he took my mother as a wife. But he raised me as his own… Taught me his trade. Showed me how to tell good ore from bad. Which coal to use. He taught me a lot of tricks.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded understandingly. So that’s why Ogrun’s machetes were higher quality than those of the other craftsmen in Lakeside. I just didn’t understand what was keeping him from being the best blacksmith. But oh well, not my problem. There might have actually been many reasons. Jealousy from fellow metalworkers, drunkenness, poor salesmanship… 
 
      
 
    “Do you have anything else your father made?” I asked with hope in my voice. 
 
      
 
    “No,” the old man shook his head. “When I was fourteen years old, famine came to these parts. Then my dear mother sold everything to keep us fed. And there was never anything as good as this sword.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said. “He must have had to search a long time to find everything needed to make Spike.” 
 
      
 
    When he heard the name of the sword, he shuddered. By the look on his face, I could tell that I had finally put all his doubts to rest. 
 
      
 
    “Did your father every mention anything about Places of Power?” I asked the most important question. 
 
      
 
    When the man nodded affirmatively, a squadron of ants went marching up my spine. 
 
      
 
    “He said he was looking for some kind of power his whole life,” the old man said. “I remember he told me about sorcery and miracles. He said that if he had that power, his blades would have been much better. But alas, he never found it…” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a disappointed sigh. I guess I’m not the only one with mana problems. But I also realized I had an advantage ― the amulet. After all, other people must have been doing this same search blind. 
 
      
 
    We talked a bit longer and, after exchanging a firm almost friendly handshake, parted ways. Most likely for good. 
 
      
 
    On my way back home, I saw a familiar figure down an alleyway. Skinny. He didn’t see me though. The creep was busy. He was entertaining a comely lass with a conversation. And for the record, based on her rollicking laughter and beaming eyes, Badger’s “best” friend’s attention suited her. I was suddenly taken by a burning desire to skewer the bastard with my new sword. But for some reason, I held back. 
 
      
 
    Badger came back after midnight. Hauling a small barrel on his shoulder, he looked like a mad dog. 
 
      
 
    “Aytyr, the scoundrel!” was the first thing he said about his trip into town. 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t sell you any horses?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, that was actually fine. He sold me harnesses, supplies and feed, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what’s the matter?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “He gouged me, the vermin!” Badger explained. “Almost sixteen gold for five horses and all the rest! I hope his ears shrivel and drop off! Even the most extreme price for all that should have been seven or maybe eight gold!” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the horseherd got the lay of the land quickly,” I chuckled. “Oh well. At least you got the horses. Did he at least give you some good steeds?” 
 
      
 
    “We actually made out great there!” Badger assured me. “They’re excellent mares. How’d it go with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Here,” I showed him my acquisition instead of answering. 
 
      
 
    When Badger saw the sword, he immediately forgot about the opportunistic horseherd. His eyes lit up. 
 
      
 
    “I never would have thought old man Ogrun could make swords like this!” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t make this,” I cautioned. “His father did. Ever heard of him?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Badger shook his head and asked, nodding at the blade: “How much you pay?” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred gold.” 
 
      
 
    My buddy looked like a fish out of water. His eyes bulged out. His mouth was gasping for air. 
 
      
 
    “Two! Hundred! Gold!” he rasped and said with reproach: “Alright, so maybe the old man has a few screws loose… But you? You fell for it?” 
 
      
 
    “Look,” I said and repeated the tabletop trick. 
 
      
 
    By that time, I had already converted all my orbs into sparks and used them on the sword. I was able to bring the blade’s damage up to one hundred fifteen points. 
 
      
 
    Badger fell silent immediately. He was transfixed, watching my every move. 
 
      
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” he whispered. “A weapon from your world?” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “In fact, I have every reason to suspect that my knife and a few of my artifacts actually came into my world from here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had been four days since we left Lakeside and stopped to spend the night at the bottom of a small ravine. There was enough room there for the horses, and nobody would notice our fire. 
 
      
 
    “As I thought, there’s nobody following us,” I said, sipping the concoction in my mug. “And it probably isn’t all down to that stupid beer barrel trick.” 
 
      
 
    I had sized up the Chief accurately. He was counting on the Prince’s retinue doing what his assassins couldn’t. I’m sure that was exactly what he was hoping for. 
 
      
 
    “How far ahead of the ship are we?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Badger considered it briefly. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going straight,” he started. “That means we’re two days ahead of them. We’ll get to the rapids tomorrow. You think it’ll work?” 
 
      
 
    It was the first time Badger had asked me that question. He said nothing when we were drawing up the plan. He said nothing when we were getting underway. He said nothing for the duration of the whole trip. And now, with our objective close at hand, he finally gave into temptation. 
 
      
 
    “Our destination is the rapids,” I started to say. “If we are somehow able to rescue Mink, that is where we will do it. The retinue soldiers will be exhausted after portaging the longship. They’ll set up camp. At night, I’ll sneak onto the boat and make off with your sister.” 
 
      
 
    Either that or die trying… But I didn’t say that out loud. 
 
      
 
    “You said they’re all altered.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “And they have trained to work in tight formation.” 
 
      
 
    Badger frowned. 
 
      
 
    “They probably have eagle-eyed archers and highly skilled swordsmen,” I continued. “Many of them can see in the dark. They have sharp hearing. In fact, they might detect us before we can do it.” 
 
      
 
    Badger turned totally dreary. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to ask you a question,” I turned to him. 
 
      
 
    He looked up. 
 
      
 
    “Knowing everything you know now, would you have changed your mind? Would you have stayed home? Would you have just lived your life at ease, knowing that your sister had been condemned to a life of bondage?” 
 
      
 
    Badger’s jaw muscles started to twitch. His hands clenched into fists. 
 
      
 
    “I see the answer is no,” I said looking right into his eyes and added: “You would never abandon your sister. No matter what. And so, let’s not waste time thinking about things that don’t help. As a matter of fact, when the battle starts, it’s a bad idea to think at all.” 
 
      
 
    Badger wanted to say something, but I stopped him, raising a hand in caution. I answered my buddy’s unasked question barely audibly: 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s coming.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated on the sounds. Then, walking away from the fire, I sniffed the air. 
 
      
 
    “People and horses,” I said. “I can’t tell how many. But a lot. Draw your weapon. And put out the fire. I’m going out to scout.” 
 
      
 
    I spotted our “visitors’” bonfires from a distance as they unhurriedly set up camp. The strangers were pitching their tents near the tree-line. Thanks to the Marauder cloak, I was able to get quite close to the camp and see everything in great detail. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I was sitting next to Badger and telling him everything. 
 
      
 
    “I counted seventy-two people. Five carts. Thirty horse riders. Everyone else is either on foot or in the carts.” 
 
      
 
    “Nomads?” Badger asked mutedly. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. It’s just men. No women or children. It looks a lot like a military expedition.” 
 
      
 
    “Almost a hundred troops?!” my buddy asked in surprise. “That’s a whole army.” 
 
      
 
    I cringed. Because we were sitting in the dark, Badger couldn’t see the look on my face. 
 
      
 
    “That’s hardly an army. More like a militia. I only saw two real warriors. Everyone else has mismatched gear. But strange as it may be, they look determined.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” Badger said. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re thinking these people might be just like us and also trying to get their friends or families back, then yes. But how are there so many of them?” 
 
      
 
    “They must be from different villages,” Badger answered with a shrug. “We aren’t the only place that has the Selection after all.” 
 
      
 
    “If that’s true, we have a much higher chance of pulling this off,” I answered with a smile. “Honestly though, I didn’t see a single altered person among them.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we have at least one person who kills mutants and the possessed,” Badger said with a chuckle. “Shall we join them?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I asked in surprise. “They probably already have a whole command structure. As the youngest, we’ll be put right on the front lines. We’ll be stuck doing grunt work. Is that what you want?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “I say we let them go ahead of us,” I started. “While they try their luck on the Prince’s retinue, we take advantage of the commotion and make off with your sister.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them do the dirty work?” By the looks of things, Badger liked my plan. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” I answered with a question. “We’re still gonna have to do some sweating. If you think they’re just gonna hand us your sister, you’re deeply mistaken.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but…” Badger started. 
 
      
 
    “Think about it,” I interrupted him. “Who are the first people their commanders will send into battle? I’ll tell you ― me and you. And why? It’s very simple. We’re no one to them. And because of that, they don’t give a damn about our lives. So who’s really doing the dirty work?” 
 
      
 
    The whole morning of the next day, Badger was taciturn and gloomy. Seemingly, he was mad at me. In the morning, we let the militia get a head start of just over an hour, then headed out after them. All that time, I could sense Badger shooting me looks. 
 
      
 
    I could partially understand where he was coming from. Mainly, he knew most of those people. He had known them since childhood. And of course it would make perfect sense to join up with them in pursuit of a common goal. 
 
      
 
    But I was completely sure that we would be put on the front lines. And for the record, we no longer had any doubt that these men had come here specifically to rescue their relatives. When I went out on another scouting expedition, I tried to overhear some conversations and, apparently, they were also heading toward the rapids. Hm… I guess I’m not the only one who had that practical idea. Realizing that fact made me think. What if…? 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t finish the thought because I heard some noise up ahead. Cries of pain, thundering, horses neighing, steel clanging. It all mixed together into a single howling sound. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s leave the horses in the glade!” I shouted at Badger and nodded toward the bushes. “Let’s see what’s happening!” 
 
      
 
    While we ran through the woods to the sound of fighting, I had time to think things through. By the looks of things, they were waiting for us. Or rather, not exactly us, but the freedom fighters from yesterday. And no wonder. Getting that many men together in secret would be simply impossible. So Tiger Fang found out about the attackers and decided to strike first. But how? 
 
      
 
    I asked that question to Badger, who was running behind me. 
 
      
 
    “I only have one idea,” he shot out, breathing heavily. “They portaged their longship and took a shortcut. Probably near Gray Cape.” 
 
      
 
    That seems to be exactly what happened. If it really is who we think it is. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of running, we reached the top of a hill with a good view over the riverbank. One glance was enough to confirm our worst fears. 
 
      
 
    “There isn’t just one longship there, but two!” Badger announced in bewilderment and squinted: “Wait…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “That’s the Snake. Looks like you were right. They really did bring the ship over dry land. I feel like I recognize the second longship, too…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the Mudshark,” Badger clued me in. “Our Chief’s longship.” 
 
      
 
    “So that’s how,” I snorted. “So they planned this all out. Your Chief is aiding the Prince’s envoy. He went against his neighbors. Risky move. He picked the lesser of two evils. Although why say that? Maybe no one made him do anything and it was his own choice, hoping to curry the Prince’s favor by selling out his neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    As I watched the militia’s ranks thin out, I was keeping an eye on Badger as well. I must give him his due. He didn’t jump up to go help his neighbors. And thank the gods because it looked to be already over. The Prince’s highly trained retinue and the Chief of Lakeside’s troops were having an easy time hacking down the fishermen, hunters, and lumberjacks that made up this armed insurrection. Not even half an hour later, it was all over. 
 
      
 
    They people threw down their weapons and scattered in the forest. And those that weren’t fast enough found themselves at the mercy of the victors. 
 
      
 
    This year the Prince would be getting even more slaves. I counted around forty prisoners. 
 
      
 
    The retinue wasn’t unscathed either though. I saw some wounded and a couple of bodies. 
 
      
 
    When figures clad in white started coming off the longship, Badger tensed up noticeably. 
 
      
 
    “Mink,” he whispered when he saw his sister, who was crouching over one of the wounded fighters. 
 
      
 
    When I saw her, I breathed a sigh of relief. To be frank, I had been worried about her all that time. Now I could see her alive and well. We just had to get her out of here. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, a warrior walked up to Mink. There was something familiar in his figure. 
 
      
 
    “Yellow Wolf,” Badger hissed through his teeth. 
 
      
 
    That’s right! An old friend. I took a closer look at Black Bull’s warriors. My gaze landed on a broad-shouldered warrior. And there is Clod. Pointing him out to Badger, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Now do you see why no one came looking for us?” 
 
      
 
    “They just didn’t have time,” Badger nodded. “What are we gonna do?” 
 
      
 
    “Sit here nice and quiet until nightfall,” I said. “Then I’ll go out and scout.” 
 
      
 
    As bad luck would have it, time was dragging very slowly that day. I had gotten used to waiting, but Badger was badly unnerved. 
 
      
 
    Then finally the sun gave the earth its last bit of light in a fiery red sunset and disappeared beyond the horizon. The first stars appeared in the sky, and after them the moon as well. 
 
      
 
    Throwing the Marauder hood over my head and preparing my sword and knife, I ran toward the ships in short bursts. I wasn’t afraid of making too much noise. On shore, there was a raucous feast in full swing. The retinue men were celebrating their victory. 
 
      
 
    Mink was no longer on shore. And that was for the best. Soon the booze would start going to their raving heads and then there’d be trouble. 
 
      
 
    Despite the striking amount of altered, none of them could sense me. And no wonder. There were too many other scents and sounds around. And meanwhile, with my Camouflage stats, none of them had the slightest chance of seeing me. 
 
      
 
    Trying to keep to the shadows, I got up on a longship and froze, listening and sniffing the air. A few footsteps away from me was the entrance to a long tent that took up half the longship’s deck. 
 
      
 
    In a few smooth steps, I carefully slipped inside. I counted six white spots piled up at the far wall. All of them are women. None of them are sleeping. It looks like they’re getting ready for the drunken warriors to barge in which, seems to be an inevitability. 
 
      
 
    I spotted Mink right away. She was sitting and firmly embracing a scrawny person. I looked closer. It was a ten-year-old girl. She’s pressed up against Mink and constantly shivering with every drunken outburst from outside. 
 
      
 
    “Mink,” I called to her barely audibly. 
 
      
 
    When she heard her name, she gave a start. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked, her trembling voice menacing. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
      
 
    I took a few steps forward and threw back my hood. 
 
      
 
    “Recognize me?” I asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Mink looked half-blindly, even lurched forward. Finally, I saw recognition in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Eric!” she squeaked and ran to embrace me. After that, quickly backing away, she asked: “Badger? He alive?” 
 
      
 
    “And kicking,” I chuckled. “He’s not far away. He’s waiting for us. He’s a hunter now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she nodded. “I’ve heard. The retinue men were talking about him. Did you bring back the head of a possessed creature?” 
 
      
 
    “It was a lucky break,” I waved it off. “We’ll talk about it later. We need to go.” 
 
      
 
    Mink was about to say something else, but I stopped her. Footsteps sounded out on the deck. 
 
      
 
    I threw the hood over my head an instant before the tent flap was pushed aside. Ducking down and slightly stumbling, a man walked in. I recognized him right away. Yellow Wolf. 
 
      
 
    “Mink!” he said with an impatient voice. “It’s me! I’m sick of waiting for you to finally give me what I want! So I have come to take it for myself!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, you asked for it,” I whispered under my breath and made a smooth jump toward my rival. 
 
      
 
    I must note that, despite his drunken state, Wolf did react. That’s what a trained warrior can do, especially if he’s also altered. He took a short step to the right, blocking his chest with the bracer tied around his left arm. His right hand meanwhile reached for the handle of the sword hanging on his belt. That maneuver would probably have worked in a fight with any other warrior, but much to Wolf’s misfortune, he was up against a different kind of foe. 
 
      
 
    A sudden lunge. Spike easily stabbed through Wolf’s bracer and forearm then plunged straight into his heart. After that, Dragonfly slid into the miscreant’s right temple, putting a period at the end of our short scuffle. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing Wolf’s now limp body, I laid him down on the floor. After that, pulling the blades from his corpse I turned to the women, who were frozen in silence. 
 
      
 
    I knew that this would probably be the thing that turned Mink against me once and for all. I had after all just dispatched her former fiancé before her very eyes in cold blood. And she probably still had some feelings for him up to that very moment. But Mink caught me by surprise. 
 
      
 
    Her cold eyes trained on Wolf’s pale face, she walked up to his body. Then she turned her head toward me. I could read a question in her eyes. I just nodded in response, confirming that he was dead. 
 
      
 
    Mink stood there taut as a bowstring, her hands pressed firmly against her thighs. Chin slightly raised and lips pale, her eyes were full of scorn and gratification. I was expecting hysterics from the star-crossed lover, but instead I saw a proud girl glaring at a vanquished warrior like a vile insect. It occurred to me that Yellow Wolf must have truly humiliated the poor girl over the last few weeks. 
 
      
 
    A burst of drunken shouting from the feasting retinue men made her shudder. Mink looked at me as if she’d just awoken from a nightmare. Nodding toward the bunch of women in the corner, she asked pleadingly: 
 
      
 
    “We’re not just gonna leave them here, are we?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE WOMEN had to swim to get away. Thankfully, that was no problem. Having grown up in the Lake Country, they had all learned to swim at an early age. 
 
      
 
    While explaining to Mink in detail where Badger was waiting, I helped the runaways quietly slip overboard. For the record, with the exception of the ten-year-old girl, the others were all approximately the same age as Mink. I asked about that little quirk: 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t going to go to the Prince,” Mink answered quietly through her teeth. “We were supposed to be for the retinue men. It’s an unspoken rule. It’s the Prince’s way of thanking his warriors for their loyal service.” 
 
      
 
    I kept silent. I had nothing to say. I just glanced at the young girl clutching at Mink’s shirtsleeves. 
 
      
 
    Following my gaze, she said coldly: 
 
      
 
    “Chickadee just turned nine this year… Now do you see why we couldn’t just leave them here?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded gloomily and asked: 
 
      
 
    “But you do understand that there will be consequences, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Girls like us are called ‘campaign favors,’“ Mink answered. “We usually don’t make it to the end of a campaign. And those that do ― well you can’t exactly call what they do living…” 
 
      
 
    “Then where are the others?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone else chosen in the Selection has already been sent to Northolm in two longships,” she responded. “There are only warriors here now. They were waiting for the prisoners’ relatives to show up. Tiger Fang knew they were coming.” 
 
      
 
    So there were another two ships. The Prince’s envoy was thinking two steps ahead. Clever guy. My heart’s telling me he’s not going to be so easy to handle. 
 
      
 
    After lowering the frail Chickadee into the water, I started to help Mink. Once overboard, she suddenly came to her senses. Squeezing my right arm tightly, she whispered in fear: 
 
      
 
    “Are you not coming with us?!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I still have one piece of unfinished business here.” 
 
      
 
    “I beg you,” Mink unexpectedly pleaded. 
 
      
 
    I could feel a lump rising up my throat. Those eyes were working their magic again! 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for you to go,” I said with a parched throat. “You’ve already lost a lot of time as it is. They’re going to notice Wolf is gone soon. As soon as you make it to Badger ― go. Don’t wait for me.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching fitfully for my hand, Mink grabbed the back of my neck and squeezed up to my cheek. Despite the cool breeze, I could feel the heat of her face. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t die,” she whispered hotly into my ear and went back overboard. 
 
      
 
    I spent a few more minutes standing there and watching the white figures gradually disappearing into the darkness. I didn’t totally understand what was happening to me. A number of different and even opposing emotions were tearing my heart to pieces. Joy, sadness, fear, and desire to prevail. I knew one thing for sure ― meeting Mink had changed my life for good. 
 
      
 
    A bout of drunken screaming from the shore made me remember where I was. I walked up to the opposite side of the longship and looked at the riverbank. Right in the middle of the wide flat beach there was a large bonfire, and the intoxicated victors were performing some kind of frantic dance around it. It was clearly a special dance. For war. The warriors, stripped to the waist, were swinging their uncovered blades in fanciful patterns. A few of the soldiers were sitting nearby and hitting drums with their hands in a measured rhythm. The ominous tempo was gradually building, as was the dancers’ aggression. Right when I thought the drum battle would spill over into something bigger, everything fell silent. The warriors froze with their blades pointed up at the sky. 
 
      
 
    Tiger Fang appeared at the bonfire. He gazed upon his warriors pridefully and looked mockingly at Black Bull’s squadron. They were standing not far away and watching the proceedings wide-eyed. The Chief of Lakeside himself was sitting on a wide log with his arms crossed. Based on the sour look on his face, he was not enjoying the presentation the Prince’s envoy was putting on. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, I realized why… 
 
      
 
    Tiger Fang ran another gaze over his warband with a bloodthirsty smirk and raised his right hand. That served as the signal. A few of the retinue men made a mad dash for the prisoners. 
 
      
 
    The people who had come to rescue their relatives, having been most likely betrayed by their own chiefs, were sitting near the trees. And the sentries were standing behind them in the shadows of the forest. I could distinctly make out envious looks on the faces of the soldiers who had been chosen by lot to keep watch over the prisoners. They were constantly staring wide-eyed at what was happening on shore more than keeping an eye out. And that only played into my hand. 
 
      
 
    The victors were really letting loose and going wild. The celebration had clearly entered a new phase. 
 
      
 
    Already having an approximate idea of what would happen next, I got started. 
 
      
 
    Before leaving the boat, I activated the three crystals of the altered I’d gotten in the drop from defeating Yellow Wolf. I hurriedly looked through their descriptions. They’re called Hawk’s Eye. The transformation improved observation and aim. Each crystal yielded just half a point. 
 
      
 
    Walking a wide unhurried arc around the camp, I reached the place where the prisoners were being kept. From time to time, I stopped and turned my head all around. But all my precautionary measures proved unnecessary. The Prince’s altered retinue men were so confident in their abilities that they were acting unforgivably careless. 
 
      
 
    The first sentry I showed myself to was standing fully upright with his back turned to the forest and watching his fellow soldiers drag prisoners out of the crowd. He was leaning his shoulders against a tree, holding a long flask in his hands and muttering something to himself gleefully under his breath. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even notice my approach. A moment later, Spike had gone straight through the back of his head. I found the next sentry twenty paces from the place where the first one had died. I have to give him his due. He wasn’t quite as careless. He was hiding among the bushes. He was sitting at a half-turn, trying to keep one eye on both the forest and the prisoners. But the show Tiger Fang had put on had done him a bad turn. Just a few minutes later, the Prince’s envoy had no more sentries left. 
 
      
 
    I picked up their weapons, crawled over to the nearest prisoner and called out to him softly. It was a middle-aged man. Thin as a beanpole. His once light head of hair now looked like a total rat’s nest because of the blood and dirt stuck to it. He was sitting with his back to me and his head on his knees. With every shout, he gave a fearful shudder and seemed to yip. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I called out half-voice. 
 
      
 
    Hm, zero reaction… Must be overcome by fear. It happens. I’ll find another. But I didn’t have to. A kid that looked to be around nineteen heard my first call. He was sitting reclined near the shivering man. He had a blood-soaked rag on his head, but his arms and legs appeared to be intact. 
 
      
 
    We met eyes. At first he didn’t understand what was going on, but then it hit him. Especially when I raised my right hand to show him two bows that once belonged to the sentries. 
 
      
 
    The boy crawled over to me without making any sudden movements. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” he whispered, his voice quavering in anxiety. 
 
      
 
    “Highlander,” I answered. “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “Hedgehog. I’m from Pinevale. What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m from Lakeside.” 
 
      
 
    The boy immediately scowled. 
 
      
 
    “But I’m not with those creeps,” I nodded at Black Bull’s squadron. “We came to get my friend’s sister, and all this was already happening when we showed up…” 
 
      
 
    “They knew we were coming,” Hedgehog said sullenly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s clear,” I waved it off. “Your chiefs must have sold you out to the Prince.” 
 
      
 
    The kid clenched his fists forcefully and angrily huffed through his broken nose. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” I extended him the sentries’ weapons to show my peaceful intentions. 
 
      
 
    The boy looked around cautiously and took the bows. 
 
      
 
    “And here’s some arrows, too,” I added and pushed two quivers his way. 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog deftly notched an arrow and breathed a sigh of relief. The weapon gave him a sense of confidence. 
 
      
 
    “Now we can give them a proper fight,” he snarled angrily. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I brought him back down to earth. “We won’t be able to give anyone a proper fight with just two bows. Who else from your group is willing to fight?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone,” Hedgehog answered confidently. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” I said and nodded at the thin man. “Because that guy didn’t exactly look up for it…” 
 
      
 
    “Ruff just saw his son get decapitated in front of him,” Hedgehog explained. “So now he’s a bit out of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I see,” I nodded and immediately changed the topic: “So, do you happen to know where they put all your weapons?” 
 
      
 
    “On those carts over there,” the boy quickly answered, nodding to the right. “But there are more sentries there…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” I cut him off. “Your job right now is to quickly tell everyone who’s willing to fight. On my signal, run toward the carts.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t a trick?” he asked me. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do my utmost,” I answered and, putting down my Marauder hood, slunk back into the woods. I enjoyed watching the way Hedgehog’s mouth gaped. To him, I had just disappeared into thin air. 
 
      
 
    I ran over to the carts in short bursts. On the way, I caught myself thinking that this situation was in some way reminiscent of the day when Bug pushed me into rescuing those halflings. But here, praise Fortuna, there were no angry lizards or giant snakes. 
 
      
 
    The carts of weaponry were being guarded by just one soldier. I snuck up on him from behind and, trying out the move I’d used on Wolf, plunged Dragonfly right into his temple. 
 
      
 
    ― You have slain Morph (ITS). 
 
      
 
    ― You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal of the Altered “Earth Rat’s Nose” (5). 
 
      
 
    Hm… This is the third sentry in a row to drop that same crystal. All from the Prince’s retinue. It probably wouldn’t be too far from the truth to suggest they were all fed blood from the same mutant. 
 
      
 
    Crystal of the Altered “Earth Rat’s Nose” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magic transformation crystal. 
 
      
 
    ― Concentration: Low. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― A crystal formed in the bowels of the Black Volcano, which is located on Dragon Island. For several centuries, it stored up the magical energy given off by the dormant volcanos. In the epoch of the Great Rending master alchemists learned to mix this energy with that of the most powerful beings of the world of Tal-Li to create Crystals of the Altered. Those who risk using this crystal shall receive the power contained within, the power of one of the most dangerous creatures of the world of Tal-Li ― the Earth Rat. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    Earth Rat’s Nose 
 
      
 
    Completely or partially (depending on energy concentrated in the crystal) gradually changes structure of the olfactory system. 
 
      
 
    ― Improves sense of smell. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! 
 
      
 
    Always keep in mind that excessive and unchecked consumption of crystals of the altered has consequences! Beyond transforming external appearance, the energy of the wild beast contained within the crystal can overwhelm the conscious mind. 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal disappears after activation. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen crystals gave me seven and a half points in the new skill. Not bad at all. I didn’t notice any dramatic changes in my new sense of smell. That must have been because this riverbank was absolutely saturated with the smells of death, sweat and blood. 
 
      
 
    Surveying the inside of the cart, I nodded in satisfaction. Throwing back my hood, I emerged from the shadows and waved a hand at Hedgehog, who had been staring wide eyed in my direction the whole time. It wasn’t right away, but he did notice me in the end. 
 
      
 
    As soon as it happened, the prisoners sitting closest to the forest began to stir. Hedgehog and one other man with a bow crawled over to the trees. 
 
      
 
    Good move. They can cover their allies. I suppose I’ll do the same. Readying my bow and notching an arrow, I unexpectedly realized that I now had a better understanding of how and where to aim. Thank you Wolf, and the crystals you dropped. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the unsuspecting retinue men were forcing prisoners to fight them to the death. They handed them swords and squared off. But being normal people, there’s not much to be said about their chances against the altered warriors. 
 
      
 
    Before my very eyes, one of the leaders of the uprising was stabbed to death. And I must give him his due ― he held out for quite a long time. Though he himself didn’t suspect it, that won us a few crucial minutes. In that time, just over twenty former prisoners had made their way over to us. 
 
      
 
    They were coming in small groups of two or three and hurriedly grabbing weapons. 
 
      
 
    I was already consoling myself with a hope they might pull it off, but trouble came from somewhere we weren’t expecting. Though I should have thought of it. 
 
      
 
    A bellow of disappointment from the boats made everyone shudder. 
 
      
 
    “Where’d all the girlies go?!” 
 
      
 
    Shouted a bear-like warrior with a full beard. He was standing at the tent flap looking stupidly from side to side. 
 
      
 
    “Bull!” he shouted at the Chief of Lakeside. “One of your people must have snuck over here! And now he’s gone and so are the girlies!” 
 
      
 
    “Look!” the gaunt retinue man shouted, pointing at the prisoners as they ran toward the cart of weapons. 
 
      
 
    An instant later, two arrows went straight through his chest. I clicked my tongue in satisfaction. Hedgehog and his partner really knew what they were doing. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get the bastards!” one of the rebels shouted and almost forty screaming men ran at their captors with mismatched gear. 
 
      
 
    “To arms!” Tiger Fang barked back. 
 
      
 
    For obvious reasons, the retinue men were not able to get into formation. A free-for-all took hold. I spent some time trying to shoot arrows at the unarmored enemies, but then I got scared of shooting my allies and concentrated on a different adversary. I was more interested in the squadron from Lakeside. It just so happened that Prince’s envoy was hiding among their ranks. 
 
      
 
    Badger’s fellow tribesmen, unlike their allies, had never taken their armor off. In other words, all things considered, they were the readiest for battle. They were taking down poorly armed rebels with ease and even a sense of playfulness. They had a look of superiority plastered on their delighted mugs. Right up until I sent my first Fury-scroll reinforced arrow their way. 
 
      
 
    My first victim was Clod. The same guy Skinny fawned over and who I had to teach a lesson down by the lakeshore. The young, altered man had just cut down a gaunt fellow with a slash and was grinning triumphantly and clumsily pumping his spear. And just then, my arrow smashed his spear to bits, taking with it his whole left arm and shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The reaction to my shot was instantaneous. The large bear-like warrior gave a furious bellow and threw a spear at me. It looked like he put all his strength and fury into the throw. While dodging the spear, I could feel its vibration in my skin. 
 
      
 
    My next arrow missed, and after it another one. Then I unexpectedly took a hit. A strong jolt to my left shoulder made me stumble and take a few steps to the right. I squinted my eyes and saw an arrow sticking out of it. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t feel pain as such. My Life bar sagged a bit, but regeneration got straight to work. Finding the archer with my eyes, I loosed two arrows in his direction one after the next. Both found their mark. 
 
      
 
    In the next moment, I had to throw the bow aside and hurriedly draw my blades. The furiously bellowing big guy had reached me. Ducking under his axe, I distantly pondered the fact that this giant and Clod, who I’d just killed, bore a certain resemblance to one another. Seemingly, the man trying to cut me down was his daddy. 
 
      
 
    After dodging his humming axe blade several times, I overcame my initial consternation and went on the counterattack. Ducking under the giant’s huge right arm, I dealt two stabs with Dragonfly to his unprotected side. Almost two hundred seventy units of damage turned my adversary’s ribcage into a bloody pulp. The armor would have been little help. Despite the wounds he’d taken, the warrior swung with his fearsome weapon again, shooing me away blindly. With my Agility, it was no problem to duck under his arm again and use Spike to make another short slash to his throat. 
 
      
 
    After dropping the axe, the muscleman clutched at his neck and, stumbling, fell to his knees. Through shivering fingers, blood spurted out of his mouth. I saw incomprehension and terror in his bulging eyes. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to watch his dying agony. My next opponent was already waiting. Or rather two. They were working together. They dealt smart, calculating blows. A few times, they were able to hit me despite my Agility and Strength. The wounds I took from their swords would have sent a normal person to the grave but, much to the surprise and bafflement of my rivals, I was still on my feet. And not only that, I also struck back. Beyond all shadow of a doubt they were more skilled in combat than me. Owing to certain circumstances, I hadn’t even picked up a sword until I got to this world. But I had the laws of the Great System on my side. If their blows even made contact, all they did was leave shallow scratches, which my Regeneration started healing at once. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, they were getting winded quickly. But thanks to my Energy Supply, I was still fresh as a daisy. Tired and frustrated, they started making mistakes. And they paid the price. 
 
      
 
    “I remember you!” Tiger Fang strained to shout while watching me take down the last swordsman. “Now I see how that dope managed to get the head of a possessed creature!” 
 
      
 
    The Prince’s envoy was clearly tired. His moist gray hair was sticking to his temples. His hands were shaking. His chest was rising and falling rapidly. 
 
      
 
    “You should never have taken his sister,” I said calmly, stepping over Black Bull’s corpse. The Chief of Lakeside had been attacked by several people at once. For the people who had come to rescue their friends and family, he was the very embodiment of treachery. By killing him, they were taking revenge on all their traitor chiefs. 
 
      
 
    “I just do what the Prince orders,” Fang shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you didn’t send the girls off with the others?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You came for her?” he chuckled. “Take her! But bear in mind! You won’t get to keep her for long! There will be consequences!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, first off, I don’t need your permission,” I replied. “And second, do you really think your Prince is going to be patting you on the head for this? It takes effort to shit the bed this badly.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. The rebels’ fervor had won the day. The royal retinue men had all been struck down. 
 
      
 
    I turned my head. Fang kept silent. There was a look of hatred stuck on his face. We locked eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be honest with you,” I started. “My friend’s sister wasn’t the only reason I made this journey. I also came to take that little thing from you.” 
 
      
 
    And then, I pointed the tip of my sword at the mana crystal hanging around Fang’s neck. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    FANG’S EYES grew wide at first but, a moment later, I saw understanding followed quickly by realization. His mouth warped into a formless smile. And in the next second, he gave a loud laugh, slowly running a scornful eye over the rebels all around us. 
 
      
 
    The men weren’t pushing in yet but, based on their sullen ash- and blood-caked faces, it was clear that Fang had mere minutes left to live. 
 
      
 
    Pulling the leather string off his neck with his thumb and by the same token showing me the crystal, Fang shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Little fool, do you have any idea what this is?! You can’t even imagine who you’ve just bared your teeth at, mangy pup!” 
 
      
 
    I kept silent, keeping one eye on the men encircling the envoy. I’ll take that mana crystal regardless. But I don’t think there’s any point listening to Fang’s profound monolog. 
 
      
 
    “You’re done for!” Fang barked, pointing at the crowd in an arc. “Do you think you’ve won?! Fools! You’re as good as dead! Every last one of you, walking corpses!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd fell silent. But not in fear. It was the calm before the storm. 
 
      
 
    “You think that you, the outcasts and lowlives of your own tribes, will be able to rescue your friends and family?! Forget about them forever! They belong to other masters now!” 
 
      
 
    The men started exchanging glances. The chatter gradually grew into a menacing drone. Seeing the reaction to his words, Fang started to yell with redoubled force. Looks like he’s still hoping he can scare these people. 
 
      
 
    “Masters?” I threw out. “Weren’t those people being sent to serve the Prince?” 
 
      
 
    Fang burst out laughing again. 
 
      
 
    “The Prince? That old tub of lard has outlived his good sense! Haha! He hasn’t called the shots in a long time! He belongs to the masters now, same as me!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, playing the fool. “How can a Prince have masters? What kind of Prince is that? You’re lying through your teeth. You’re afraid to die. Now you’re bringing these mysterious masters into the picture just to gain a few more minutes of life.” 
 
      
 
    Smiles appeared on the grubby faces surrounding the envoy. 
 
      
 
    Fang lurched forward with his whole body, slightly spreading his arms. 
 
      
 
    “Shut it, you flea-ridden mongrel!” he shouted. “How dare you cast doubt upon my words?!” 
 
      
 
    Woah! Before long, he’ll be throwing himself at me. I wonder who these masters could be, if he’s willing to run bare-chested into a wall of spears for them? His fierce and clearly unhealthy loyalty to his superiors led me to certain ideas. Could this possibly be mental magic? 
 
      
 
    “So, what kind of power might one need to get the better of a Prince?” I continued egging him on. 
 
      
 
    Fang scornfully looked upon the snickering crowd and spat. 
 
      
 
    “Pitiful fodder,” he threw out. “Every last one of you will be served up as fodder, just like your good-for-nothing relatives.” 
 
      
 
    The men fell silent and lurched forward all at once. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really not get it yet?” Fang laughed. “Everyone that comes here needs to eat. Isn’t that right?” 
 
      
 
    A chill ran down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think I don’t know what you are?” Fang kept smiling. “It was pretty slick how you took down that dumbo with the shield. If not for that trick, I might have thought you were merely altered. But altered can’t hit like that.” 
 
      
 
    Glancing aside, I noticed the way my allies were looking at me. Even an idiot could tell that they had also seen me in action. It’s hard not to notice a little kid making short work of several retinue soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “But your tricks are mere fizzle compared to my master’s sorcery,” Fang kept on laughing. “A snap of the fingers and you’ll be obedient as a little lamb. You’ll do whatever he says.” 
 
      
 
    My guesses that there might have been mental magic mixed up in all this were confirmed with frightening speed. Looks like a group of otherworlders had found themselves a place in this world. And by all appearances, they’d been here a while. 
 
      
 
    “So, he ever snap his fingers at you?” I chuckled. “Or the Prince? What about his retinue? The elders?” 
 
      
 
    “How else?” he answered with a smile. “But the thing is, the Masters’ orders coincide with our own desires.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “They are the future! Sooner or later, they will rule this world! Ask yourself. What will become of those that helped them from the very beginning? Those who obeyed their every command? Those who were always loyal?” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head in silence and stared stubbornly into Fang’s eyes. He took my silence his own way and carried on talking. 
 
      
 
    “People like you are particularly welcome. Come with me! Bow down to my master and you will have everything you desire! Gold! Young women! Glory!” 
 
      
 
    I kept silent, sensing several dozen sets of eyes burning a hole straight through me. 
 
      
 
    “You seek a Place of Power, correct?” 
 
      
 
    That hit me like a bucket of ice water. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! I see my words have hit their mark!” 
 
      
 
    Fang was positively jubilant. 
 
      
 
    “I can show you where to find one! It’s not far from Northolm! In my master’s fortress! Help me and I’ll help you!” 
 
      
 
    Looks like the otherworlders have the full run of the place. They have a portal. The local population is used for rebirth after crossing over. And to put a neat bow on it, they managed to track down a Place of Power. 
 
      
 
    Even a fool could see that poking my nose in there would be suicide. But a Place of Power… Mee and Maya are waiting for me. I need mana so I can get back. And I guess I’ll have to rescue that scumbag, too… 
 
      
 
    Fang was watching me, and his face gradually lit up. The creep must have known what I was thinking. But his mistake was not watching his flanks. Unlike me… 
 
      
 
    The people thirsted for blood. It was clear from the gloomy looks on the rough men surrounding us. I suddenly realized why they had yet to slay the man who had taken their friends and relatives. They were giving me time. They must have been thanking me for my contribution to our victory. Another thing I realized was that, as soon as Fang and I stopped talking, he would be dead. 
 
      
 
    The Prince’s envoy – or Bug knows who he really is – suddenly looked different. He must have realized what was going on as well. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll find out about this! You better believe he’ll find ou…” 
 
      
 
    That was all Fang was able to get out before a series of spears stuck him straight through. 
 
      
 
    I took a few steps back and stood silently, listening to Fang choke on his own blood. And after all, he had won. Almost… Who could have known that, to his misfortune, there on the dock, I would notice the mana crystal on his chest. One way or another, I would have come for Mink. But after that, I wouldn’t have stuck around. I would have just ridden away on the water with the women. If not for that pesky little crystal… 
 
      
 
    I unwittingly stroked the back of my head. Sometimes a small and seemingly insignificant detail can have a definite impact on the future. 
 
      
 
    “Here, take this Highlander. You earned it.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog stopped a step away from me. I saw the mana crystal perched on his outstretched palm. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was sitting at the bonfire and listening to my brothers at arms chatting. Half the night we spent dragging the bodies of our wounded and dead onto the longships. Tomorrow we would take them home. 
 
      
 
    As for the bodies of the enemies, we didn’t touch them ― the scavengers will have a feast tonight. After that, we left the ill-fated beach and rowed down the river. Away from the animals. 
 
      
 
    I also got in a ship because we were going the same way but, during the day today, our paths would diverge. The amulet was pointing southeast. 
 
      
 
    At night, I was able to see how much mana the crystal contained. As it turned out, the little stone was a piece of some larger more intricate amulet made using a rare and very dangerous type of magic ― blood magic. All that led me to believe this amulet was something like a magic collar. The proud Tiger Fang was someone’s slave. The description of the artifact contained a note saying that as soon as the slave died, their master would be immediately notified. 
 
      
 
    But as a matter of fact, that didn’t really affect me one way or another. To Bug with that little addendum… Something else had me in a bad mood, though. The crystal, which had a capacity of three hundred, contained just eight mana points! It was like Random was mocking me! If it were just double that I’d be able to summon Gorgie, and that would make my survival chances go sky high. But no! Random decided otherwise… 
 
      
 
    Beyond everything else, it turned out that the Place of Power Gunnar’s amulet had located was in the opposite direction of Northolm. All that led me to believe Fang was lying in an effort to save his skin. But what if he wasn’t? What if the Place of Power he was talking about really did exist? 
 
      
 
    But if that were so, why couldn’t the amulet “see” it? Why did it keep insisting on pointing to the southeast? Did these shadowy Masters have some clever way of concealing their mysterious Place of Power? Anything could be done with magic though… In one way or another, even if Fang was speaking the truth ― on some level I was glad to have another option. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to wrap my head around the crystals of the altered I’d gotten in the night’s battle, but I got distracted. It was Asp. A short wiry man. From the same area as Hedgehog. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Highlander,” he addressed me. “Talk us through what Fang was saying before he died.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Hedgehog cut in. “Talk us through it! Because right now it’s like mush in my head… the Prince isn’t even a prince anymore. There are some kind of masters…” 
 
      
 
    Everyone buzzed in approval. They all started being drawn to our bonfire like moths to a flame. They must have been discussing this for a while already. The men had been waiting for a good opportunity. They caught me, so to speak… But they were being respectful. 
 
      
 
    I ran an eye over them. I breathed a heavy sigh and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Does everyone know about the possessed? I see you’re nodding… So you do. Well then, that stuff is not just fairy tales as some people think. Badger and I took one of their heads in the City of Shadows.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve heard!” 
 
      
 
    “Good hunt!” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re not trying to say that the Masters are possessed, right?” Asp asked in a run-down voice. 
 
      
 
    An air of silence hung over the bonfires. Almost all the men’s gazes crossed on me. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve answered your own question.” 
 
      
 
    “So to them, we’re fodder,” Hedgehog said angrily. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “The evil spirits need sacrifices.” 
 
      
 
    “So that means the Prince…” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like it,” I shrugged. “Basically, he’s paying for his own protection with you, and your friends and relatives. All that’s left is to figure out just how long it’s been going on. After all, as far as I’ve heard the Selection is an old tradition. When did rumors start that those who underwent the Selection were disappearing?” 
 
      
 
    “Just this year,” someone answered thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    And he immediately found support. Someone had heard about the disappearance of their brother, others their third cousin once removed. Everyone had a story, and some had several. 
 
      
 
    “That means you still have time,” I said, looking pensively at the fire. 
 
      
 
    “Time for what?” Hedgehog asked. 
 
      
 
    “To run as far away from these lands as you can,” I answered. “Before it’s too late…” 
 
      
 
    Based on the buzz, they didn’t like that. 
 
      
 
    “This is our land!” Hedgehog declared forcefully. “We have to fight for it!” 
 
      
 
    Unlike my pronouncement, Hedgehog’s cry was met with enthusiasm. But I could see that some also had their doubts. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say?” Hedgehog asked me, having gone all red. 
 
      
 
    “I have nothing more to say,” I let him down. “Fang was right ― you have no idea who you’re up against. There aren’t enough of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we’ll have to put out a call to all the other tribes!” shouted Asp. 
 
      
 
    “We have to tell the people!” somebody shouted. A few dozen others joined him. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll gather an army and move on Northolm!” 
 
      
 
    “We will rescue our families!” 
 
      
 
    As I listened to their fiery speeches, I caught myself thinking that I had once heard similar talk from the group of halflings. For them it all ended in tragedy. And that’s at the fact that the halflings had in fact assembled a true army. They brought in all their forces to take down that den of vipers. But here the situation was completely different. Hedgehog and his cohort would now have to face the local chiefs. Even if they got past that stage, they’d still have the Prince and his retinue. And the cherry on top was the otherworlders, who possessed both mental and blood magic. 
 
      
 
    “We could really use such an experienced warrior as yourself,” I heard unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head and saw all the people crowded around the bonfire looking at me. Not a single warrior among them. Not a single one altered. Farmers, fishermen and laborers. They’d be killed… I’d stake my life on it. 
 
      
 
    I tried to look every one of them in the eyes. Then I answered while shaking my head. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, friends, but this is not my fight. I have to live so I can go save my own friends. They’re waiting for me. I simply do not have the right to die in someone else’s war.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had been five days since that night’s battle. All that time, the amulet had been dutifully pointing me to the southeast. As an aside, when I told Hedgehog and Asp where I was heading, they spent a long time trying to talk me out of what was in their words a suicidal act. As it turned out, I was going straight into the Black Forest. The deadliest place in the area. No local would ever visit without very good reason. That forest was the place Ogrun’s father disappeared without a trace, the guy who forged my Spike. 
 
      
 
    Despite Hedgehog’s insistence that I take a few horses, I set off on foot. First of all, I was used to getting around that way and second, I had more endurance and strength than even the best horse in this world. Well and third, horses needed food and constant maintenance. Regular rest as well. On foot meanwhile, I could overcome practically twice the distance. 
 
      
 
    After my most recent transformations, my figures had gone up. Just a bit, but they were up. My body was stronger. My reaction time was quicker. My movements had become more agile, smooth and predatory. I started to often catch myself wondering how I was ever able to survive with such miserly figures before. A mystery for the ages… 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, the journey went relatively smoothly. No predators bothered me, and smaller creatures didn’t have to be told to stay out of my way. Also, the closer I came to the Black Forest, the less lively my surroundings became. And by the middle of the sixth day, I climbed up a little hill and found the place everyone was so afraid of started at its foot. I got the impression everything that may have once lived out here had died. No birds, no mice. Even the ever-present mosquitos were nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    While coming down the hill, I felt a sense of tension in my skin. The hairs on my head stood on end in anxiety. A few times I caught myself thinking it might be nice to turn back and look for a way around. But Gunnar’s amulet kept stubbornly pointing into the woods. 
 
      
 
    Once down the hill, I stopped ten steps from the solid wall of trees. When I got up close, the darkness fully ceded way to a normal dark green shade. 
 
      
 
    Trying to see past the wide tree trunks, I took a few steps forward and an unexpected system message popped up before my eyes. However, I had seen it so many times now it actually made me feel like home. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! System error number %?#! 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    ― Finding solution… 
 
      
 
    Before I read the last line, the Great System spat out the following block of data: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Alternative protocols engaged! Solution found! 
 
      
 
    ― Your Will is high enough to initiate synchronization. 
 
      
 
    ― Synchronization complete. 
 
      
 
    Another synchronization… Curious… I wonder what that meant? 
 
      
 
    ― Attention Senior Hunter! You have crossed into an Anomaly called the Black Forest! 
 
      
 
    ― Stay on your guard! From this very moment, all the inhabitants of the Anomaly are aware an outsider has encroached upon their realm! 
 
      
 
    As if to confirm that, from somewhere in the depths of the forest, I heard a mighty roar. 
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    ANOTHER ROAR CAME, closer this time. Something big and clearly very angry was racing toward the edge of the forest. 
 
      
 
    I quickly looked around. Unlike me, the big creatures would have a hard time fighting amongst the trees. That was if I ended up having to engage in close combat. There was a good fighting position twenty steps from the forest edge. The dozen tall thick-trunked trees stood out prominently on the backdrop of the other plant life. Obviously, this once small glade had grown out over many years and provided a starting point for the local underbrush. 
 
      
 
    I slipped between the trunks of my temporary “fortress,” and turned my head around. After quickly sizing up the circumstances and finding them adequate for repelling an attack, I pulled the bow off my back. As usual, I looked through the arrows. I picked out the longest ones and got ready to wait. 
 
      
 
    I decided to hold off on the blots and fury scrolls for the time being. I wanted to try and do it all on my own. Those were a valuable resource and needed to be saved. 
 
      
 
    As an aside, thanks to the new transformation Clod and his daddy had so generously provided me, I was now landing crits more often. It was called “Swamp Boar’s Heart.” It must have been a fairly rare type of mutant blood. I’d wager Clod’s dad had to pay a pretty penny for it. It improved two characteristics I had never heard of before ― Vigor and Ruthlessness. Every crystal that dropped gave one point. In the end that left me with six. 
 
      
 
    Considering the transformations, I snorted and glanced at my characteristics. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 16 
 
      
 
    ― Strength: 43 
 
      
 
    ― Agility: 22 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Health: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 100 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom: 130 
 
      
 
    ― Will: 60 
 
      
 
    ― Regeneration: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Life supply: 2510/2510 
 
      
 
    ― Energy supply: 3610/3610 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply: 4/11690 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to physical damage +30 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to magical damage +30 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to Mind magic +30 
 
      
 
    ― Transformations: 
 
      
 
    ― Croc’s Armor: 1.5 
 
      
 
    ― Black Lynx’s Eye: 5 
 
      
 
    ― Blazefox’s Senses: 2.5 
 
      
 
    ― Hawk’s Eye: 1.5 
 
      
 
    ― Earth Rat’s Nose: 12.5 
 
      
 
    ― Swamp Boar’s Heart: 6 
 
      
 
    ― Sea Otter’s Lungs: 3 
 
      
 
    ― Sand Jaguar’s Joints: 3 
 
      
 
    I got the most crystals for Earth Rat’s Nose. By and large, I’d gotten them for defeating the Prince’s retinue men. But I was able to harvest a more varied crop from the Chief of Lakeside’s troops. 
 
      
 
    Beyond my heart, the changes had also affected my joints, which made me more flexible. My lungs had also been made slightly larger. The description said that now I could spend more time under water. 
 
      
 
    Hm… At this pace I won’t have a single unchanged organ left in my body soon. But as long as it stays within rational bounds, I’m all for it. 
 
      
 
    A cracking sound from the forest made me raise my bow. An instant later, an ugly and odd-looking creature had hopped out onto the forest’s edge. A mixture of spider, toad and Bug knows what else. 
 
      
 
    It lifted its elongated head up and hoarsely drew in air. It determined my location practically at once. A second later, the monster, tearing up turf and soil, dashed toward me. 
 
      
 
    When the beast was approximately just twenty steps away, I started to loose arrows. Thanks to my newly improved sense of smell, I had an easier time keeping track of the direction of the wind. My Strength helped me draw the bowstring effortlessly. And I had bought the tautest bow Lakeside had to offer. Even among the weapons I’d taken from the retinue soldiers, none were quite this powerful. 
 
      
 
    The master craftsman that sold me this bow gave a snide smirk at first. But he didn’t talk me out of buying it. In his words, if a kid gets a crazy idea in his head, there’s no use trying to convince him not to see it through. He figured I’d saved up for a real weapon and now wanted to show it off to my peers. That’s what he told me anyway. But he and his two apprentices gasped, flummoxed, when they saw how easily I pulled back the bowstring. 
 
      
 
    Not a single arrow missed. All three hit their target. If only I was that accurate in that battle on the beach. I’d wager I could have gotten three times more rewards. 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Anomaly Guardian! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 12 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Anomaly Guardian! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 10 damage! 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Anomaly Guardian! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 9 damage! 
 
      
 
    You call that a crit?! It was as if I’d given it a slightly vigorous neck massage! 
 
      
 
    Another three arrows. Same result. Seemingly, this world’s weaponry is no use in the anomaly. I see no reason to waste a fury scroll. 
 
      
 
    I guess I’ll have to use a blot. 
 
      
 
    I threw the muddy sphere right at the running creature’s feet. And a moment later, dumbfounded, I watched it calmly stomp over my trap without so much as a twitch. It was like it was mocking me. Honestly, I did notice something just as the monster’s foot touched the blot. Its whole body vibrated but it was barely noticeable. It looked like the ripples caused by a slight breeze over a body of water. 
 
      
 
    So then, I was up against a magical creature. Alright, I have a few surprises up my sleeve. 
 
      
 
    The first Mite went flying just as the monster reached the closest tree of my “fortress.” And after it a second and a third. Unlike the blots, they yielded an immediate result. 
 
      
 
    In the next brief moment, several things happened at lightning speed. I jumped backward at practically the last second and, picking up all kinds of twigs and leaf litter on my clothes, rolled over the ground. The beast, gurgling in self-satisfaction, slammed full speed into the trunk of a tree and gave an unexpectedly loud yelp. 
 
      
 
    At first, I didn’t understand the reason for the noise but, when I saw a piece of a thick branch poking out of the monster’s chest, it hit me. The magic shield it was accustomed to relying on had vanished and its body was suddenly vulnerable. So the weapons weren’t the issue. 
 
      
 
    Quickly jumping up off the ground, I raised the bow and aimed. I was just ten or so steps from the writhing brute. Then, not paying me any attention, it shook its massive head several times, trying to grab the bough poking out of its chest with its teeth. And that left its neck halfway exposed. This might be the best chance I get. 
 
      
 
    The bowstring gave a dry thud, and the arrow made an angry puffing sound, sticking right under the monster’s broad lower jaw. 
 
      
 
    That time, I used a fury scroll. And I didn’t have to wait around for the aftermath. 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Anomaly Guardian! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 254 damage! 
 
      
 
    Hurriedly notching another arrow, I aimed again and froze. The previous blow had been so powerful that there was now just a huge bloody hole where its lower jaw and neck had been a second before. 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily, I watched the anomaly guardian convulse in pre-death agony. Honestly, I took a few steps back first. Even while dying, the monster was a force to be reckoned with. Its clawed paws had left deep channels in the tree trunk. It also stunk unbearably. I winced, looked closer and, shuddering, took another few steps back. Wherever the monster’s black blood landed, the ground started to sizzle and smoke. It looked a lot like some kind of acid. 
 
      
 
    Then the ugly brute finally fell silent, and a curious text appeared before my eyes that made my heart beat twice as fast. 
 
      
 
    — You have defeated Black Forest Anomaly Guardian. 
 
      
 
    — Your reward: 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Ranger Aura.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Elixir “Focus” (5). 
 
      
 
    Breathing agitatedly, I strained to look away. I have to calm down and assess the situation. Who ever said this was the only guardian? There would probably be more. Now is not the time to let my guard down. 
 
      
 
    For the next quarter hour, I hid in the shadows of the trees that had been my saving grace, keeping tabs on my surroundings. No one around. Silent as a crypt. Seemingly, the attacks had been temporarily called off. Glancing quickly at the defeated monster, I snorted. Now I could see why the locals didn’t come here. A massive brute like that couldn’t be defeated without magic traps. 
 
      
 
    I decided to use the temporary lull to take a closer look at my new acquisitions. I started with the aura. It was a small, elongated crystal of a muddy gray color. Despite its size, it was quite heavy. Beyond that, if I looked closely, it sometimes seemed like something was moving inside the crystal. It looked most of all like the disordered shifting of wisps of grayish blue smoke. 
 
      
 
    After staring at the uncanny phenomenon for a while, I moved on to the item’s description. 
 
      
 
    Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Ranger Aura.” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Confinement crystal (life). 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Contains the Aura of an Emerald Forest Ranger. 
 
      
 
    ― Emerald Forest Ranger Aura. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― A fragment of the soul of a legendary warrior that once served the Prince of the Emerald Forest. Rangers are elite troops that carry out special combat missions including scouting and sabotage behind an enemy’s backlines. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Auras. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― After consumption, confers 1 random skill from the Ranger of the Emerald Forest’s arsenal. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 500 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal disappears after activation. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    I reread the description a few times then took a closer look at the creature’s body. So what if… 
 
      
 
    Consumed by curiosity and sudden realization, I slowly walked up to the vanquished guardian. From five steps away, I started looking him over. An ugly head, long feet, an elongated body. Unbelievable! When I got a look from up close, there were certain human-like features in the monster’s face. Could that really be right?! How did it ever occur to me to compare this thing to a spider or toad? 
 
      
 
    I turned to look at the crystal. I don’t know exactly what is going on here, but it seems like this guardian was once himself that very ranger. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what you have to share,” I muttered and took out a satiation potion just in case. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to consume Emerald Forest Ranger Aura? 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Performing this action requires 500 points of your life! 
 
      
 
    ― Activate? 
 
      
 
    ― Yes/No. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered again and got ready to drink the potion. 
 
      
 
    At first nothing happened, but after a few seconds a string of notifications ran before my cloudy vision, reporting the success of my aura consumption, the removal of five hundred points from my life supply and the activation of a new ability. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, I handled the loss of Life relatively well, with the exception of a brief clouding of my vision and strong dizzy feeling. I wanted to drink a potion regardless but, after checking my supply, I put the bulb back in my backpack. My regeneration was doing just fine on its own. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have received the skill “Arrow of Wrath!” 
 
      
 
    — Arrow of Wrath. 
 
      
 
    — Level: 0. (0/20) 
 
      
 
    — Type: Active physical skill. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    — Description: 
 
      
 
    — Using pure energy, rangers of the Emerald Forest can deal significant damage to opponents by shooting just one arrow. 
 
      
 
    — Effect: 
 
      
 
    — Arrow shot: 
 
      
 
    ― Upon successful hit, critical damage chance +20% 
 
      
 
    — Upon successful hit, ignores 70% of target’s physical defense. 
 
      
 
    — Expends 200 energy points. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head. Uh… A great ability, but not with my bow and arrows. I’d rather have something like that for my Spike or Dragonfly. I was left hoping I’d be able to find a suitable bow and ammunition for it in the future. It was also a shame the skill wasn’t compatible with Ava’s Bracelet. That thing was all tied up in magical abilities and spells. 
 
      
 
    The next item from my recent drop was a rune. A flat stone triangle the size of a coin with an angular symbol on the back. 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Anomaly Artifacts. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― After being merged with an item, improves one of its characteristics of your choice by 20%. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    Unable to believe my luck, with a shivering hand I took Gunnar’s Amulet out of the ephemeral sash and gave the system my permission to activate the rune. To my great delight, there were no issues. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Amulet of Gunnar the Destroyer’s Will characteristic has been improved by 20%! 
 
      
 
    ― Present value 60. 
 
      
 
    Now I have a grand total of seventy points of Will. After my time in Master Chi’s mental vice grip, I promised myself that I would do everything in my power never to get into a situation like that again. Considering how the chancery’s investigators tried to pressure me as well as the King himself and his court mage, Mind magic must have been the main weapon of any war. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that I needed to keep in mind that, in this world, Will was the only thing that got me through those several synchronizations. I reread the amulet’s description one more time then snorted in satisfaction and put the artifact back in the sash. 
 
      
 
    And my final new acquisition was five elixirs. 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Elixir “Focus” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Attention enhancer. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Accuracy +15. 
 
      
 
    ― Observation +15. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: 40 minutes. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    I tossed the flask of elixir around in my hands a few times and smiled. Improving accuracy and observation for forty minutes was a great bonus. Especially for me. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, spent long enough staring at your spoils?” 
 
      
 
    A grumpy old man’s voice behind me made me sharply turn around and pull out my bow. But there was no one there. 
 
      
 
    “You better… Be careful…” 
 
      
 
    The same voice and again from behind me. I turned around sharply again. And that time, out of the corner of my eye, I managed to glimpse a fleeting movement among the trees. For the record, the stranger was speaking the language of the Lake Country, just slightly twisting the ends of a few of the words. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” I asked menacingly, staring stubbornly into the darkness. “Come out where I can see you!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, no!” the voice chuckled, this time from the left. “If I come out, you’ll stick me with an arrow!” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” I admitted readily. 
 
      
 
    “Well, well!” the voice rang out from behind. “Honest!” 
 
      
 
    The stranger had just finished saying his last word when I turned around again. I must admit that I was going as quickly as I could. But it was plenty. That time, I managed to spot the skittish stranger’s outline. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a quick one!” the voice croaked. “You’re running an old man ragged!” 
 
      
 
    “Should we call it off then?” I asked and lowered the bow a bit. “Can we talk in peace?” 
 
      
 
    Based on how fast the “old man” was moving, he could have attacked me several times already. But he hadn’t. To be honest, that didn’t mean anything yet. Who could say? Maybe he’s like a cat and wants to have fun with his prey a bit before eating it. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, here goes!” the voice came from the left. “I’m coming out! But I’m gonna need you to… to put that arrow down just to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded at the invisible man and lowered my bow but left the arrow notched. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll do!” the voice said, then I noticed motion off to the right. He’s quick. 
 
      
 
    Then, making no sudden movements, a short scrawny figure stepped out from behind the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Dearie, I need to be sure your nerves won’t get the better of you…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m calm.” 
 
      
 
    One more step and, out of the shadows of the trees, a short shaggy-haired man stepped into the light. Or more accurately, that was what I thought at first. After a couple of blinks, I realized it wasn’t even a person. Either that or it was once a person but was now fully covered in… grass. And beyond that ― pine needles, bark, moss and twigs. 
 
      
 
    The Great System, to my surprise, gave no explanation of the strange creature. No name or level… Nothing… Which spoke to the extraordinary nature of the situation. 
 
      
 
    “As far as my eyes can see, my illusion isn’t working on you. Is that right?” asked the being and slowly stroked its long moss beard. There was a smirk stamped on his inhuman eyes. 
 
      
 
    “If you want me to see you as a log covered in moss ― it’s working.” 
 
      
 
    The creature suddenly gave a good-natured belly-laugh, showering the ground with blades of grass and pine needles. 
 
      
 
    Once finished, the stranger dried his eyes on his beard and wiped his nose like a person with something like a kerchief, then said: 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me, dearie, I’ve gone a bit feral out here all on my lonesome.” 
 
      
 
    “It shows,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    The stranger pretended not to hear, but I saw happiness in his eyes. And a sense of humor. That’s good. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s introduce ourselves properly,” he suggested and got started. “I am the keeper of the Emerald Forest. I keep tabs on the goings on out here. People also call me the Woodwose.” 
 
      
 
    “And I am Eric,” I introduced myself. “A humble traveler. Looks like your domain has gotten a bit out of hand, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I said, nodding at the anomaly guardian’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    The Woodwose breathed a sad sigh and answered, nodding at the slain monster: 
 
      
 
    “The sad part is that he used to be such a nice boy… before this whole mess.” 
 
      
 
    He muttered something else in an unfamiliar language. I immediately perked up my ears, but I was in for a let-down. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Your Mind score is not high enough to activate the “Language of the Primordials!” 
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    “YOU’LL HAVE TO forgive me for that little game of hide and seek, dearie. I’m getting to be old,” the Woodwose said with contrition in its voice. “Times being what they are, you see… You’ve gotta treat everyone with caution…” 
 
      
 
    “So does that mean you don’t think I merit caution?” I asked with a joking tone. 
 
      
 
    I was speaking calmly, but it took effort to conceal my anxiety. Is this someone’s idea of a joke? A real live Woodwose! And what’s more, the Great System at the very least tangentially had identified it as such. So I guess he’s a Primordial. Even in my world there are old wives’ tales and legends about them. Who hasn’t heard the tale of the woodwoses and waterfolk? They say they first appeared at the dawn of our world. Meeting a Primordial is supposed to be a great stroke of luck. Old folks used to say that, if one of them asks you for a favor, you must never refuse. And if you do, you’re in for some trouble. But on the other hand, if you are able to assist the fairy-tale creature, you can expect a very valuable and unique reward. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” the geezer objected. “You’re worthy of caution. Just look at that big bruiser you took down…” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really get you,” I said, hiding my worry. “First he’s a good kid, now he’s a big bruiser.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get hung up on my words,” the old man croaked. “He used to be a good kid right up until she turned him into a monster. Along with everyone else…” 
 
      
 
    He said the last part with sorrow in his voice, putting emphasis on the word “she.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is she?” I perked up my ears. 
 
      
 
    “The Lady of the Anomaly, may cholera strike her down!” the Woodwose responded, shaking his fist at the forest. “She took possession of the Heart of the Forest and that let her turn everyone into monsters. Now they all serve her. So…” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “What about me? She can’t touch me. For now…” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean for now?” 
 
      
 
    “Until her will surpasses mine. As soon as that happens, all bets are off. You’ll never find anything more powerful than an Anomaly in the whole world. Once they get to growing, they pop up like mushrooms after a rainstorm. Us keepers were created before that to tend the forest.” 
 
      
 
    “So why don’t you leave?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well then who would hold her back?” the geezer answered with a question of his own. “I can’t go far from the Heart of the Forest either. We’re bound together forever. As for you, sonny, you’d better leave. Once she begins to take control, there’s no coming back… You must have sensed her call by now, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe I have,” I shrugged my shoulders. “And I can’t leave either. I have business that way.” 
 
      
 
    I said, nodding toward the Black Forest. 
 
      
 
    The old man looked where I was pointing, frowned and glanced at me. 
 
      
 
    “Hm… I wonder what kind of business you could possibly have in that direction.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m heading for a Place of Power,” I answered honestly. “Ever heard of those?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I have,” he nodded back. “I could lecture you for the better part of an hour about them!” 
 
      
 
    “Just a sec,” I frowned. “Does that mean that this Heart of the Forest you’ve been talking about is a Place of Power?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed it is,” the Woodwose answered readily and asked understandingly: “Run out of mana?” 
 
      
 
    “Fresh out,” I answered sadly. 
 
      
 
    The old man chuckled and shook his head dejectedly. 
 
      
 
    “Well don’t expect any, dearie. The Lady of the Anomaly keeps it all to herself. She won’t even let a droplet slip through her fingers.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head and punched the air with determination. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t get by without mana.” 
 
      
 
    “So what, you really don’t feel anything at all?” the Woodwose asked, tilting his head right. “That brute has a sweet voice. She knows how to bring people to heel. And she tailors her approach differently for every person.” 
 
      
 
    I listened to my feelings for a moment, then shook my head: 
 
      
 
    “No. I don’t feel anything. Do you think she can impose her will on me? I wouldn’t be so sure, old man. I’ve been seeking a Place of Power a long time and my route was calculated a week ago. I was far from your anomaly then.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t my anomaly,” the old man muttered in offense, then asked: “So is it fair to assume there’s no talking you out of this?” 
 
      
 
    “No, old man.” 
 
      
 
    “Welp,” he sighed shortly. “Then best of luck to you.” 
 
      
 
    The Woodwose was about to leave, but I stopped him: 
 
      
 
    “Could you maybe tell me a shortcut to the Place of Power?” 
 
      
 
    “What would be the point of that?” he asked. “She will get her filthy clutches on you sooner or later… You’d be better off leaving while you still can, eh? There are already more guardians on their way here. Run, boy. Run before it’s too late!” 
 
      
 
    His admonishments were immediately backed up by several dozen simultaneous howls from the forest. I turned my head toward the noise, and when I looked back at the Woodwose, he was nowhere to be found. To be honest, I did notice the slight rustling of a bush. No, you won’t get away from me so easy. 
 
      
 
    It was too dangerous to stay in the glade. And so, contrary to the Woodwose’s advice, which I found to be entirely sound, I went racing toward the wall of trees. The same place where the legendary old man had just hidden. 
 
      
 
    The Black Forest greeted me with oppressive silence and a sinister whipping wind. I had to slightly deviate from my route and head southwest. That was exactly where, based on the slight rustling of grass, the Primordial had gone. As if on cue, the howling changed tone. Seemingly, I was now hearing notes of glee. My pursuers had also changed direction. I was forming the impression that someone was in control of them. In any case, they definitely knew where I was. 
 
      
 
    With every minute, the howling was getting closer. It seemed the pack on my trail was also getting bigger. If it kept on like this, I’d have to leave the anomaly. 
 
      
 
    I was running quickly but saving energy. All that time it was like the trees, bushes and even grass were trying to hold me back. Here and there the thorny branches got snagged on my clothes. Tightly interwoven roots, sticking out in the most inconvenient places, often tripped me up. If not for my elevated characteristics, I wouldn’t have been able to make it through. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I could make out the silhouettes of the beasts watching me among the trees. I was being hunted like a wild animal. Confirming that guess, a snarl bellowed out in front of me. Then there came a gleeful response from several dozen creatures on all sides. 
 
      
 
    I stopped abruptly and took a look around. Time to pick a location for battle. When I turned my head, I saw something familiar out of the corner of my eye. Fixing my gaze on that spot, I saw the Woodwose’s head sticking up out of the ground. His eyes were open wide like a madman’s, and he was trying to tell me something. 
 
      
 
    Not wasting a second, I dashed toward him. Before disappearing underground, the Woodwose nodded, inviting me to follow him. With a long jump, I dove down the dark hole. My nose was immediately struck by the scent of damp earth and rotting leaves. 
 
      
 
    The opening behind me immediately closed and, quickly scrambling with my elbows, I crawled toward the light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    Loudly tumbling out of the hole, I hopped to my feet without a second’s delay. One blade in each hand. Ready to fight. But as soon as I finally realized where I was, I got an urge to rub my eyes. I was ready for anything. Anything except a cozy little meadow surrounded by age-old oak trees. And in the middle of the meadow stood the Woodwose, squinting at me angrily. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what was that then?” he asked. “I told you to leave! But you just ran straight into the forest. Just so y’know, you might as well have run right into her clutches! Were you dropped on your head as a child? Or did you finally hear her call?” 
 
      
 
    “If that were it, would I have run away from her guardians?” I responded, taking a quick look around. “No, she holds no sway over me.” 
 
      
 
    “Then back to the question about your head,” the old man snorted, but now without malice. 
 
      
 
    “No, I was not dropped on my head,” I chuckled. “It’s just that without mana, I have no way of going back. So I can only go forward.” 
 
      
 
    The old man breathed a heavy sigh and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Well then, what should I do with you?” 
 
      
 
    “I suggest we join forces,” I responded right away. 
 
      
 
    “And how might we do that?” the Woodwose snickered. 
 
      
 
    “You help me get mana, and I help you take care of the creature that has seized the heart of your forest.” 
 
      
 
    The Woodwose first wanted to object, but he faltered and considered it for a while. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say?” I hurried him along. 
 
      
 
    “The idea is sound,” the old man answered thoughtfully. “You’re just a bit too breakable for that kind of thing. After all, you’ll have to fight her on your own. I won’t be able to help you. And for your information, she and the Heart of the Forest have now merged into a single entity…” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and asked: 
 
      
 
    “I see. But can you teach me what to do?” 
 
      
 
    The old man pondered it and started hurriedly measuring pacing out the meadow. I meanwhile used that time to get a better look at the location. He had a pretty sweet setup here. He must not have lost all his powers yet if he could weave himself a little nest like this one right under her nose. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he stopped and looked at me closely. 
 
      
 
    “You know, kid, it might actually work… But the thing is, we’ll have to do a few things first. Otherwise there’s no sense in even trying to go up against the Black Widow…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready,” I said firmly and asked: “What do we need?” 
 
      
 
    “A Potion of Resistance,” the old man cooled my jets. 
 
      
 
    “But…” I wanted to object but Woodwose interrupted me: 
 
      
 
    “I brew the potions, you gather the ingredients. Ten anomaly guardian hearts, thirty fireflowers and twenty oblivion stones. Can you handle that?” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, the old man winked his right eye and looked at me. And then, a strange text appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The Primordial would like you to collect the following ingredients to prepare a Potion of Resistance: 
 
      
 
    ― Anomaly Guardian Heart (10). 
 
      
 
    ― Fireflower (30). 
 
      
 
    ― Oblivion Stone (20). 
 
      
 
    Reward for completing mission: 
 
      
 
    ― Potion of Resistance. 
 
      
 
    ― Do you agree? 
 
      
 
    Okay then, so that’s what these missions look like! If I told someone from back home that I was about to help a real live Woodwose, they’d never believe me! 
 
      
 
    “Well, dearie, what are you standing around for?” the old man asked derisively. “Or did that finally scare you off?” 
 
      
 
    I hurriedly shook my head and responded positively to the system’s query. 
 
      
 
    “No! I am ready!” 
 
      
 
    As soon as I agreed, the old man nodded in satisfaction. Suddenly, he added gravely: 
 
      
 
    “From this point on, lad, you and I are harnessed to the same sleigh. I trust you understand the risks involved? There is no going back. It’s either her or us now…” 
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t understand the risks, I wouldn’t be here now,” I answered no less severely. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got that right,” the old man agreed readily. 
 
      
 
    “So then, what’s with this potion?” I asked the aching question. “How will it help us?” 
 
      
 
    The Woodwose stroked his beard. He pulled a sharp branch out of it and threw it aside. 
 
      
 
    “I have an old recipe… I haven’t cooked it in ages. But don’t worry ― I’m sure it still works. All that matters is that you get me those ingredients… That way, as long as we do everything right, you’ll be protected against the Lady of the Anomaly’s magic. Honestly, the protection won’t last long. You’ll really have to go all out. That’s why I said you’re just too breakable.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you get what you get…” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got that right…” the old man croaked. “Before you, very few have been able to withstand her Call for this long. As a matter of fact, far as I can remember, you’re the first.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders again and started hurriedly looking around. 
 
      
 
    “What you doing that for, dearie?” the old man asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you see, I’m looking for a way out of your shelter,” I responded. “The ingredients aren’t going to come to me on their own after all.” 
 
      
 
    The old man chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s what you’re doing. No, no lad. Don’t get ahead of yourself. You aren’t ready to go out hunting for loot yet. Sit down. You can go tomorrow morning. But for now, I’ve got a couple things to give you.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing a lack of understanding on my face, he started to explain: 
 
      
 
    “Look here. A few moments ago, you almost got hunted down like a skittish deer. That’s all because she helps her guardians track outsiders.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded understandingly. My guesses were confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “After that,” the Woodwose continued, tensely fidgeting with the pine needles and grass that made up his fur coat. “Even if you are able to fool the beast’s Senses, how are you planning to gather ingredients?” 
 
      
 
    Seeing a frown on my face, the Woodwose said: 
 
      
 
    “Fireflowers, for example, aren’t called that just because. They’re magical flowers! One touch and you’ll never forget the name. You’ll be reduced to a pile of ashes.” 
 
      
 
    A chill ran down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “And oblivion stones?” the old man kept pushing. “They put you right to sleep. That’s why they say the best place to look for them is next to skeletons. Everyone that dares touch them is faced with certain death.” 
 
      
 
    I unwittingly rubbed my throat. 
 
      
 
    “I see I’ve gotten to you?” the Woodwose chuckled. “Well that’s not all. There are also the guardian hearts. You killed one already. Right?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “So,” the old man raised his index finger instructively. “The next ten you kill, you’ll have to take their hearts. And you’ve seen their blood with your own eyes … One drop of that toxic stuff and you’re a goner. Yes! And another thing… These ingredients can only be gathered by those with special skills over level three hundred.” 
 
      
 
    I slowly sat down on the grass. Did I maybe get ahead of myself? Was the Place of Power Tiger Fang was talking about perhaps actually easier to access? 
 
      
 
    “What is it dearie?” the Woodwose chuckled. “Bet you weren’t expecting that, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head mechanically. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t fear!” the Woodwose waved it off. “It’s pretty much nothing. I can help you with that as well. Just give me until tomorrow. And for now… Take this stuff… Look it all over… When the deed is done, you can give it back.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, he gave me a handful of items. Accepting the items in silence, I realized there were in fact five things. Two gloves made of thin dark-green fabric. A very intricately carved wooden ring, which the woodworker really put their heart and soul into. The little shoots and leaves practically looked real. A silver amulet shaped like a little pickaxe. And a bracelet made of variously sized fangs and claws. It must have been the bones of every predator native to the area. 
 
      
 
    After opening the artifact description, I looked up baffled at the grinning old man. 
 
      
 
    “Like what you see?” he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    I just cleared my throat loudly in response. I first looked at the ring. 
 
      
 
    Ring of Tyrielle the Trickster 
 
      
 
    ― Type: One of the four Great personal artifacts belonging to the Looter’s Luck collection. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Herbalism +350. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Special Herbalist tool usage skill +250. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Collect all items from the Looter’s Luck collection to receive an additional bonus! 
 
      
 
    Shaking in excitement, I rolled the little ring around on my palm. Noticing my state, the old man stopped what he was doing and said: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be shy, dearie. Feel free to put it on.” 
 
      
 
    By the looks of things, all that time the Woodwose had been crafting something out of a piece of his own “coat” and was shooting me regular funny looks. 
 
      
 
    Not setting it back into the long box, I tossed the little ring into one of the slots of my ephemeral sash. I eagerly started looking through the rest of the artifacts. 
 
      
 
    Bracelet of Diana the Deadly. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: One of the four Great personal artifacts belonging to the Looter’s Luck collection. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Hunter +350. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Butchery +250. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Collect all items from the Looter’s Luck collection to receive an additional bonus! 
 
      
 
    Amulet of Rake the Stonebrow 
 
      
 
    ― Type: One of the four Great personal artifacts belonging to the Looter’s Luck collection. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Miner +350. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Special Miner tool usage skill +250. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Collect all items from the Looter’s Luck collection to receive an additional bonus! 
 
      
 
    Gloves of Magnus the Ardent Heart 
 
      
 
    ― Type: One of the four Great personal artifacts belonging to the Looter’s Luck collection. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Completely neutralizes all negative effects of a gathered resource. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Collect all items from the Looter’s Luck collection to receive an additional bonus! 
 
      
 
    Just as I pulled on both of the gloves, a new message appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have collected all items from the Looter’s Luck collection! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive an additional bonus! 
 
      
 
    ― Chance of harvesting a unique bonus resource 20%! 
 
      
 
    “Well, how do you like that?” the Woodwose smiled. “Got it figured out?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, struck dumb. 
 
      
 
    “Good boy,” the old man praised. “Here’s one more little toy. It’s the last one. I think it will keep the Beast’s eye off you for a time. Just be careful with it.” 
 
      
 
    I saw a small bunch of intricately interwoven pine needles, pieces of moss and blades of grass in the old man’s hand. 
 
      
 
    Charm of the Keeper of the Emerald Forest 
 
      
 
    — Type: Personal artifact of the Force of the Wood. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    — Special effect: 
 
      
 
    — An artifact created from the legendary robe of the Keeper of the Emerald Forest. It allows the wearer to activate the ability Shroud of the Emerald Forest. 
 
      
 
    Shroud of the Emerald Forest 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Active ability. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Using energy, the wearer can cover themself in a shroud of invisibility. When the shroud is active, they become completely indetectable by any visual or olfactory sense. 
 
      
 
    ― After activation, expends 20 energy points per minute. 
 
      
 
    — Note: 
 
      
 
    — Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s all,” said the Woodwose, stroking his beard. “I prepared you as best I could. From here on out, it’s on you. But for now, rest. Your mind will be clearer in the morning.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT’S THE MATTER dearie, not feeling too well?” asked the Woodwose, slowly chewing a piece of flatbread. “Has fear perhaps come to dwell in your heart?” 
 
      
 
    Considering where I was, I had a fairly calm night. In fact, I almost got enough sleep. Though I suppose I don’t need much anymore with how deep my supplies are now. Three or four hours and I’m bright eyed and bushy tailed. So why almost? Because I slept, as they say, with one eye open. I was expecting foul play from the old man at any minute, but it never happened. The Woodwose proved to be a perfectly hospitable host. 
 
      
 
    We were sitting next to a small stream beneath a willow tree and eating breakfast. I had treated the Woodwose to some of my meager rations. When I offered him my food, the old man responded with gleeful acceptance. As it turned out, the food situation in the anomaly was not great. And what was here, had to be considered long since poisoned by the mysterious Lady. 
 
      
 
    The old man ate my flatbreads and dried fruits with pleasure, but he refused the dried meat and goat cheese outright. He said he never touched the stuff and counseled me against it as well. 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to upset him, I had to eat a breakfast of bread and water. I gave all the fruit to him. He just looked so happy when he ate it. The thought of keeping some for myself pained me. As an aside, the water we drank was also mine. The Woodwose warned against drinking from the stream. My wonder flask was no match for the Black Widow’s poison. As a matter of fact, even the Woodwose only drank it once every few days and then only a few sips at a time. Never any more. 
 
      
 
    “I’m scared, but that goes without saying,” I sighed. “I’m actually suspicious of people who aren’t afraid of anything.” 
 
      
 
    “And rightly so,” the old man concurred. “So then, why the long face?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m worried about my friends,” I answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    “What about them?” the Woodwose asked with genuine interest. 
 
      
 
    I considered it for a moment. Should I really be sharing my issues with a stranger? Well, why not? A stranger is actually the best possible option for things like that. They just listen ― and that’s good. And if they have judgment to pass, it will be impartial. 
 
      
 
    So I started. At first, stammering. I gave every word its due consideration. I started talking about my life in general, the death of my parents. But then it all just came spilling out of me. I recounted everything. The caverns, Master Chi. The otherworldly portals. The King. Mee and Maya being taken prisoner. The sea voyage to the Dark Continent. Crossing over into this world. Badger. And Mink… 
 
      
 
    “What I don’t know is… Did they ever make it home? Did anything happen to them on the way…?” 
 
      
 
    “A-hem, dearie,” the Woodwose stroked his beard. “You’ve been through a lot in the last few months. So tell me about this girl. She must be nice.” 
 
      
 
    I took a heavy sigh. The old man gave a good-natured chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Listen here, kid,” he started. “Don’t think about bad stuff. Maybe it will work itself out. What you have to do is believe and hope. If you start eating yourself away from the inside and giving space to dark thoughts ― you won’t last long. And the fact that some powerful people have got you on the hook ― that’s not such a big deal. There’s a way out.” 
 
      
 
    “What might that be?” I raised my head. 
 
      
 
    “Have you really not considered it?” 
 
      
 
    “I have,” I responded. “Well maybe the two of us think differently.” 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t likely,” the old man snorted and tossed another piece of bread into his mouth carelessly. 
 
      
 
    “And nevertheless…” I insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Well, alright, if you please,” he shrugged his shoulders and started talking: “If you come across someone stronger that you and you know the encounter is going to be a nasty one, there are two ways out. Either bend to their will or put up a fight. If you pick the former ― be prepared for it to last forever. The powerful are like that. As soon as they’ve tasted power, they never give it up. Power is intoxicating. It drives people mad.” 
 
      
 
    “What if you pick the latter? Do you die?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” the old man chuckled and gave me a light pat on the shoulder. “One might always die. But there’s another way.” 
 
      
 
    “What might that be?” 
 
      
 
    “You can become strong yourself. Become so strong you surpass your opponent by several times. Then you can just swat them away like a mettlesome fly.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, the old man clapped his hands together. His face transformed instantly. A harshness appeared in him. His animal eyes were looking at me like prey. 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand?” he rasped. 
 
      
 
    His voice sounded like a muted snarl. 
 
      
 
    “Swat them so hard not so much as a damp spot remains, so hard no one else will ever want to mess with you again! So hard that everyone will think thrice before so much as touching you!” 
 
      
 
    An instant later, the old man of the forest was smiling back at me again. 
 
      
 
    “I see a question on your face, dearie,” he chuckled. “How are you supposed to become that powerful? And will it work? Let me tell you. If you want to live, you can live in such a way that no foul creature will ever touch you again! Beyond that, based on your tale, not so long ago you could barely even walk at a decent pace. But yesterday, you defeated an anomaly guardian, and I haven’t seen that done in ages.” 
 
      
 
    The Woodwose tossed the last piece of bread into his mouth and started to stand up. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been living in this world a long time,” he continued. “So long I can’t even keep track. I’ve seen a lot of things. The births and subsequent deaths of kingdoms and worlds. I could tell you a lot about what I’ve seen, but I don’t care to. I’ll only tell you one thing… It’s the strong that survive. So kid, the choice is yours. We’ve been talking for a while now… Time’s up. Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. The old man’s words had stirred up something in my soul. Something hidden. Something I had subconsciously written off. I tried to keep it bottled up inside. Concealed. Dormant. But the Primordial managed to awaken it in me. To shake me up. 
 
      
 
    A light touch to my shoulder made me emerge from my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Kid, you’ll have time to brood later,” the Woodwose said seriously. “If your mind is made up to do something ― concentrate. Now I will take you out to a hidden meadow. Where the fireflowers bloom. In the meantime, I will try to attract the Eye of the beast. I won’t be able to hold it for long, but I think it should be long enough. As soon as you’re done, come back. Are you ready? If yes ― put on the shroud.” 
 
      
 
    I breathed in and out and nodded affirmatively. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated Shroud of the Emerald Forest. 
 
      
 
    ― Warning! Expends 20 energy points per minute! 
 
      
 
    “Ready.” 
 
      
 
    “May the Great Forest keep you,” the old man muttered and ducked into a passageway that suddenly opened between two tree trunks. 
 
      
 
    The meadow wasn’t far away. This time, neither the trees nor bushes tried to stop me. The Shroud did its thing. The unremarkable-looking bundle of needles and grass is a true treasure. It’s a pity I’ll have to give it back along with all the other artifacts. In my world, this collection would know no price. I’m afraid to even imagine what someone there might do for a chance at gaining such a unique artifact. 
 
      
 
    We spilled out onto the fireflower meadow unexpectedly. One minute we were in the woods, and the next we were out on a broad plateau. All around was flame-polished stone. Not a hint of vegetation. Black smoke was constantly seeping out of the many cracks in the black stone. In a few places, I also spotted long flickers of flame. 
 
      
 
    The old man touched me on the shoulder and nodded in silence at one of the fires. Then it hit me. Those were the flowers. The fireflowers. 
 
      
 
    Nodding back, I stepped forward. Then I turned to wish the old man luck, but he was already long gone. He’s quick. 
 
      
 
    Treading cautiously on the black charred ground, I just barely heard a distant howl. Guardians. At first I felt tense, but then I realized something. The howling was moving away from me. So the Woodwose had kept his word ― he was keeping the Lady of the Anomaly’s Eye trained on him. 
 
      
 
    Alright then, I need to get a move on. 
 
      
 
    To say it was hot on the plateau would be an understatement. But something was telling me that, if I were to take off my amazing gloves right now, I would be instantly reduced to a pile of ash. 
 
      
 
    The closer I came to the first tongue of flame, the harder it was to take the heat. It felt like I could go up like a torch at any minute. 
 
      
 
    There was no wind, but the fireflower was slightly flickering from side to side. Slowly. Tranquilly. The calming soft light was enticing, promising warmth and protection. 
 
      
 
    Quickly wiping the sweat off my face with a sleeve, I shook my head. The strange delusion went away in an instant. I needed to hurry. 
 
      
 
    With bated breath, I cautiously reached out to the fiery blossom. I thought for a second. And decided in the end to touch it. And nothing happened. I only felt a slight warmth. Like a mug of hot brew, I took it in my hand. 
 
      
 
    ― Fireflower (350). 
 
      
 
    I coughed with my dry throat. Just as the Woodwose said. Level three hundred plus. Even with the bonus from the ring, Dragonfly would be useless here. I’ll have to pull it up by hand. If the Woodwose said it would work, then it would. 
 
      
 
    The fireflower yielded unexpectedly easily, and I was soon reading a pop-up message: 
 
      
 
    — You have harvested Fireflower. 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (50000). 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet “Herbalism.” 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet of Agility. 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet “Resistance to Fire Magic.” 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet of Intellect. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Tyrielle the Trickster! You have harvested a magic plant more than 350 levels higher than you! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (100000). 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent tablet “Incineration” (1). 
 
      
 
    My hand shivering, I took the mother-of-pearl sheet out of my backpack and saw an image of the flower I had just uprooted on the back. 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent tablet “Incineration.” 
 
      
 
    — Effect: 
 
      
 
    — Unlocks the spell “Incineration.” 
 
      
 
    — +10 to any characteristic/skill/profession/spell. 
 
      
 
    — Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    An odd tablet. I quickly activated it and opened the spell description. 
 
      
 
    ― Incineration. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0 + 5 (0/30). 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Spell. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Using fire magic, a mage can turn any adversary/item to ash with just one touch. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Deals 30000 units of damage. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 80. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 1500 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Cooldown time: 12 hours. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: Active for duration of physical contact. 
 
      
 
    A distant howl made me shudder and come to my senses. I needed to hurry. Thinking briefly, I headed over to the next tongue of flame. 
 
      
 
    Around half an hour later, I had thirty fireflowers in my backpack. And another hundred and twenty diamond tablets and a couple tens of thousands of experience essences. Beyond that, the set bonus from the Woodwose’s gear triggered. Under one of the fireflowers, I found the abandoned nest of a fiery whipsnake containing two small eggs the size of quail eggs. They weren’t identical. One was coal black and the other fiery orange. They seemed to be slightly sparkling even. The system didn’t fail me either ― they were in fact unique. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the howling was gradually growing louder. They were drawing near. Time to get out of here. I took one last wistful look at the fireflower meadow and headed toward the wall of trees. My internal voice was telling me that giving in to temptation would get me into trouble. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t run like that in a long time,” said the Woodwose, breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    He was sitting on a mossy stump and combing through his beard in a motion I was now used to seeing. 
 
      
 
    “Did it work?” he asked with hope in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “It’s done,” I nodded and wanted to take the fireflowers out of my backpack. But the old man stopped me. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. Give them to me after all the ingredients are gathered.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “You face looks much brighter though. Did you find something interesting?” 
 
      
 
    I could hear notes of intrigue in the Woodwose’s voice, but not just that. I didn’t think he was trying to lay claim to my loot. The old man must have just been truly curious. 
 
      
 
    I decided not to mention the tablets and esses, but I needed to tell him about the fiery whipsnake nest. Who could say? Maybe I violated some laws of the forest. The Woodwose was supposedly the keeper of this place, even though the forest is now dominated by another entity… Plus the nest was abandoned. So said the system notification at least. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” I finally made up my mind and took the eggs out of my backpack. “I found an abandoned nest. I don’t know if I did the right thing.” 
 
      
 
    When the old man glanced at my find, he nodded understandingly. 
 
      
 
    “You did nothing wrong,” he undid my fears. “This is your reward from the Forest for your efforts. Furthermore, the Black Widow turned the snake that laid these eggs into one of her minions long ago. But the eggs, as you see, remain untouched. Were they under a fireflower?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    What exactly made sense, I couldn’t understand. And I didn’t ask. I already felt like I was taking advantage of him. 
 
      
 
    “Just so you know, you really did get lucky,” the old man said, squinting cleverly. “A fiery whipsnake is a rare helpmate, and you’re gonna have two. On top of that, based on the coloring, they’re unique. I’d keep them for myself if I were you.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to help me?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Well, not yet. But when they hatch, they’ll serve you in faith and truth.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the eggs in puzzlement. The description didn’t say anything. The system labeled them as Fiery Whipsnake Eggs and that was it. No level, no characteristics. 
 
      
 
    “So when will they hatch?” 
 
      
 
    “Very good question,” the old man praised. “They will hatch only when you want them to. Though to be fair, you do have to meet one condition. Thing is, fiery whipsnakes are magical creatures. Their element, as you might have guessed, is fire. And so, in order to give life to the baby snakes, you have to place their eggs in a fire and activate the bond.” 
 
      
 
    “Would a normal firepit work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the old man nodded. “But I don’t recommend it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm… But you said…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the Woodwose interrupted me. “A firepit would work, but the power of that fire would give life to a weak creature, magical though it may be. Or not quite… It would be more accurate to say that then they would never receive the full power invested in them initially. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Is it like trying to make something commonplace out of an expensive and rare material?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, kid. You understand just fine.” 
 
      
 
    “If not a bonfire, then what?” I asked a logical follow-up. 
 
      
 
    “Well at least the magic flame of a fireflower,” the old man answered quickly and added: “That’s why their momma laid her nest there.” 
 
      
 
    “So I have to go back…” I said decisively and asked: “Is that possible?” 
 
      
 
    Two unique magical pets! What kind of an idiot would say no to that! 
 
      
 
    “It is,” the Woodwose nodded thoughtfully. “It’s just that…” 
 
      
 
    “Is something the matter?” I asked, alarmed. 
 
      
 
    The prospect of gaining two fire snakes was tempting me more and more every minute. 
 
      
 
    “So here’s the thing,” the old man started from afar, glancing thoughtfully at me from time to time. “I just can’t get our conversation from this morning out of my head… Your story really disturbed me. You might not believe me, but I started to feel like I should help you. Even just to give you some advice… That’s all I really have left in my current position… But as you folk like to say: good advice is worth its weight in gold. Right?” 
 
      
 
    “My father used to say that,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Wise man,” said the Woodwose and considered it, furrowing his literally bushy brows. 
 
      
 
    The silence dragged on a bit and I decided to speak up. 
 
      
 
    “What advice did you want to give me?” 
 
      
 
    The old man breathed a deep sigh, suddenly awoken from some thoughts known only to him and glanced at me. 
 
      
 
    “Well you see, kid, the thing I’m going to suggest might be a little out of your depth. As a matter of fact, it would even be beyond many heroes. But!” he raised a pointer finger. 
 
      
 
    “But, if you are somehow able to pull it off ― you will have truly formidable helpmates at your beck and call.” 
 
      
 
    I knew the old man was not using mind control on me. The system would have warned me. But his words and voice… There was something about his timbre. I felt like I was listening to my mom telling a bedtime story about the Primordials. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t argue,” the Woodwose continued in the meantime. “The fireflower will nourish the young snakes with its magic, and they will grow to become truly powerful creatures. Helpers like that are worthy of guarding a king’s chambers! Such great pets are something most can only dream of…” 
 
      
 
    I had already started to think the old man was about to circle around again, but he got to the point. 
 
      
 
    “I encourage you not to get ahead of yourself. I can tell you how to turn your rare material into a true masterpiece!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “When we first met, when I told you my identity, I got the impression you had heard of my kind before.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there are plenty of folk tales about the deep forest. My momma was always telling stories about the Woodwose when she was trying to get me to fall asleep. Master of the forest.” 
 
      
 
    The old man smiled in a good-hearted manner through his mossy beard. 
 
      
 
    “You can tell me what they say about my kind later. Given you’ve heard of me, you must have also heard about Gramner the Fourarmed. The keeper of the caverns. A great metalworker.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders in bafflement. 
 
      
 
    “Never heard that name before…” 
 
      
 
    The old man frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Strange. He is no less renowned than me. He may even be better known. After all, my element is wood. Gramner was supposed to have more contact with common folks…” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged again. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” the old man nodded. “I’ll tell you what I wanted to say anyway, and you can make up your own mind what to do about it. As I’m sure you’ve already guessed, it’s all to do with the fire in his forge. He named it the Forge of the True Flame. As you see, it isn’t just some common fire. As a matter of fact, there is a theory that fire magic itself was born in that very forge. I don’t know if it’s true, though. Hehe, Gramner has a way with words. It can make your head spin. He loves weaving yarns. But I have no doubts about the power of his forge. Do you understand where I’m going with this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered, devoid of enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    My father used to love to repeat this one parable like, a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. The fireflower meadow was basically the bird in the hand. The legendary smithy with its forge and big-talking smith was the two in the bush. And only Bug could say where they might fly next. But my inner voice insisted that I hear the old man out. 
 
      
 
    “I see you have doubts,” the Woodwose grinned. “I would have doubts as well in your place. I must be kidding, right? Isn’t that a lot of fuss for two pets? But just think what will happen if it all works out! I’m scared to even imagine the kind of creatures that might hatch from that forge! With helpers like them, you’ll have an easier time fighting off enemies as well. But oh well, it’s up to you…” 
 
      
 
    When the old man finished, a long message appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The Primordial would like you to find Gramner the Fourarmed and convince him to allow you to perform the hatching ritual in the Forge of the True Flame! 
 
      
 
    Reward for completing mission: 
 
      
 
    ― Anthracite Snake Summoning Amulet (unique pet). 
 
      
 
    ― Spark Snake Summoning Amulet (unique pet) 
 
      
 
    ― Do you agree? 
 
      
 
    I understood that the place I had landed and the being I was having such a peaceable conversation with were unique all on their own. And if I ever were able to meet this Gramner, it would be a once in a lifetime event. Just today, picking the thirty fireflowers earned me a fortune. On top of that, I also got a new highly powerful attack spell, plus I raised my will by another ten points. And all thanks to this old man. I know I’ll have to pay it all back soon enough. I have a battle with the Lady of the Forest ahead of me. But nevertheless… 
 
      
 
    “Well, what do I have to lose?” I smiled and accepted the mission. 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, you won’t regret it,” the old man chuckled and looked at me somehow strangely. With no malice. My dad sometimes looked like that when he knew for certain what was about to happen to me. For example, when I slipped on a patch of ice. But unlike my father, the Woodwose was not exactly going to snatch me by the scruff of my neck to keep me from hitting the ground. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” I answered and got a more comfortable seat on the moss carpet. 
 
      
 
    I’ve got another outing ahead of me tomorrow. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NEXT DAY was just like the last. Honestly, it took a bit longer to get to the cave where the Woodwose said I would find the oblivion stones though. And in my turn, I had to gather resources there faster than I would have liked so I wouldn’t be left without the Shroud’s protection. 
 
      
 
    On the way into the cave, I picked up the scent of dead flesh. The Woodwose, who was normally so quiet during our outings, winced and muttered: 
 
      
 
    “Little rocks took some more creatures down…” 
 
      
 
    It was not dark inside. Beams of light streamed inside through openings in the stone ceiling. 
 
      
 
    The first thing that jumped out at me was that the floor was littered with the bones of creatures ranging from quite large to very small. 
 
      
 
    “See, just as I said,” the Woodwose nodded at the fresh corpse of a guardian a few paces away from the entrance. “Just a little bit further and it would have made it out…” 
 
      
 
    An eerie place. Just like the plateau where the fireflowers grew. I was getting the impression that the Lady of the Anomaly had no power here. 
 
      
 
    And I asked the old man about that right away. His answer was short: 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s not like she’s omnipotent.” When the Woodwose noticed the look on my face, he shuddered. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
      
 
    I stroked the back of my head. I was examining the inside of the cave. It was pretty spacious. I looked toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    “So, what would happen if I launched an oblivion stone at a monster?” 
 
      
 
    The old man chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so that’s it… Nothing. Other than the damage you could deal with a normal stone.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then how…” I nodded perplexedly at the heap of bones in the cave. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s how,” the Woodwose answered. “As long as it stays where it’s always been, the magic remains in effect. And don’t ask. I don’t understand it myself…” 
 
      
 
    “What about the potion?” I had the courage for one last question. 
 
      
 
    “That’s something else,” the old man waved me off impatiently. “Different laws govern that. So what’s on your mind?” 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head pensively. I’d be willing to bet the old man was leaving something out. He didn’t know just how much… I really believed in him. But out loud I said: 
 
      
 
    “Here’s what, old man. Today don’t worry too much about distracting the lady. Let them run at me.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about that?” the old man asked. But in his voice, I heard notes of understanding and approval. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered confidently. “Lead her this way and go. I’ll take over from there.” 
 
      
 
    The Woodwose stared at me as if he were seeing me for the last time. Slightly tilting his head to the side, he asked: 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember the way back?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and, without a word, headed toward the guardian’s corpse. 
 
      
 
    “You know best,” the old man grumbled after me. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t turn around, but he had already disappeared. 
 
      
 
    There was an unmerciful stench of rotting flesh. I had to wrap my backup shirt around my face so I wouldn’t choke. Taking out Dragonfly, I hunched over one beast’s body. While splitting open the chest cavity, I threw up a few times. To be frank, I wasn’t sure I would succeed but, in the end, I managed to reach the heart or rather what was left of it. The guardian’s heart, as expected, had turned into a rotten scrap of flesh. But the old man had seen that I wanted to do this. And he didn’t stop me. Although on the other hand, what reason did he have to stop me? Who was I to him? 
 
      
 
    Tossing one last look at the beast’s half-decayed innards, I chuckled in dismay and hurried away from its reeking carcass. 
 
      
 
    The first oblivion stone was not far from the dead body, or rather the anomaly guardian sleeping its eternal sleep. Obviously, the beast had come in here on accident and somehow mistakenly touched the dangerous stone. And from there, the oblivion magic took its course. 
 
      
 
    The smooth round and totally unremarkable gray stones caught me by surprise. There were pebbles just like this on every beach I’d ever seen. If I hadn’t read the description, I would have walked right past them all without noticing. The anomaly guardian for example, hadn’t noticed them. Neither had any of the other creatures that “fell asleep” in this cave for that matter. And they paid the price. What could have brought them in here? The gloves, thank the gods, blocked all the negative effects. But maybe it was all to do with my will? That seemed more plausible. 
 
      
 
    I was just glad I didn’t have to use any special tools to gather the stones. I was just picking them up off of the ground and stashing them in my backpack without a care in the world. 
 
      
 
    — You have acquired Oblivion Stone. 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (50000). 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet “Miner.” 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet of Agility. 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet “Resistance to Mental Magic.” 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet of Intellect. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Rake the Stonebrow! You have harvested a magic stone more than 350 levels higher than you! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (100000). 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent tablet “Oblivion” (1). 
 
      
 
    I’m not gonna lie. Deep down I was hoping for something like this. But I tried everything to keep those thoughts at bay. And just then it happened again ― it was hard to hold back my happy smile. 
 
      
 
    There was plenty of time, so I took the new tablet out of my backpack. 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent tablet “Oblivion.” 
 
      
 
    — Effect: 
 
      
 
    — Unlocks the spell “Oblivion.” 
 
      
 
    — +10 to any characteristic/skill/profession/spell. 
 
      
 
    — Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    I put ten points into Will again. That brought it up to ninety. With every investment I made into that characteristic, I was making my adversaries’ jobs harder. Beyond that, I had recently become convinced that Will was basically the most important characteristic. Though I previously thought the most I could dream of was an intellect tablet. All my misconceptions on that account had been undone when I met Master Chi. 
 
      
 
    ― Oblivion. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0+5 (0/30). 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Spell. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Using mental magic, a mage can put any opponent to sleep with just one touch. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Puts enemy into a deep sleep for 3 hours, during which every minute they lose: 
 
      
 
    ― 50 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― 100 energy points. 
 
      
 
    ― 200 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 80. 
 
      
 
    ― Will ― 70 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 2500 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Cooldown time: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: Takes effect upon touch. 
 
      
 
    I picked up the stones quickly. When I picked up the twentieth and final one, I noticed there was something glimmering beneath it. As it turned out, it was a small crystal of a hazy green shade. Yet another set bonus. Feeling jubilant, I carefully placed my discovery into my backpack. I wanted to get back to the Woodwose quickly. To hear what he would say about my newest find. 
 
      
 
    There were forty more stones in the cave though, and I wanted to gather them as well. But again an inner voice was practically screaming that it wasn’t worth it. And another thing – I came away from my time in the cave with the impression that something was watching me. Observing. Scrutinizing. It was actually a familiar feeling. I felt the same way on the plateau with the fireflowers. I just didn’t assign it much importance then. I was busy gathering resources. But now, the feeling I was being watched was much harder to ignore. Was it maybe because I was in an enclosed space? Or because my will had gone up? 
 
      
 
    A-hem, the Woodwose was sure showing me some odd places. Very odd… 
 
      
 
    Taking one last look at the little stone lying a step away from me, I breathed a sigh of disappointment. No, I was not going to tempt fate. However, my inner voice had no objections to taking a closer look at all the skeletons. 
 
      
 
    I walked a circle around the cave and looked into every little nook and cranny. And that netted me a rich reward. Thanks to the bonuses from the legendary bracelet, I filled my backpack with fangs, claws, horns and other stuff. And none of it was lower than epic quality. I squinted when I estimated how much I could sell all this treasure for. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t have any time to indulge my dreams. It was time to put my plan in action. It was simple enough. To lure more and more guardians into sleepy cave, as I was calling it, and take them down with the magic stones. 
 
      
 
    I climbed up onto a rock ledge coming off the wall opposite the entrance and looked around. It was about twice my height. It gave me a great vantage point for shooting at the cave entrance. And if any guardians were feeling brave enough to come and try me, they would surely end up in the field of oblivion stones by the wall. The ledge was honestly quite narrow. If it came to it, it wouldn’t be comfortable shooting the bow. 
 
      
 
    “I hope this doesn’t send animals running my way from the whole forest,” I grumbled and deactivated the Shroud. 
 
      
 
    The reaction came immediately. The sound of many beasts howling filtered into the cave from outside. The Lady of the Anomaly had detected me instantly and, seemingly, had sent beasts here from every corner of her domain. 
 
      
 
    The first guardian dashed into the cave just over a minute after I took off the Shroud. At first, it paused for a moment. It loudly drew air into its wide nostrils. Its elongated head turned unfailingly in my direction. Scratching the stone floor with its gnarled claws, it came racing toward the ledge. 
 
      
 
    I was already getting ready to shoot my first arrow, but the guardian ran right into the nearest patch of oblivion stones. 
 
      
 
    I saw its invisible magical shield ripple just like the first one. But that lasted only a matter of seconds. The monster took a few more steps out of inertia and collapsed to the ground like a felled tree. Based on the description of the spell I got today, this brute wouldn’t be standing back up. For my own reassurance, I decided to hurry the process along. 
 
      
 
    It only took a second to hop down from the ledge. Unsheathing Spike, I walked carefully over to the unmoving beast and plunged the blade into its eye. Then I did it two more times. Until a victory notification appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    — You have defeated Black Forest Anomaly Guardian. 
 
      
 
    — Your reward: 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Guardsman Aura.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Elixir “Focus” (5). 
 
      
 
    I nodded contentedly and hurried back. I wasn’t able to get the guardian’s heart out before I heard a menacing growl from the entrance and then a scraping of claws. Three more beasts came into the cave one after the next. 
 
      
 
    Based on their delighted howling, they had already spotted me. I wasn’t fast enough to climb up onto the ledge. I had to greet my visitors down below this time. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have used Anomaly Elixir “Focus!” 
 
      
 
    Great! My Accuracy and Observation were elevated for forty minutes. 
 
      
 
    I got partially lucky with the visitors. The first two brutes stepped on oblivion stones and fell in the middle of the cave. But the third was a little more trouble. I spent two Mites on it and the same number of Blots. I shot it with arrows from a distance. Using my new skill. 
 
      
 
    — You have defeated Black Forest Anomaly Guardian. 
 
      
 
    — Your reward: 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Ranger Aura.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Elixir “Focus” (5). 
 
      
 
    Not wasting time, I finished off the first two and raced over to the wall. More beasts were now piling into the cave all the time… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    — You have defeated Black Forest Anomaly Guardian. 
 
    — Your reward: 
 
    — Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Ranger Aura.” 
 
    — Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
    — Anomaly Elixir “Focus” (5). 
 
      
 
    That was the seventeenth guardian I had killed. Before that, after killing my tenth monster, I activated Canopy, but they still kept flooding into the cave. In the end, I got slightly more than I needed. 
 
      
 
    In invisible mode, I could kill the guardians like blind kittens. Once inside the cave, if they managed to avoid the magic stones, unable to see or smell me, they went slack like lifeless ragdolls. And I took advantage of that. I came up closer, threw two Mites and stuck Spike into their soft bits. 
 
      
 
    After I cut out my first heart, I got another rainbow tablet with a new spell called Chaos Shield. By all appearances, it was the same magic shield all the anomaly guardians had. There wasn’t time to look closer. So I activated it, tossed ten points into Will and started butchering the next carcass. 
 
      
 
    Due to the level difference, my knife lost more than twenty points of durability. It wasn’t catastrophic yet but, if the trend continued, I could end up losing my knife in the blink of an eye. And I could not allow that no matter what. 
 
      
 
    For the record, the system didn’t give me anything for butchering the eleventh monster. It was generous with me up until then though. I even managed to get a set bonus in the form an odd little sphere. 
 
      
 
    In the end, my guesses and theories were all proven correct. The rewards were linked to the Woodwose’s missions in some incomprehensible way. 
 
      
 
    Taking one last look around the cave, I breathed a heavy sigh. After my brief stay, there were a good deal more skeletons. No matter where I looked, there were carcasses with their chests split open. I had become a real butcher. The first few carcasses I basically mangled, but I had learned some tricks by the next few insofar as the system allowed. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to head for the exit, but out of the corner of my eye I noticed a swift movement to my right. I grabbed for the bow, but it was already too late. Spike in my right hand, Dragonfly in my left. 
 
      
 
    Trying not to touch anything on the ground, I moved smoothly to the left. I looked up and gasped. On the wall just a yard from the cave entrance there was a big huge spider. 
 
      
 
    My heart fluttered. The first thought that crossed my mind was that this was the Lady herself. But then I looked closer and read the words over the ugly monster’s head. 
 
      
 
    ― Elder Anomaly Guardian. 
 
      
 
    This brute, unlike the normal guardians, didn’t just sit there. I didn’t understand what it was doing at first, but when it hit me a chill ran down my spine. The spider was starting to weave a web. Seemingly, it wanted to block my exit. 
 
      
 
    Hurriedly suppressing a nascent panic attack, I took a closer look at the monster trying to get me. It hadn’t seen me yet — that was for certain. But somehow it knew I was still in the cave. Otherwise why make a spiderweb across the entrance? 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t going to come down to the ground either — it knew how that might end. Or rather it didn’t, but the woman that sent it here did. 
 
      
 
    I needed to act fast before my escape route was cut off. 
 
      
 
    First, I needed to try and distract it. If I could do that — I’d leave without a fight. 
 
      
 
    I moved into the middle of the cave. The place with the most oblivion stones. There I took out my bow and shot a couple arrows at the busybody spider. I was shocked by how many sections it had already managed to weave. 
 
      
 
    As expected, the damage was absorbed by a familiar magic shield. Surprisingly, the beast had no reaction to my arrows at all. Or rather, there was one reaction — the spider sped up. The spiderweb was appearing out of thin air. Its webbing gave a slight glow. That must have been some kind of nasty magic as well. 
 
      
 
    When I finally realized that trying to distract the monster was a senseless waste of time, I decided to try something else. I’d have to fight. Ugh, too bad… I had six Blots left, and eight Mites. And after all, I still had a scrap with the Black Widow in store. All my hopes were tied up in the Woodwose’s elixir. Honestly, though, I still needed to make it to that fight… 
 
      
 
    Coming within throwing range, I aimed and chucked the sphere. As soon as the first Mite “sunk its teeth” into the spider’s back, there was a response. The beast threw the web, darted up to the ceiling, spread its arms and legs wide and jumped down. Right on top of my head. If not for my improved characteristics, I would have still been there when it landed. But I was able to dodge and take a long somersault to the side. Back where I had just been standing, the frenzied brute was feverishly tapping its feet. 
 
      
 
    One more Mite and the spider jumped my way abruptly again. The nearest oblivion stone was far away, so I had to break a whole three Blots underfoot. 
 
      
 
    The third Mite sucked the last mana from the brute’s supply, and it threw itself at me again, but landed right in the energy traps. Breathing heavily, I ran up to the stock-still monster and started to hack away at its head with my blades. 
 
      
 
    — You have defeated Elder Black Forest Anomaly Guardian. 
 
      
 
    — Your reward: 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Mage Aura.” 
 
      
 
    — Large Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Elixir “Speed” (5). 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that my supply still had plenty of energy in it, I felt totally drained. At first, I wanted to drink a satiety potion but I checked on my regeneration and decided not to waste it. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t go digging around in the spider’s guts either. First of all, the Woodwose’s mission was clear ― I only needed the hearts of the normal guardians. And second, it would take me a long time to cut through the brute’s armor. Plus there would be a risk of breaking my knife. No way… As my father used to love to say: “Penny-wise, pound foolish.” I got just as many hearts as I needed. Time to call it quits. 
 
      
 
    Taking another look around the cave, I headed outside. I had gathered the ingredients. Now it was the Woodwose’s turn. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE WOODWOSE was already waiting for me. He was sitting on his favorite stump underneath a wispy willow and pondering the slithering of the seaweed on the bottom of a crystal-clear stream. 
 
      
 
    There were three fairly remarkable baskets at his feet as well. The first two were clearly in need of repair. If I owned these items, I’d have put them on the trash heap a long time ago. The edges of the first were charred. The walls were caked with soot. I got the impression that the Woodwose used that basket to carry burning coal. 
 
      
 
    The second basket was no less damaged. It was all covered in spots of black mold, which had already eaten clean through the birch fibers in a few places. 
 
      
 
    The last basket seemed relatively intact, but only at first glance. The closer I looked, the more I saw weak spots in the weaving and an overall laziness in the construction. If I disregarded where I was, I might have thought this basket was made by a child. And it was most likely a first attempt. 
 
      
 
    Wait. But what if…? 
 
      
 
    “I see you’ve already realized which basket you need to place each ingredient into.” the old man said derisively, as if reading my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    I nodded in silence and started setting my loot into them. I set the fireflowers into the sooty basket, the guardian hearts into the moldy one, and the oblivion stones into the last. 
 
      
 
    A-hem… I’m afraid to even imagine the value of the inconspicuous looking artifacts I’d used to gather these potent ingredients unscathed. 
 
      
 
    When the last stone had been cast into the basket’s maw, the Woodwose gave an approving squawk. 
 
      
 
    “How did you like my collection, dearie?” he squinted and asked. “I must admit, it took me quite a lot of effort to get it all together.” 
 
      
 
    Picking up on the obvious hint, I started taking his artifacts out of my sash and setting them on the stump. The last thing I gave back was the charm. And I couldn’t hold back a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “I see you liked my things,” the Woodwose nodded, scooping up the artifacts. “You’ll have to forgive me, dearie… I’d gladly give them to you to keep, but I just can’t. I imagine I’ll need them a few more times in the future. But from what I’ve seen, you weren’t exactly left out in the cold either.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “And a deep bow to you for that, old man.” 
 
      
 
    And I gave him a deep bow. He had earned it. A few dozen of the most valuable kind of tablet, three of them iridescent. That’s not even mentioning the esses and loot from the skeletons. Plus the extra rewards from the set bonus. He had earned a bow. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course, dearie!” the Woodwose waved his arms, clearly touched by my behavior. “You’re making an old man blush.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way,” I remembered the bonuses. “Could you maybe tell me what these things are, old man?” 
 
      
 
    I took a small sphere and little muddy-green crystal from my backpack. The old man looked closely at the items and rendered a verdict: 
 
      
 
    “So then… That crystal, which you most likely found under an oblivion stone, can be used to make jewelry. If a master craftsman is skilled enough, they can turn it into a powerful artifact in the mental magic branch. And as for the sphere… Now that’s chaos magic. Better take it to an alchemist that really knows their stuff. And if you want to know what they can make it into, you’ll have to ask the gods.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the information.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said, waving a hand. “Here’s what I have to say to you… Get some rest. I meanwhile will be making the potion.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, the Woodwose headed toward the wall of trees. All three baskets then disappeared into thin air as if someone had waved a magic wand. 
 
      
 
    Watching the old man scurrying into the forest, I sat down on the ground on a soft cushion of moss. 
 
      
 
    I wondered what the Woodwose meant when he mentioned his collection. When he said he thought he might need it again in the future. It could probably be anything. But why did he need to say that to me? Was he really trying to hint that he didn’t have much faith that I would win? And that he would need it again for the next possible candidate? Honestly, there were only enough resources on the plateau and in the cave for three more potions at most… 
 
      
 
    I shook my head to banish the unwelcome thoughts, then decided to go through my loot. I realized a while ago that doing that calmed me down. 
 
      
 
    I decided to start with the aura crystals. For eighteen victories including the spider, I managed to get five of them. Three of them were Emerald Forest Ranger Auras and one belonged to a guardsman. The last, which I got from the spider, was a mage. 
 
      
 
    I calculated that I would need two and a half thousand life points to activate all five crystals. That was just shy of my entire life supply. I guess I’ll have to use some satiety potions. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to consume Emerald Forest Ranger Aura? 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! This action requires 500 points of your life! 
 
      
 
    ― Activate? 
 
      
 
    ― Yes/No. 
 
      
 
    Like the first time, I didn’t experience particular discomfort. Just slight dizziness. I didn’t drink my potion just yet. I decided to hold onto it for the next few activations. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have received the skill “Arrow of Wrath!” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Because you already have that skill, its level has been raised to 1! 
 
      
 
    ― Present value 1. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing my hands together, I quickly opened the description. The chance of landing critical hits had gone up to twenty-five percent. Energy expenditure had also gone up. And as for the line about ignoring physical defense, nothing had changed. 
 
      
 
    The next two activations were without incident. I just got the same Arrow of Wrath again. Seemingly, it was the only skill the rangers of the Emerald Forest even had. In the end, I brought it up to level three. 
 
      
 
    — Arrow of Wrath. 
 
      
 
    — Level: 3 (0/50). 
 
      
 
    — Type: Active physical skill. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    — Description: 
 
      
 
    — Using pure energy, the ranger of the Emerald Forest can deal significant damage to an opponent with just one shot of his bow. 
 
      
 
    — Effect: 
 
      
 
    — Bow shot: 
 
      
 
    ― Upon successful hits, critical damage chance +35% 
 
      
 
    — Ignores 75% of target’s physical damage upon successful hit. 
 
      
 
    — Expends 260 energy points. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed a satiety potion and looked on in satisfaction as my life supply filled back up. I figured that would be enough for me to activate another two crystals. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what we’ve got here…” 
 
      
 
    Based on the description, guardsmen were elite swordsman and served as bodyguards for the king or queen and members of their family. My eyes lit up. Just what I needed. All I could do was hope the skill wouldn’t let me down. I said goodbye to fifty Life and stared hopefully at the message that appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have received the skill “Blade of Vengeance!” 
 
      
 
    The name of the skill was very promising. 
 
      
 
    — Blade of Vengeance. 
 
      
 
    — Level: 0 (0/20). 
 
      
 
    — Type: Active physical skill. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    — Description: 
 
      
 
    — Using pure energy, the guardsmen of the Emerald Forest can deal significant damage with just one slash of their blades. 
 
      
 
    — Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Additional damage +30% 
 
      
 
    ― Critical damage chance +40% 
 
      
 
    — Expends 150 energy points. 
 
      
 
    I mechanically turned to look at Spike’s handle on my belt and smiled. Now I’m ready to go to war. 
 
      
 
    There was one crystal left, the one the spider dropped. Based on the aura’s name, it had once belonged to a mage. 
 
      
 
    Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Mage Aura.” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Confinement crystal (life). 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Contains the Aura of an Emerald Forest Mage. 
 
      
 
    ― Emerald Forest Mage Aura. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― A fragment of the soul of one of the legendary mages that once served the Prince of the Emerald Forest. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Auras. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― After consumption, confers 1 random spell from the Mage of the Emerald Forest’s arsenal. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 700 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Crystal disappears after activation. 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    That cost me two hundred more life. I sure hope this spell is worth it, whatever it is. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! You have received the spell “Forest’s Blessing!” 
 
      
 
    ― Forest’s Blessing. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0+5 (0/20). 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Spell. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Mages can turn to the power of the forest to restore their life force and that of up to five allies. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ―+150 Regeneration. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 90. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 700 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Regeneration duration: 3 hours. 
 
      
 
    A special thanks for that! I even instinctively started looking around in search of someone I might be able to share the good news with. The gods had seen how many times I sorely regretted not having Mee and his waves of healing at my side. But now I had my own spell! 
 
      
 
    Yes, the mana expenditure packs a punch, but one hundred and fifty Regeneration is no laughing matter. Plus it lasts for three hours. I found myself yet again thanking the capricious Random for Ava’s Bracelet. Although it occurs to me that, even at level zero, that skill would have been impressive. Now that’s what I call legendary! 
 
      
 
    After I calmed down a bit, I started looking through the runes. In total I got twelve of them, including the one that dropped from the spider. And I started with that one. 
 
      
 
    — Large Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Anomaly Artifacts. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― After being merged with an item, improves one of its characteristics of your choice by 40%. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    I considered it briefly and took out the Amulet of Gunnar the Destroyer. When I activated the rune, the Great System warned me that I could only use the Concentration rune on one artifact one time, and only on one characteristic. But because the rune was “Large,” the activation was frictionless. I came to the logical conclusion that, if I wanted to improve this item the same way again, I would have to find a rune of a higher category. 
 
      
 
    In the end, my Will figure went up to one hundred twenty-four points. And that was not the limit! I was seriously considering taking it further. Never again would any foul beast take control of my mind! 
 
      
 
    I spread the rest of the runes around to my other artifacts. First of all, I tried to increase the capacity of my mana and life crystals, as well as the energy storage. But alas, the Great System wouldn’t allow it and provided no explanation at all. In that way, I was able to activate only four runes. That increased the Wisdom in Ava’s Bracelet and Pyrus’s Signet. Six points per item. As for the ring and button, I improved their strength and agility respectively. Beyond that, I also tried to bring up Spike and Dragonfly’s damage. But the System turned me down. 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s see what that got us,” I muttered, stashing the remaining seven runes in my backpack and opening my characteristics. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 16 
 
      
 
    ― Strength: 46.6 
 
      
 
    ― Agility: 24.4 
 
      
 
    ― Endurance: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Health: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 100 
 
      
 
    ― Wisdom: 142 
 
      
 
    ― Will: 124 
 
      
 
    ― Regeneration: 10 
 
      
 
    ― Life supply: 2510/2510 
 
      
 
    ― Energy supply: 3610/3610 
 
      
 
    ― Mana supply: 4/11690 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to physical damage +30 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to magical damage +30 
 
      
 
    ― Resistance to Mind magic +30 
 
      
 
    ― Transformations: 
 
      
 
    ― Croc’s Armor: 1.5 
 
      
 
    ― Black Lynx’s Eye: 5 
 
      
 
    ― Blazefox’s Senses: 2.5 
 
      
 
    ― Hawk’s Eye: 1.5 
 
      
 
    ― Earth Rat’s Nose: 12.5 
 
      
 
    ― Swamp Boar’s Heart: 6 
 
      
 
    ― Sea Otter’s Lungs: 3 
 
      
 
    ― Sand Jaguar’s Joints: 3 
 
      
 
    At present, my highest figure was Wisdom. That meant that if I ever did reach the Place of Power, mana would come flooding into my supply with the speed of a rampaging mountain river. Ugh, if only I could get to it… 
 
      
 
    “Well, dearie, how are you feeling? Get some rest?” The Woodwose appeared unexpectedly as always. 
 
      
 
    A satisfied smile is playing on his face, but there is a cold concentration in his animalistic eyes. 
 
      
 
    I just nodded back. 
 
      
 
    “Ready to face the Beast?” he asked gravely. “Or have you reconsidered?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not,” I replied. “I have no way out of here if I can’t get mana.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, in that case, here you go…” 
 
      
 
    As he said that, the old man extended me a small birchbark cup. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have completed the Primordial’s mission! 
 
      
 
    ― Your reward: 
 
      
 
    ― Potion of Resistance. 
 
      
 
    Handling the bowl carefully so I wouldn’t spill any, I took it from the Woodwose’s hands and greedily delved into its description. 
 
      
 
    Potion of Resistance. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magic elixirs. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Unique. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Improves all characteristics by 50%. 
 
      
 
    ― Completely blocks Chaos Magic. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: 2 hours. 
 
      
 
    “Drink it down,” said the old man. “And come with me. I’ll take you straight to the heart of the forest.” 
 
      
 
    I drained the contents of the bowl in one gulp and went off after the Woodwose. He turned. He gave me a strangely funny look and grumbled: 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, it’s a shame… What a waste.” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Language of the Primordials!” 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate it? 
 
      
 
    Of course! 
 
      
 
    “How so?” I asked the old man in his language. 
 
      
 
    The old man was totally unphased by my new ability and just waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point in explaining,” he said. “Hurry…” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, we stopped at a mossy rock and the Woodwose closed his eyes and whispered out a tongue-twister. At first nothing happened, but a few moments later the stone broke in two, revealing a secret passage. And a burst of damp, cold air immediately wafted up from inside. 
 
      
 
    “You’re on your own from here,” the Woodwose said severely. “I cannot go with you…” 
 
      
 
    “I understand…” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand at all…” the old man shot out good-naturedly. “There’s still time to turn back. I won’t say anything. What do you think, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered decisively. 
 
      
 
    “Then may the Forest keep you. Kill that vile creature and return triumphant!” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The Primordial would like you to defeat the Lady of the Anomaly. 
 
      
 
    Reward for completing mission: 
 
      
 
    ― Unknown. 
 
      
 
    I agreed and, without another second’s delay, stepped into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    I thought I was going to have to wander a dark and cold labyrinth, but it turned out to just be a portal. So I took just a few steps and found myself on a wide meadow surrounded by a wall of tall ancient oak trees. 
 
      
 
    The plant life reacted immediately to my coming as if startled. It looked like the forest had come to life. The leaves rustled menacingly, the roots and branches gave a strained screeching sound, creatures howled from every direction. The Heart of the Forest was greeting the outsider intruding upon its domain. 
 
      
 
    By the way, about the Heart of the Forest. In the middle of the meadow, a tree of truly titanic proportions loomed large. It was the endpoint of the route the amulet had calculated. 
 
      
 
    Surely, I could see the edge of the world from the top of that giant. Despite the Tree’s awe-inspiring dimensions and the truly colossal power emanating from it, I could sense how exhausted it was. It was dying… An alien magic was uprooting and strangling it. Then it suddenly hit me. How powerful must the entity uprooting this giant have been? 
 
      
 
    It took me some effort not to take a step back. I had a plan. First and foremost — get to the mana. By the way, speaking of that dear substance… I quickly checked my supply and gasped. Slowly but surely, it was filling up! So the Lady of the Anomaly didn’t block all the mana after all. On the other hand, what did it matter to her? Who ever came here? Well, other than idiots like me. 
 
      
 
    I started looking around. An inappropriate thought flickered by that I should fill my mana to the brim and run away. After all, I didn’t really give a crap about the Primordial’s resistance. 
 
      
 
    There are my first twenty mana. I can summon Gorgie. I’m not actually going to though… He would be defenseless against the Black Widow’s mental magic. 
 
      
 
    Then the mana started pouring in with lightning speed. That made me immediately calmer… 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the howling was getting closer. Between the trees, I spotted movement. Beasts started jumping out onto the meadow one more splendorous than the next. A few dozen normal guardians. After them, five spiders like the one that tried to block my exit from sleepy cave. 
 
      
 
    I was surrounded on all sides. Suddenly the mana started flowing even faster. As if someone had opened an invisible spigot. My Wisdom, as if able to smell the bloodsucker’s blood, started gulping down the stream. A few moments later, my supply was halfway full. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, that’s quite enough,” came a silken female voice and, just then, the invisible mana stream ran dry. 
 
      
 
    I turned toward the voice. Twenty steps away from me there stood a young woman of striking beauty. Flowing black hair. A thin neck. Big sloping eyes the color of dark lilacs staring at me studiously. Her petite mouth stretched out slightly into a satisfied smile. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve finally come to me, ancient one!” her smile grew even wider and I saw two thin little fangs. “I want to see what you’re made of.” 
 
      
 
    The woman flicked her thin palm and a big huge spider came racing my way. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FURRY SIX-LEGGED beast moved in spurts. Its gnarled chitin mandibles were chattering in impatience. As I prepared to meet the monster, I was also keeping an eye on the Lady of the Anomaly. I no longer had any doubts that she was the woman the Woodwose had enlisted me to kill. I considered why the old man called her the Black Widow. 
 
      
 
    Her demeanor was fairly relaxed. She even sat down on a little rock. She had a world-weary expression on her face. Could it really be that I didn’t stand a chance? 
 
      
 
    I for one didn’t think so. I had a good couple aces up my sleeve yet. I’m sure she’s in for a surprise or two. And now is the exact right time for the first one. Otherwise, the Woodwose’s potion would soon lose effect and the Lady of the Anomaly would scarf me down whole. So, I have to attack first. 
 
      
 
    But before that, I’ll take care of this spider. 
 
      
 
    For starters, I activated Scolopendra’s Sixth Sense. I have to know what I’m dealing with. As expected, I didn’t manage to catch a glimpse of the Lady’s mana supply before the spider was a handsbreadth from my face. Hm… To be frank, I was expecting to be more impressed. 
 
      
 
    When the monster crossed the ten-pace barrier, a lilac wave burst from my hands and, blasted by my ram, it was sent flying back several feet. And the spell left it incapacitated on its back with its furry legs splayed out. 
 
      
 
    — You have attacked Elder Anomaly Guardian! 
 
      
 
    — Critical hit. You have dealt 1398 damage! 
 
      
 
    Inside I was jubilant. How awesome it was to regain control over my spells! Just how did I get by without them over the last few weeks? 
 
      
 
    The spider’s magic shield drooped a healthy amount. Just crumbs left to go. Which I immediately swept up with a few ice arrows. 
 
      
 
    — You have defeated Elder Black Forest Anomaly Guardian. 
 
      
 
    — Your reward: 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Crystal “Emerald Forest Mage Aura.” 
 
      
 
    — Large Anomaly Rune “Concentration.” 
 
      
 
    — Anomaly Elixir “Speed” (5). 
 
      
 
    Much to my surprise, the other monsters just looked on dispassionately as their cohort met its fate. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, ancient one!” shouted the Lady of the Anomaly and clapped her hands. “You took that one down handily!” 
 
      
 
    The raven-haired beauty looked noticeably peppier. My victory had obviously come as a surprise. 
 
      
 
    “A curious sort of magic,” she stated keenly. “Self-taught?” 
 
      
 
    Much to my own surprise, I nodded. The woman’s calm and to a certain degree trivial tone threw me off. It was as if we had met walking in a park, not in the heart of the very most dangerous place in this whole world. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you got your hands on some spells from various schools, yes?” 
 
      
 
    Black Widow seemed to have a gut feeling. I then silently prepared to attack. 
 
      
 
    “There’s just one thing I can’t figure. How did you get your hands on them…?” she asked thoughtfully and gently tapped the tip of her pointer finger on her pointy chin. 
 
      
 
    I meanwhile took what I estimated to be an unnoticeable, careful step forward. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something on the tip of my tongue, but I just can’t figure out what it is…” now her finger took a few loops near her temple. “Well whatever…” 
 
      
 
    I took another step. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” she said, tilting her head right and shooting me a wicked look. “You could be the pearl of my collection.” 
 
      
 
    She pointed at her warband in a slow arc. 
 
      
 
    “Gaze upon them… Weaklings. They couldn’t withstand being fused with my magic. And several of them could have made rather intriguing specimens. What a pity. But with you it might actually work…” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, Black Widow sharply extended her hand upward and a frantic lilac-gray whirlwind burst from her fingers. She did it with such lightning speed that all I could do was jump clumsily to the side. But alas, I was not quick enough. The magic whirlwind reached me before my body hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    I took a short roll and stood back to my feet. I looked myself over in puzzlement and raised my head. Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    “So, the wizened old man supplied you with a potion,” the Lady of the Anomaly hissed maliciously through her teeth. “I figured as much, but nevertheless I had to make sure.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t afford to keep waiting. I dashed forward. Black Widow reacted instantly. 
 
      
 
    “You want to play a game?” she chuckled, exposing her sharp fangs. “Let’s play!” 
 
      
 
    Four beasts at once came rushing out to meet me. Ram sent them all flying in different directions like ragdolls. When the Lady of the Anomaly saw the Ysh spirit coiling around my body, she reacted with more applause. It was like she was mocking me. Winding me up. Trying to provoke me. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll make an excellent specimen!” she shouted sonorously from behind the new wave of monsters racing my direction. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. I had been called a specimen once before. Now my would-be collector is worm food. 
 
      
 
    Lightning incapacitated them as well. Attacking with an Ice Golem’s Breath, I made a gray cloud ten paces wide around myself that would slow down all adversaries by seventy percent and take away their mana. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo!” I heard Black Widow shout through the sheet of frost. 
 
      
 
    “My turn,” I grumbled through my teeth and summoned a black armorbug spirit. 
 
      
 
    Three thousand damage is the best-case scenario. But if it does manage to crit… Let’s see how you like that. The shadow of the giant beetle went racing toward Black Widow. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Now where did you get that?!” the Lady of the Anomaly shouted with glee. 
 
      
 
    Based on the casual notes in her voice, if the armorbug spirit dealt any damage, it must not have been much. A strange situation was coming together. Neither of us could do enough damage to the other. But still she clearly has the upper hand. I’m wasting mana, time, and powerful spells. And she meanwhile is relaxed, just sending her servants to fight for her. She even looks playful. In fact, I’d say she’s having a ball, the brute! 
 
      
 
    No big deal… No big deal… I wish I could get a little closer though. 
 
      
 
    I did my very best to try and close the gap. I ducked under furry arms, dodged poison-dripping mandibles, cast ice arrows here and there. Spike had tasted the monsters’ blood a few times already. A few victory messages flashed before my eyes as well as a couple loot drops. 
 
      
 
    The Ysh was already gone, having given me all the protection it had, as had muckwalker’s aura. Just in case, I activated Forest’s Blessing. The fifty points of regeneration made my energy refill in the blink of an eye. 
 
      
 
    I decided not to activate the chaos shield. Something was telling me it would be no use against Black Widow’s magic. Too bad I don’t have any orbs left. I get the sense she isn’t a huge fan of dark magic. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the onslaught of beasts increased in intensity. 
 
      
 
    “Not too shabby, ancient one!” I heard the woman’s voice encouraging me. “Much better than some highly esteemed mages! But let’s raise the bar a bit!” 
 
      
 
    The voice came from somewhere off to the left, but thanks to Scolopendra’s Sixth Sense, I knew exactly where she was. Black Widow was no more than a few steps away from me. 
 
      
 
    “Time to go,” I barked and, dodging the clawed foot of a guardian, activated Blackblood Mother’s Canopy of Invisibility. And an instant later, I summoned a Crusher spirit, creating an impenetrable magic fog all around me. 
 
      
 
    “Clever!” I heard a hissing voice from somewhere to the right, but the Beast was practically just a step away. 
 
      
 
    I dashed forward as fast as I could, curving around the bodies and appendages of the disoriented monsters. 
 
      
 
    And all of a sudden, I found myself next to Her… She was standing with her back to me and making intricate patterns with her hands in front of her. I just had to reach out and… 
 
      
 
    The Beast whipped around. Her once pretty face had melted away. The thing looking at me now was disgusting. Lots of eyes. Flexing its gnarled mandibles. So that’s what you really are! The old man was right to call her the Black Widow. 
 
      
 
    I thought she said something else, but I couldn’t make it out. A hissing and disjointed cracking sound came from her ugly maw. 
 
      
 
    My supply had just shy of two thousand mana points in it. Just enough to execute my plan. 
 
      
 
    A short step forward. A quick touch. 
 
      
 
    ― You have activated the spell Incineration! 
 
      
 
    ― You have attacked the Lady of the Anomaly! 
 
      
 
    ― Critical hit. You have dealt 106429 damage! 
 
      
 
    In the following moment, several things happened at the speed of lightning. A red and orange flame swept over Black Widow’s body. For a few short moments she was transformed into a huge fireflower. Back on the plateau, and later in the sleepy cave, I realized why the Lady of the Anomaly had no power there. It was simply because her magic had no power there. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the roaring flame mixed with a deafeningly ferocious hiss. A light push sent me flying several yards back from the burning beast like a weightless feather. That flight and the subsequent landing cost me fifteen hundred life points. My eyes went dark for a moment. I felt like my chest was being squeezed in a vice. Shaking my head violently like a boxer knocked off his feet, I got up on an elbow and looked at Black Widow. 
 
      
 
    The flame enshrouding her body was gone, leaving behind an enraged and slightly singed beast. Hissing and chirring with rage, she came racing my direction. 
 
      
 
    I sent out a lighting, then a ram, but she ignored them. Just as she did an ice arrow. I didn’t even try a regular arrow. I had just one more trick up my sleeve. After summoning the Snow Ghoul Spirit, I thought distantly that maybe I should have actually led with an Earth Tremor and made a localized earthquake. I had enough mana then, after all… But an earthquake in the middle of an ancient forest… Beneath my feet, there was a layer of interwoven powerful roots that had formed over centuries… No. I’m sure I could play that card more effectively somewhere else like, for example, in the middle of a mountain or city. I think I did everything right. Hm… Right. That word isn’t quite appropriate here. I did everything I could. Watching the gray shadow of the ghoul spirit race out toward the enraged black widow, I feverishly thought through what to do next. 
 
      
 
    Should I perhaps run away? I still had two hundred mana in my supply. Just enough to summon Gorgie and activate lightning or ram a couple times. Even with such a paltry reserve, I could try and make my way to the Place of Power Tiger Fang was talking about. Since when did I have such a high opinion of myself? Thinking I could go toe-to-toe with a Primordial beast? 
 
      
 
    Hold up! This is neither the time nor the place to let doubts run rampant! The battle isn’t over yet. 
 
      
 
    Contrary to my fears, the snow ghoul plunged into Black Widow’s chest like a red-hot knife through butter. That took down the beast’s life force by thirty-five percent instantly and filled my life supply to the brim. 
 
      
 
    The unexpected attack disoriented the Lady of the Anomaly for several seconds, making her reel. A lightning distracted her from a few well-placed Mites. But alas, my infallible tool failed me this time… Honestly though, I didn’t need them. Something else happened. 
 
      
 
    I found an unexpected ally. The Heart of the Forest. 
 
      
 
    I must have distracted Black Widow so much that, for the briefest of seconds, she lost control over the true master of this location. The gigantic tree attacked instantly and without mercy. Its thick roots, like giant snakes, burst up out of the ground and wrapped around the body of its tormentor. Paying no attention to the plaintive squealing and hissing, in a matter of moments, they tore the hateful beast to shreds. 
 
      
 
    Dismissing the victory and reward messages, I looked around awe-struck. No matter where I looked, ravenous roots were popping up out of the ground and racing toward the anomaly guardians, who just stupidly scattered around the meadow. A few minutes later, Black Widow’s army was no more. The Heart of the Forest’s revenge was complete. Its retribution was swift. 
 
      
 
    What I saw made every single hair on my body stand on end. In comparison with the ancient creature’s fury, I felt like an itty-bitty grain of sand. My former adversaries must have felt the same… But despite that, this tiny grain of sand was the reason the Heart of the Forest was once again free. 
 
      
 
    And in the next minute, I realized that it could not only be deadly and merciless, but also truly generous. 
 
      
 
    ― Rejoice! 
 
      
 
    ― The Heart of the Forest has been freed of its bondage! 
 
      
 
    ― The Heart of the Forest thanks you for the help! 
 
      
 
    The giant tree gave a noble teeter, and a huge vine came creeping slowly in my direction. In an unfathomable act of will, I forced myself to remain in place. While the vine curled and slithered in my direction like a giant snake, I saw my whole life pass before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Finally, it stopped a step away from me and several items appeared on the stone where the former lady of the anomaly had been sitting just less than an hour ago. Taking a few hurried steps, I bent down over the rock. 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! Your reward: 
 
      
 
    ― “Friend of the Forest” Amulet. 
 
      
 
    ― Heart of the Forest seed (3). 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to read the artifact descriptions. Someone cleared their throat behind me, clearly trying to draw my attention. 
 
      
 
    I turned. The Woodwose. In full bloom. And he was blooming in the literal sense of the word. In his beard and shock of green hair, dozens of brightly colored flowers had burst open all at once. 
 
      
 
    “You actually did it!” he exclaimed gleefully. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess I did,” I shrugged my shoulders, aghast. “Honestly, if not for…” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” the old man cut me off. “That’s why I sent you here, dearie.” 
 
      
 
    “To distract her?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” the old man didn’t deny it. “All on your own, you’d never have been able to take down that wretch.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned and scratched the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    “And don’t be mad that I used you and kept you in the dark,” the Woodwose said calmingly. “The Great Forest can see that I tried to talk you out of it many times…” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and scratched the back of my head. It was what it was. But would it have been so hard to warn me I had an ally? 
 
      
 
    As if having read my thoughts, the old man said: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go thinking about that. What matters is you’re still alive! And you’ve come out ahead! Boy have you ever!” 
 
      
 
    The Woodwose nodded at the seeds on the rock. There was a smile on his face again, but coldness in his animal eyes. I was getting the impression the old man was not expecting the Heart of the Forest to give me such a generous gift. 
 
      
 
    “I trust you understand what a great honor has been bestowed upon you?” he asked with a metallic edge to his voice. “Such a thing has never happened before as far as I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s because I’m special?” I asked with derision in my voice. “She kept calling me ‘ancient one.’“ 
 
      
 
    “You don’t seem that old to me,” the old man waved it off carelessly. “So, forty-second cousin… Better you tell me what you’re going to do with those seeds.” 
 
      
 
    As much as I wanted to keep discussing the ancients, I already knew that when the Woodwose changed the topic I’d never get another word out of him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll think of something,” I answered evasively. “What’s it to you?” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll think of something!” the Woodwose was so incensed that the recently bloomed flowers started falling out of his beard. 
 
      
 
    Pacing around the stone my reward was lying on, he looked like a startled broody hen. I purposely didn’t put the seeds in my backpack. I wanted to see how this crafty Primordial would react first. I must give him his due. He walked around them, clucked his tongue, but didn’t touch. So then, he cannot take my gift. I have to imagine the friendship amulet is playing a fairly big role in that. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me carefully!” the old man started talking hurriedly. “The Great Tree has granted you an unprecedented honor – its seeds! If they end up in the hands of someone not worthy, and you’re to blame, take care! I’ll say this – in that case you should definitely keep your distance from the forest!” 
 
      
 
    Based on the steely notes in the old man’s voice, everything he said was highly serious. I was already not thrilled with the level of responsibility. 
 
      
 
    “To have such a treasure is both a great responsibility and a great blessing,” the Woodwose continued instructing. “You’ll understand what I’m talking about later. Just remember. Sooner or later, the seed must be planted and give rise to a new forest. At first, like a silly baby, it can both get into mischief and hurt itself. That is why forests need keepers. Preferably wise and experienced ones.” 
 
      
 
    While running down the qualities a keeper should have, the Woodwose puffed out his chest. It was like a barrel. He jutted out his lower lip. 
 
      
 
    “That is why I tell you not to give these seeds to anyone else,” said the old man, now noticeably calmer. Then he added one final instruction, staring at me from under his bushy brows: 
 
      
 
    “Forest forbid those seeds be used for trade. That would land you a mortal grudge.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t clarify who exactly would hold this grudge, but it was a no-brainer ― the whole Forest and its inhabitants at least. 
 
      
 
    Weirdly, the old man clearly thought I was not worthy of this reward, but he didn’t make any attempts to entice me to give up the artifacts. 
 
      
 
    Watching mournfully as I stashed the seeds in my backpack, the Woodwose breathed a heavy sigh and said with a weary voice: 
 
      
 
    “Alright, come with me. I’ll give you the reward I owe you. And move quick ― I have lots to do… She made a big mess of this place! Now it’s on me to clean it up…” 
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    “I SPENT A LONG TIME thinking about what reward I should give you,” the Woodwose’s muffled chatter mixed with the sounds of fast movement and rustling were coming from inside a wide hole in an old tree. 
 
      
 
    “Hm, well based on your tone, you weren’t planning on giving out a reward at all. You weren’t expecting me to survive.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I thought and thought and now you see. The Heart of the Forest made the choice for me,” said the old man as he came out of the hole and shook off the decaying leaves and dry branches. “Here you go. Your reward.” 
 
      
 
    On his outstretched palm was a common pinecone. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have completed the Primordial’s mission! 
 
      
 
    ― Your reward: 
 
      
 
    ― Keeper of the Forest Summoning Amulet. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the pinecone with two fingers like a true oddity. And that earned me some ribbing from the old man. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this now, dearie?” he asked with a smile. “Never seen a pinecone before?” 
 
      
 
    “I have,” I replied. “But this isn’t just a normal pinecone.” 
 
      
 
    “Well what if it was?” the old man kept egging me on. “What if I got a crazy notion that I should give you a normal pinecone as a reward for your deed? To remember me by, so to speak.” 
 
      
 
    I fell silent. The old man is clearly out of sorts today. He’s in a bad mood. This was technically a win, but still he wasn’t feeling good about it. It seems like this is all down to the Heart of the Forest’s gift. The old man cannot make peace with the Tree’s decision. I partially understand him. After all, no matter how you spin it, I am an outsider. Sure we’re friends now, but I’m still distant from the laws of the Forest. And then ― bam! I get this gift. I wanted to show Gorgie to the old man but when I saw his mood I reconsidered. I’ll have plenty of time to summon my brother later. 
 
      
 
    And I can tell it isn’t envy driving the old man crazy. He is truly concerned with the fate of those seeds. To him they are living beings. He said it himself ― they’re like babies. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get so worked up,” I said. 
 
      
 
    That was obviously not the answer the old man was expecting. Just the way he was gaping. But he knew what I was talking about. He had the kind of look on his face people talk about, the kind that penetrates into the very soul. 
 
      
 
    After playing the staring game for a while, the Woodwose waved a hand wearily. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if that’s the way it has to be. If the Tree gave you its seeds, it must have seen something in you… And what did it bless you with? You stink of Chaos from a mile away.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” I choked. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll understand later…” the old man answered evasively. “We’re talking about something else now. There isn’t much time left. It’s starting soon…” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. The old stump had me all confused. 
 
      
 
    “Can you see what I gave you on your own?” the Woodwose inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I can see only that it’s a Keeper of the Forest Summoning Amulet.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s all?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You must not have enough Mind,” he muttered to himself. And turning to me he said: “Then listen… And take heed. When you find a suitable forest to plant the seed, or when you think you’ve found the right forest ― don’t get ahead of yourself! Take a look around. Give it a good sniff. Wander around it a while. Give the trees a thorough inspection. And the animals… The older the forest the better. For the first while, it will help the young sapling along.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does the amulet have to do with that?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t interrupt me,” the old man grumbled. “Find a forest you like? Nothing unclean around? Then you can summon a keeper. Just make sure the forest is pure! You’ll be able to tell right away. You have an amulet. It can help you figure out what’s what.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded again, letting the old man know I was listening carefully. 
 
      
 
    “So here’s the thing,” he continued. “As goes the forest, so goes its master. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “A Woodwose is not likely to respond to your call,” the old man said with pity in his voice. “There aren’t many of us left in this world. But if a Dryad shows up, or a Treeperson ― they will do just fine. Worst would be a Pinebogey. They are of course the least powerful of our brethren, but they should be up to the task regardless. And with time, a little power will start to accumulate next to the future Heart of the Forest. What do you think? You understanding any of this?” 
 
      
 
    “I understood everything,” I assured him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay then, let’s say goodbye,” the Woodwose sighed heavily. “It’s not safe for you to stay here. What’s more, the mysteries of the forest are not for your eyes. The renewal process is just about to begin. You might end up caught in the crossfire. The Amulet won’t protect you. Go with peace, dearie.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, old man,” I bowed to him and, when I looked back up, I found myself suddenly on the edge of the Forest. The exact place where I’d first met the Woodwose. He though was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    I saw the forest changing before my very eyes. The trees were all in a flurry. The bushes and grass were giving a very slight vibration. I heard heart-rending cries coming from deep in the woods. Its true master had returned. It was time to reimpose order. 
 
      
 
    I then in my turn hurried to leave. I’d overstayed my welcome ― time to go. As I ran, I heard another couple yelps. The ghastly sounds pushed me to run faster and faster. 
 
      
 
    I stopped at the riverbank. The same place where I made my final camp a few days before. I stopped and thought. So, what just happened? I still felt an eerie feeling, as if several thousand dark spirits were coming after me. My heart was pounding maniacally, about to jump out of my chest. Despite the run, I was soaked in cold sweat. Either the Woodwose or the Heart of the Forest itself had used some kind of mental magic on me. I was sure of it. There was no attack notification though. 
 
      
 
    By the way, how are my supplies doing…? All good. Mana full to the brim. 
 
      
 
    Time to do something I’d been waiting for ever since I got to this world. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn?!!” 
 
      
 
    “Brother!” 
 
      
 
    To say Gorgie was resentful would be a massive understatement. Every so often he gave an aggrieved growl while also purring happily. 
 
      
 
    I squeezed his neck hard and squinted. There may have even been tears on my cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn?” 
 
      
 
    “Surprised?” I chuckled through tears. “Yes, I am stronger now… Oh brother, I have so much to tell you… There’s no mana in this world! Can you believe that? The only place I could fill my supply was next this thing called a Place of Power. It was not easy to get you back…” 
 
      
 
    The harn growled quizzically. 
 
      
 
    “Of course you have mana. When I recalled you, your supply was almost full…” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie growled insistently. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean it’s still going up?” 
 
      
 
    Baffled, I opened Gorgie’s characteristics and saw that his supply really was slowly filling up. 
 
      
 
    “How is that possible?” I whispered and looked at my own. “Mine is full again…” 
 
      
 
    I looked thoughtfully toward what was once the Black Forest and scratched the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    “No…” I shook my head. “We’re too far from the Tree now. If we were still in the forest maybe. But now… Here… Something isn’t coming together.” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave me an approving nuzzle with his armored forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a sec,” it finally hit me. 
 
      
 
    My hand shaking, I dug into my backpack and took out the Heart of the Forest seeds. 
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” I whispered. “So does this mean I have a whole three Places of Power in my pocket right now? That doesn’t make any sense…” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie snorted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s easy to test,” I said confidently and walked over to a small stone all overgrown with brown moss. “Look!” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I placed all the stones on the boulder and walked ten steps away. 
 
      
 
    Gunnar’s Amulet faithfully reported back that three Places of Power had been detected. Still unable to believe my eyes enough to truly feel confident, I commanded it to calculate a route. An arrow appeared right away, pointing to the seeds on the rock. 
 
      
 
    When the initial shock had passed and I was more or less thinking reasonably again, it occurred to me to take another look at our supplies. There was no mana coming into either his or mine. 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” I muttered, stashing the seeds in my backpack and watching the mana start to flow in again. “Looks like my mana problems are over.” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie would also be fine. And that makes total sense. He and I are linked by a magical bond. Next, I had to figure out the effective radius. Ugh! Too bad my Mind isn’t high enough to read the seeds’ description. I’m sure there would be lots of interesting information. Although, I should also keep in mind what the Woodwose said. Sooner or later, these seeds had to be planted. Using them in this way would be abusing their very nature. The old man told me clearly what to expect if I squandered the forest’s gift. 
 
      
 
    For the next hour, I told Gorgie all about my adventures. I had to go over the battle with Black Widow several times. Gorgie wanted to know every last detail. At first, he was hurt that I hadn’t summoned him earlier. But my explanation about the Lady of the Anomaly’s mental magic quickly tamed his ardor. 
 
      
 
    While I spoke, I was thinking distantly about my pet and the strange nature of these summoning amulets. Despite the fact that it had been over a month since I recalled the harn, he didn’t seem to have experienced more than a minute of time. Honestly though, despite the fact his energy supply was just fine, Gorgie was hungry as ever. And so, after finishing my tale, I let him go out for a hunt. He needs to loosen up. I’ll set up a temporary camp in the meantime. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, sitting on a quickly thrown-together bed of relatively poufy branches, I went back through the system notifications that had piled in during my battle with Black Widow. 
 
      
 
    The number of guardians I killed took me by surprise. Just nineteen. In the heat of the battle, I thought I was up against a thousand enemies at least! A-hem… As my dear mother used to love to say: “Fear can make a mountain out of a molehill.” 
 
      
 
    In the end, I earned nineteen runes, a few dozen anomaly elixirs and six auras. But alas, the auras didn’t drop at a regular rate. And there wasn’t a single one that had once belonged to a mage. And that was despite the fact that I had taken down three whole spiders. 
 
      
 
    Honestly though, I got lucky in a different way. I was able to bring up the Blade of Vengeance ability to level six. All the guardians I killed had once been Emerald Forest Guardsmen. 
 
      
 
    After the ability levelled up, the additional damage I was dealing with slashing weapons was up to fifty-five percent, and my crit chance went up to sixty-five. Now my Dragonfly packed a bit more punch than some harmless little folding knife that was only good for cutting gray moss and putting minimal damage on the board after Gorgie’s attacks. Now it could cause trouble all on its own. Ugh, too bad my parents didn’t live long enough to see this… They’d be so happy for me right now… 
 
      
 
    After I figured out the auras, I moved on to the most interesting part. The rewards for defeating Black Widow. While I started reading the first message, I had an approximate idea what the capricious Random would bestow upon me, but all my guesses and even to a certain degree expectations were dashed. The god of chance managed to catch me by surprise. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Tenazeer the Illustrious! You have defeated a Primordial being! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Drop of Primordial blood (5). 
 
      
 
    — Primordial Heart (1). 
 
      
 
    Eagerly delving into the description of my newest loot, I felt my hands start to sweat. But I would swear on anything that I never had such an unpleasant tendency before. At the very least, I’d never noticed it. 
 
      
 
    As I stared at the small crystal flagon full of dark purple liquid, I was grinning like an idiot. Now I had a true treasure in my hands, and its description said that one drop of this substance could totally cure even incurable illnesses. In other words, just one drop would not merely make me a wealthy man… It could make me fancifully rich. It would all depend on finding the right buyer. 
 
      
 
    I dreamed about a life of plenty for a bit, then turned to the next artifact. But alas, here I was in for a disappointment. My Mind level must not have been high enough to read its description. I turned the small lilac crystal over in my hands, then put it back in my backpack with a sigh of pity. It was probably very valuable. In fact, it sounded like a joke. The heart of an actual Primordial! Not exactly a common artifact. Not even close… 
 
      
 
    “Moving on…” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The heavens smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Shem the Scrapper! You have defeated one of the Supreme Forces of Chaos! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Manuscript “Unity with Chaos.” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The heavens smile upon you! You have performed a legendary feat! You have defeated Jorogumo! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Jorogumo’s Mask (partially damaged). 
 
      
 
    So then, that was the Lady of the Anomaly’s true identity. Jorogumo… An ancient monster. A giant shapeshifting spider that appears in the form of a beautiful woman and eats people. Something was giving me the uncanny feeling that I had heard about this giant bloodthirsty spider in the shape of a woman before. 
 
      
 
    The first person to tell me the tale was the one-eyed Hatry, an old man who lived one street down from us in the house of his son Torv. Hatry had a weakness for ale. He could drain ten pints in one night and still keep going. 
 
      
 
    When he really got drunk, unlike most of his bottle mates, he became very kind and talkative. People said all kinds of stuff about him… They called him a criminal, and said he was heading straight for the gallows. But we were more interested in hearing his stories. Hatry once told us, his audience of little munchkins, the oldest among us being eight, that us he used to be a pirate. The old man knew a lot of stories and legends. And the scariest of them all were about the Jorogumo. Who would have ever thought that Eric Bergman the cripple would one day meet that fantastic beast in battle. And most importantly ― not only would he survive; he would come out on top. 
 
      
 
    I started my survey with the mask. I was expecting it to look like the ghastly spider face, but to my surprise it captured another of the Beast’s forms. Her human form, so to speak. And to be accurate, just part of it. For some reason unbeknownst to me, the mask was quite damaged. The part I ended up with covered most of the forehead, the left eye and the left temple as well. The nose, mouth, chin, both cheeks and almost the whole right side of the face were left uncovered. To be frank, it was hard to really call this thing a mask. To look at, honestly, it didn’t impress me. But the description got me excited… 
 
      
 
    Mask of Jorogumo (partially damaged). 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Personal magical artifact. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Unique. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Small piece of an ancient unique artifact created by Zoga the One-eyed. Most of the mask is thought to have been lost during the Battle of the Elements. But even this small piece of the mask contains the power of the ancient being. 
 
      
 
    ― Special effect: 
 
      
 
    ― While wearing this mask, the wearer is able to temporarily take five unintelligent beings under complete control. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements to wear: 
 
      
 
    ― Will: 100. 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect: 80. 
 
      
 
    ― Mind: 20. 
 
      
 
    ― Success conditions: 
 
      
 
    ― Target Mind: 0. 
 
      
 
    ― Target Will: No more than half of the wearer’s Will. Bear in mind that the Will of all targets is cumulative. The total cannot surpass half the wearer’s Will. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 2000 mana points (per controlled being). 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: 30 minutes. 
 
      
 
    ― Radius of activation: 65 feet. 
 
      
 
    ― This artifact may be used no more than 1 time every 10 days. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Weight: None. Takes no space. 
 
      
 
    So then, that’s how it works. The only slight disappointment is the zero Mind requirement for targets. I am fairly certain that, if this artifact were intact, I would have more interesting surprises in store. But even in this state, it’s a truly mighty weapon. 
 
      
 
    I had to stop looking through the loot for the time being. Gorgie was back from his hunt. Based on the satisfied look on his face, he had a good day. No surprise. With his figures, the harn could easily lay claim to the title of king of the beasts in this world. Ugh, if only I could raise his Will a bit. 
 
      
 
    I should add that I was only able to tell Gorgie was nearby again because he and I share an unbreakable bond. All the transformations I had undergone in the last few weeks meant nothing to the harn. And by the way, about that… Before leaving, I should try and thin out the mutant population around Lakeside a bit. 
 
      
 
    When I thought back on Mink, I breathed a heavy sigh. Gorgie, lapping up water at the river’s edge, sensed my mood, raised his scaled head and growled inquisitively. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t just leave… I have to know they’re alright. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie snorted back and lowered his head to the water. 
 
      
 
    “Beyond that, I don’t even know if they made it…” 
 
      
 
    After the harn drank his fill, he yawned with a full belly. Then he came over to my makeshift bed and started sizing it up. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I chuckled. “That’s my spot. I practically poked an eye out gathering all these branches. So you go lie down somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie sighed almost like a human. He laid down right at my feet and started licking himself clean. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” I facepalmed. “How didn’t I think of that? Look what I bought for you.” 
 
      
 
    After I said that, I took the scraper out of my backpack. For a moment, the harn looked mistrustingly at the unfamiliar item. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” I smiled. “Let’s try it out.” 
 
      
 
    For the next few minutes, I played handservant to a very clever tomcat. He exposed his armored sides to me with great pleasure, and I resignedly cleaned all the grime off his scales. He sure had picked up a lot during his hunt. But it paid off. Gorgie was happy. His life and energy supplies were up by twenty percent. Plus the scraper really did a great job of cleaning the dirt and grime off his scales. A few moments later, he was sleeping soundly. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep, brother,” I whispered and patted him lightly on his massive neck. “Heh… I can only imagine the look on Mink’s face when she sees you.” 
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    THE NEXT DAY, before getting underway, I made Gorgie stronger. And that naturally made him very happy. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me to do it last night. My feelings must have got the better of me. Our long separation and subsequent long-awaited reunion… 
 
      
 
    I decided to start with the diamond tablets. And specifically, the resistance tablets. I learned way back in school that these were very rare and valuable artifacts. The basic idea of resistance is that it impacts your chance of successfully withstanding a physical or magical attack. Resistance is a multi-faceted and poorly understood characteristic. At the very least, my teacher Madame Etalia, didn’t know much about it. The only lesson she ever taught us about that topic basically said that any resistance, if not properly levelled, could be broken by an opponent with high enough figures in certain characteristics. And I had already seen that that was true. 
 
      
 
    As for the mental magic, that was clear. Will points rule that branch. But chaos magic, for instance, was weak against fire magic. The Black Widow is a great example. She went up like a torch when I cast Incineration on her. Fire, in its turn, was extinguished by water… And the magic used by the Heart of the Forest and the Woodwose, obviously, was vulnerable to chaos. So that must have been why the old man warned me about chaos. He was probably talking about the manuscript I got for defeating Black Widow and which I was still unable to read due to my Mind being too low. However, that characteristic was next in line for improvement. 
 
      
 
    As for Gorgie… He was able to unlock three branches of resistance. Fire magic, chaos magic and mental magic. He unlocked them with diamond tablets, which each gave five points and he had already finished them off, so to speak, with silvers. One point per level which, by the way, we had brought up to eighteen. 
 
      
 
    The decision to bring Gorgie up three levels basically made itself. Thankfully, we earned enough silvers for it in the snake lair. 
 
      
 
    First of all, in what had already become a certain kind of ritual, I raised all characteristics that had an impact on the harn’s toughness. Gorgie himself then demanded I level his attack abilities to the max. Energy expenditure also went up of course, but it was worth it. A bite with two hundred thirty Strength behind it could deal almost thirty-five hundred damage. And that was without crits. No small thanks to me, Gorgie was gradually turning into a highly dangerous monster. Taking him down now would be a real struggle. And I was immeasurably happy about that! 
 
      
 
    By the way, I had warned him how weak the local lifeforms were. With his strength figures, one never knew. Maybe he’d end up accidentally killing someone in the street. Just try explaining that he didn’t mean it. After all, he was somehow able to control his strength with me. That meant he could do the same with others. But only those who had earned it. 
 
      
 
    The prospect of growing poison barbs like some kind of jumping mutant did pique Gorgie’s interest. He really liked everything that helped him deal more damage. And that was how the harn acquired his first transformation. 
 
      
 
    Honestly thought, after activating the crystals, as expected, nothing physically happened. Just one and a half points. At the very least, he would need another ten or twenty more of these stones for the effect to be apparent. But Gorgie was happy enough with what he had. After my tale about the City of Shadows, which was where our portal was located, the harn’s eyes glimmered for a while. Heh… I know that look. The creatures living in that area were in for some trouble. Although, who could say what kind of monsters lived in that city? Badger and I, after all, had only been on the outskirts. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We reached the walls of Lakeside by evening of the sixth day. We got setup on the edge of a small glade and started to observe. I decided to enter the settlement at night. We could have gone right away. Under a canopy of invisibility no one would have noticed me, but I came to the reasonable conclusion that it couldn’t hurt to look around, so we stayed nearby in the forest. 
 
      
 
    The whole way, all Gorgie could do was admire this world. He did it in his own way, though, like an animal. Growling menacingly and marking territory, letting the local predators know that a new king of the beasts had come on the scene. 
 
      
 
    And I should note that all his demands for the local “throne” were well founded. Not considering the anomaly guardians, the most dangerous creatures I had seen here were the blackwings in the City of Shadows. But I managed to take down one of them with just Badger, and I practically didn’t use any magic. So to Gorgie those winged freaks would be little more than a skittish flock of pigeons. 
 
      
 
    That level of power intoxicated my pet. And why hide it? I was also happy to have access to my spells again. 
 
      
 
    “Looks quiet,” I whispered to Gorgie, who had just silently sidled up to me. The harn had just come back from a scouting expedition and growled in agreement. 
 
      
 
    The warriors on the walls had begun to light torches. 
 
      
 
    Do they already know their Chief and all his courtiers are dead? If yes, then who is in charge of the tribe now? I thought I’d heard Badger mention Bull having a big brother. Something about him always being in his little brother’s shadow. As an aside, people like that had always been a mystery to me. You never know what to expect out of them. My father used to say: “Still waters run deep but beware for the malicious Bug likes to lurk in the depths.” 
 
      
 
    We had learned a few days ago that Badger had succeeded at getting the women out of harm’s way. I had a few things from my friend’s house in my backpack. With them to sniff, Gorgie had no problem picking up their scent. 
 
      
 
    As I thought, Badger had gone right back home. His tracks led us straight to Lakeside. Somewhere around our third day underway, though, the hoofprints from two of the horses we had bought from the horseherd split off from the main set of tracks and went northeast. By the looks of things, a few of them had left the group to go to their own hometowns. As we later learned from the tracks, it was four girls. 
 
      
 
    One nine-year-old girl, if I’m not mistaken Mink had called her Chickadee, stayed on the path to Lakeside. The prints of her little feet were always right next to Mink’s. She must not have had anyone waiting for her in her home tribe. 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I didn’t actually have to take all these precautions. I could have just as well walked into the settlement openly. Now, with my magic shields, there was little that could truly threaten me. The Muckwalker Aura and Ysh spirit together gave me just shy of thirty thousand points of Defense. And that was leaving out the pearl of my collection ― the Chaos Shield. 
 
      
 
    At level five, the spell created a magic shield around me worth eighty thousand points. Beyond that, I could share that defense with up to five allies. Honestly, the allies would only get five percent of the total, but that was no more and no less than four thousand points. That was the silver lining, but there was also a dark cloud. As always. Or really more like two… 
 
      
 
    Fire magic offensive spells were three times as powerful against that shield. And their crit chance was double. Beyond that, its mana expenditure was extortionate. Five thousand points and a one-day cooldown. With my huge supplies that wasn’t deadly, but it still hurt… 
 
      
 
    So with at least one such shield, I could have entered the village without risking a thing. But there was still something holding me back. Did the current rulers of Lakeside know about my part in what happened that night on the riverbank? If yes, where did that put us now? 
 
      
 
    If that made me an enemy, I didn’t want to make my friends’ lives harder by showing my face. They were probably having a hard-enough time as it was. Badger and Mink were basically outlaws. They went against the will of the Prince. What did it matter that they hadn’t taken part in the bloodbath alone? As if the Prince’s next envoy, who would surely now be coming with somewhat more numerous forces, would care. He would be coming to punish the criminals, not ask questions. 
 
      
 
    And that was the main reason I decided to stay in this world. I couldn’t abandon my friends to the hands of fate… I couldn’t abandon Mink… 
 
      
 
    When it finally got dark enough, I recalled Gorgie, tossed on a canopy of invisibility and headed for the gates. With my Agility, it wasn’t too hard to climb up the wall. The guardsman standing not far away didn’t even perk an ear up, even though I could see he was a morph. Apparently, his heightened senses were no match for the canopy. 
 
      
 
    While walking down the familiar little streets and ducking down alleyways, I felt a certain tension. The once vibrant and bustling city of Lakeside had transformed into a silent and desolate environment. It was like everyone just suddenly up and kicked the bucket. But I knew for certain that wasn’t it. They were just hiding in their houses. There I see a set of shutters nailed closed. It’s like they’re all preparing for something. There are patrols everywhere. So they do know… It actually would have been dumb to think that no one would have told them what happened for such a long time. Though their opinion of Black Bull and his motley crew’s participation in the recent conflict remained an open question. Did the locals support their Chief, or consider him a traitor for going against their neighbors? 
 
      
 
    After all, here… As far as I could tell from what the men I fought side by side with that night said, there are several large tribes living in the Lake Country. And they all live side-by-side in peace and harmony. They have their disputes, but they are settled at special assemblies. Basically, they all have nonaggression pacts and uphold them faithfully. The fact that every inhabitant of the Lake Country had relatives in several different tribes played no small role in that. Badger and Mink, you might say are an exception. 
 
      
 
    When talking with Badger, I sincerely could not grasp why the tribes accepted the Prince’s extortion if they were so cohesive as a group. In fact, it felt more like robbery. There’s no better word for it. And as for that barbaric Selection, I have nothing to say. In my world, though, worse things are known to happen… 
 
      
 
    If Badger had any objections, they were very timid. Overall, he didn’t expect his family members would be taking part. His father was a hunter, well-to-do and respected in the tribe… What did they have to think about the Selection for? 
 
      
 
    And there is the crest of the roof of their familiar house. On my way up to their front door, I realized something was happening. There were boards, shredded cloth and bunches of dirty straw strewn everywhere… And what I thought was a piece of an arrow in one place. My heart went cold… My hands unwittingly clenched into fists. Over the next second, a fire was lit in my belly. I was prepared to level this whole pitiful little town right then and there. 
 
      
 
    I quickened my pace. Once at the front gate, I stopped. It was locked. The outside of the house was intact. That gave me hope. The fury that had taken hold of my heart gradually retreated. 
 
      
 
    I glanced into a crack between the boards of the fence and saw a big huge pile of furniture, barrels and bags on the porch. I looked curiously at the preposterous structure and finally noticed a familiar shaggy head of hair. Badger’s head was poking out from under a heavy kitchen table, which was cracked practically in half. 
 
      
 
    I smiled in relief and carefully climbed over the fence. Taking a few steps toward the absurd fortress, I tapped an old washbasin lying loose next to the gate with the tip of my boot. 
 
      
 
    I must give Badger his due. He reacted instantly to the sound. With a malevolent whunk, his arrow passed an inch away from my temple. He was aiming based on sound. A great shot. That’s what you get for being the son of a hunter. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already said what I have to say!” he shouted maliciously from beneath the pile. “This is my house! This is my land! I’m not going anywhere! If you try to attack, know that you’re putting your life in danger!” 
 
      
 
    Moving right and taking cover behind a pillar holding up the awning of the chicken coop, I cleared my throat ostentatiously and, smiling, said: 
 
      
 
    “Buddy, didn’t I already tell you? With neighbors like these, you don’t need enemies!” 
 
      
 
    Despite my fears, Badger didn’t shoot. 
 
      
 
    “Eric?!” he shouted out, dumbfounded. “Is it really you?” 
 
      
 
    Coming out from behind the pillar, I took a few steps forward and took down the canopy of invisibility. Ahem. The gaping look on my friend’s face will stick with me for a long time. 
 
      
 
    “Is it really you?” Badger repeated, still unable to believe his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Eric!” Mink cried out joyfully, jumping out of the door and bringing her brother to his senses. 
 
      
 
    After gracefully making her way over the pile, she came running my way. Bright and fresh as ever. I took a few fitful steps out to meet her and froze. All the moisture immediately left my mouth. My heart started pounding out of my chest. I’m seeing her face again. Her eyes… 
 
      
 
    “You’re alive!” she gasped, stopping just one step away from me. 
 
      
 
    Just two words… But that look! It said so much. It contained multitudes! Joy, relief, pleading… There was something more in her eyes but, alas, I was unable to recognize it… It was something new. That made my heartbeat speed up even more. It filled my heart with warmth and softness. But at the same time, it grieved and ached. No one had ever looked at me like that before. 
 
      
 
    “Praise the heavens ― you’re alive,” she whispered mutedly and timidly touched her hot hand to my cheek. 
 
      
 
    I then, afraid to move, was taking in the waves of warmth, savoring every moment of the new and previously unknown feelings. The surrounding world ceased to exist. It was like it just wasn’t there. She was the only thing that existed… 
 
      
 
    I would have liked that moment to last an eternity but, alas, the spell was broken. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, sis, step aside!” Badger exclaimed joyfully, embracing me firmly. “So you survived! But as you can see, we’re under siege here…” 
 
      
 
    Slightly knocked off track by his pep, I looked vaguely at the yard and nodded. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Mink was also blushing. 
 
      
 
    “So, where’s Chickadee?” I asked the first question that crossed my mind. 
 
      
 
    “Still sleeping,” Badger nodded at the upper windows. 
 
      
 
    Then, squinting, he asked: 
 
      
 
    “How’d you know she’s with us? Why aren’t you asking about the other girls?” 
 
      
 
    “Why should I be?” I clarified, gradually getting myself together. “I already know that you split up midway.” 
 
      
 
    “So, learned to read tracks, have you?” Badger chuckled. 
 
      
 
    He remembered perfectly well that I was not a great tracker. 
 
      
 
    And without letting me reply, he continued: 
 
      
 
    “I had to let them go. And give them horses, too. Don’t be mad…” 
 
      
 
    I waved it off carelessly. It already slipped my mind that I ever had any property here at all. 
 
      
 
    “They said their relatives would bring the horses back later,” Badger continued making excuses. “Although it occurs to me that they won’t have much time to worry about the horses now. Look at the welcome party they threw us here…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what were you expecting? I mean, you went against the Prince’s will.” 
 
      
 
    Badger snorted and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised you’re still a free man,” I continued. 
 
      
 
    “They tried to arrest me,” Badger swelled with importance. “But I’m within my rights. Plus things like that are never settled without the Chief and his court. His brother, meanwhile, is just as much of a milquetoast as ever. He came here a few days ago… Kept threatening to give an order to the warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “And what?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… The people were on my side. He wasn’t quite feeling suicidal, but it sure kicked up some commotion. Now everyone is waiting for the Chief to come back. But for some reason, he’s taking his sweet time…” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” I said. “Same goes for his court. They all died on that riverbank.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Badger asked gravely. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered shortly and shot my friend a significant look. 
 
      
 
    I saw that Mink also understood, but I didn’t see any disgust in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Good riddance,” Badger grunted gloomily. “What about the Prince’s envoy?” 
 
      
 
    “Dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Well you should expect trouble then,” Badger scratched the back of his head. “The Prince isn’t just going to let something like that go.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all much more complicated than that,” I responded. 
 
      
 
    Badger wanted to ask more questions, but Mink stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “So, you really gonna keep our guest out on the doorstep?” she asked, sticking her hands on her hips. “Maybe we should invite him in, give him something to eat, then continue the interrogation?” 
 
      
 
    Badger croaked guiltily and, face-palming, said: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be mad, Highlander! That was very rude of me! Come inside, honored guest! Mink will give you some food, then we can wait until tomorrow to talk. I still have to keep watch through the night…” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the invitation,” I nodded. “But I should warn you ― I’m not alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Who did you bring?” Badger started looking around. 
 
      
 
    “Remember when I told you about my friend?” I asked, smiling. 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “The friend who used to help you kill monsters?” 
 
      
 
    Mink froze. I could read intrigue, impatience and I think anticipation in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “The very same,” I answered and activated the summoning amulet. “Just don’t get scared. He’s very smart and loyal. My friends are his friends. Brother, you can come out now. Just keep quiet.” 
 
      
 
    The harn did as I asked, taking a slow step out of the shadows. As his armored figure appeared out of the darkness, Badger and Mink’s faces changed with frightening speed. As if on cue, a dark cloud obscuring the moon drifted away and a soft silvery light washed over us. The darkness dissipated to reveal my huge scaly beast standing before them in all his primal beauty. I even found myself unwittingly admiring him for a brief moment. 
 
      
 
    “I have someone I’d like you to meet,” I said to my friends, who were frozen in amazement. “This is Gorgie!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN WE FINALLY went inside, Mink slinked off to the kitchen to make dinner while Badger and I stayed in the dining room. I sensed a certain awkwardness between us. My buddy was glancing up at the front door warily from time to time, which was where Gorgie had decided to sit. Meanwhile, Badger tried to pick a topic for conversation but didn’t have much success. He said something inappropriate, gave an embarrassed smile then told himself off for being tongue-tied and frowned. 
 
      
 
    While my friend tried to recover from what he’d seen, I sat silently on a bench and gave a tactful smile. 
 
      
 
    Mink’s outline flickered by in the doorway from time to time. There was a tinkling and crashing of dishes coming from the kitchen. Seemingly, she was no less thrown off than her brother. Sometimes I noticed her shooting me furtive glances. Every time they were different. Fear… Mistrust… Intrigue… Sometimes she looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. And sometimes it was as if she’d known me her whole life. 
 
      
 
    I understood my friends. When they saw Gorgie, they finally realized what they were dealing with. Honestly, they didn’t know the half. But I was intending to fill in that gap soon. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the table was set, and we started eating. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful as always!” I praised the mushroom pie. 
 
      
 
    Food is my weakness. And only here in this world can I fully enjoy all the flavors. 
 
      
 
    “By the way,” I lead my eyes over the richly appointed table. “Despite the siege, you’re still eating pretty well.” 
 
      
 
    Badger chuckled and traded a look with his sister. My friend’s self-control was gradually coming back. 
 
      
 
    “A siege is just a siege. Everyone appreciates silver,” he snorted. 
 
      
 
    “So they’re selling you food on the sly?” 
 
      
 
    “M-hm,” Badger chuckled and shook his wallet, which immediately called back with a telltale clinking sound. “Heck, they’re tripping over each other for the chance.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m learning a lot about Lakeside,” I snorted. 
 
      
 
    “But we won’t last long like this,” Mink joined the conversation. 
 
      
 
    Badger waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “Soon they’ll have bigger concerns. When they find out the Chief is dead, the things that will happen…” 
 
      
 
    “And after that?” Mink objected. “No matter who comes to power, they won’t just let us live in peace. We went against the will of the Prince. No one wants a quarrel with the Prince. Especially over some little orphans. Beyond that, the relatives of the dead warriors who went with the Chief will consider us their enemies.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all much more complicated than it seems,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Badger. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what your Selection was before, but now the people chosen are used as food.” 
 
      
 
    “What now?!” Badger gasped. 
 
      
 
    I had to set down the vegetable roulette I had stabbed on my fork and recount my conversation with the Prince’s envoy. 
 
      
 
    “I heard snippets and rumors about that on the boat, but I didn’t believe them…” Mink went pale. “I thought they were just trying to scare us. So it’s all true…” 
 
      
 
    “You must recognize the simple truth right now,” I said, adding some firmness to my voice. “You are not criminals. I suspect that the Selection was once necessary to fill out the ranks of the Prince’s retinue and servant brigades. As a matter of fact, there are hundreds of examples of people who were sent away from their native tribes only to come home wealthy. But now it’s all different. Your Prince sold you out long ago. He is giving his subjects up to beings from another world.” 
 
      
 
    “What do they want with our world?” Mink asked in a quavering voice. 
 
      
 
    “Look at him,” Badger said, pointing his right hand in my direction. “Even without access to his power, he could go toe to toe with the strongest warriors in our tribe. He could even take on stronger warriors, and altered…” 
 
      
 
    Mink mechanically obeyed and we met eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see his huge beast?!” Badger continued in the meantime. “His pet monster could easily take down our whole city by itself. They’re here to take over our world. Admit it, Eric. I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
      
 
    Not taking my eyes off the girl’s face, I said calmly: 
 
      
 
    “You are correct. But as for my beast… I already considered it. If I gave Gorgie the order, every last enemy of your family would be dead tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    Mink gave a slight shudder. 
 
      
 
    “I heard Gravedigger shouting at the market. When you went into his tent…” Badger trailed off. “He said that someone like you could level this little town without so much as breaking a sweat! Am I lying?” 
 
      
 
    “No, you are not,” I responded. 
 
      
 
    “Could you?” Mink asked quietly, turning pale. 
 
      
 
    “I could,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    The fear building up in my friends’ hearts started to burst out. I know what it’s like to be defenseless. 
 
      
 
    “But it wasn’t always like that,” I glanced at Badger. “A mere few months ago, a stiff breeze could have killed me. Or a strong slap on the shoulder, or a firm embrace from my dad. I had no friends. I was regarded as an outcast and a cripple. Cursed…” I nodded at the table and continued: “And I could only dream about food like this.” 
 
      
 
    Then I started to tell my story. Slowly at first, selecting my words carefully. About myself, my parents, my childhood. I saw the expressions on my friends’ faces change with every word I said. When I told them about Crum and Happy’s deaths, Mink wept, while Badger frowned and took a heavy gasp. The caverns of the Crooked Mountains, meeting Gorgie, my time as Master Chi’s prisoner, rescuing Mee, the Stone Forest… As I told the story, I was taking souvenirs out of my backpack. At first Badger was cautious but he eventually found some courage. He spent a long time staring at the artifacts. He must have been trying to see their hidden numbers and descriptions. 
 
      
 
    They listened to the part about my adventures in the Black Forest with particular interest, as if gulping down every word. And I that’s easy to understand. It’s one thing to hear about a far-off unknown world. It’s another thing entirely to hear about something happening practically in your own back yard. Especially when it’s about the very place locals tell scary stories about. 
 
      
 
    We talked so long we didn’t even notice when it started to get light out. 
 
      
 
    “So the Black Forest isn’t black anymore?” Badger clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” I nodded. “Now you can go ahead and start calling it the Emerald Forest. But if I were in your place, I’d still wait a bit before taking a trip out there.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t even thinking about it…” Badger waved it off. “I’ve got enough problems.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, speaking of that…” I said. “What do you say about going to join a different tribe? Mink is right ― you won’t be able to live here.” 
 
      
 
    “And where do you suggest we go?” 
 
      
 
    “You could join the islanders… Or go to Pinevale… A lot of the rebels were from there. They’ve probably already taken care of their chief and seized power. We’ll be welcomed there.” 
 
      
 
    Badger turned to his sister. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    But Mink didn’t have time to answer. I had to interrupt her: 
 
      
 
    “Gorgie says something is happening in the city.” 
 
      
 
    Badger spat out a curse: 
 
      
 
    “We’re too late! They must be coming for us.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said. “The townsfolk are running toward the main gates.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, leaving Mink and Chickadee at home under Gorgie’s protection, Badger and I hurried to the gates. My buddy threw his jacket hood over his head and led me on a shortcut down a series of alleys. 
 
      
 
    On the main street, we just blended into the throngs of people. No one paid Badger or me any attention. They were all discussing the big news of the day ― several boats had arrived from neighboring tribes. 
 
      
 
    When the gates were just a few dozen steps away, Badger pulled me to the right. We slipped into an alley, then popped out right next to the guard tower. 
 
      
 
    After a moment’s thought, Badger pulled me to the doors. 
 
      
 
    “Today Nighthawk is on duty. He’s an old buddy of my father’s. He will let us go up.” 
 
      
 
    Two young men blocked our way at the entrance, pointing bows at us. 
 
      
 
    “Tell your father that we want to go up. It’s important,” said Badger, throwing back his hood. 
 
      
 
    One of them nodded and went over, while the other set his bow down and said anxiously: 
 
      
 
    “One of the longships is ours. The Chief rode away on it with his retinue. But now there are warriors from another tribe there. Many islanders. Some from other tribes, too…” 
 
      
 
    “What do they want?” asked Badger. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know yet,” the kid shrugged. “Mole went out to talk to them. They’ve brought some pretty crazy forces. More than twenty boats…” 
 
      
 
    When he heard about Mole, who was the Chief’s brother, Badger spat on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “That says a lot. As if we don’t have enough problems.” 
 
      
 
    Based on the boy’s facial expression, he was in complete agreement. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, Badger?!” came a raspy shout from up above. 
 
      
 
    We looked up. A mustached face stuck out from behind the parapet. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, Nighthawk. Let me up there!” Badger said. “I wanna see who came to visit! Maybe we can help explain a thing or two while we’re up there, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Nighthawk smoothed out his long moustache and answered: 
 
      
 
    “Alright, come on up! But I need you to keep a low profile!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, you know me!” Badger said in delight and walked through the door before me. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t hear it, but with my improved senses, I was able to discern the last thing said Nighthawk as well. 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” he grumbled. “That’s why I keep telling you I know…” 
 
      
 
    Up top we were greeted by three people. Nighthawk himself and two other archers. They looked at me with no affection, but they let me stay. I though found more evidence that Badger didn’t suspect what was going on in his tribe. Not even a quarter of it. All the guardsmen were morphs. I wouldn’t be too shocked to learn my buddy’s father was also no stranger to mutant blood and guts. 
 
      
 
    “Well, go ahead and look,” Nighthawk nodded toward the docks. “Then, as you promised, I expect explanations. It’s not like we dragged you up here by the tongue, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Badger nodded and we came closer to the parapet. The river looked like a quilt with its wide variety of different sails. While I was “cooling off” in the Black Forest, the rebels had lost no time. Down below was a true army. 
 
      
 
    And the thing that happened next took all responsibility off of my buddy. 
 
      
 
    The delegation of newcomers, clearly not having spoken with the delegation that came out to meet them, just walked around them and headed toward the gates. And they, by the way, were just standing in stunned bafflement, even though they should have stopped the outsiders. Nighthawk commented on the Chief’s brother’s actions with nasty curse words. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, stepping out a few paces in front of his fellow troops, one warrior took the lead. I recognized him right away. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Hedgehog,” I said. “He’s from Pinevale.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Nighthawk and his fellow guardsmen shooting gloomy looks my way. 
 
      
 
    “People of Lakeside!” Hedgehog shouted loudly. “Your Chief and his court have betrayed our alliance! They turned against their neighbors and families!” 
 
      
 
    A din came over the crowd on the other side of the wall. These accusations were a direct insult to all members of the tribe. 
 
      
 
    “But he wasn’t the only one that betrayed us!” Hedgehog continued shouting over the crowd. And for the record, he was doing quite a good job of it. “The Chiefs and once respected men of our tribes were all in on the conspiracy as well!” 
 
      
 
    After that, the crowd behind the wall fell silent. 
 
      
 
    “Look at those pikes!” Hedgehog waved toward the boats. “Upon them you will see their heads! The heads of traitors!” 
 
      
 
    An oppressive silence fell over the dock. 
 
      
 
    “From now on, your tribes will no longer take part in the Selection!” the herald’s words fell upon the listeners like stones from a precipice. “Neither the Prince or his Masters will ever take our families away again!” 
 
      
 
    “What masters…?” muttered Nighthawk. “What is that madman talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Many voices whispering behind the wall repeated his question. 
 
      
 
    The explanation followed immediately. 
 
      
 
    “They have been lying to us for many years!” Hedgehog was clearly on a hot streak. “The ruler of Northolm has ceased to hold domain over even his own person for quite a while! Now he just carries out his Masters’ commands like a soulless puppet! His envoy told us as much himself! And by the way, that envoy’s head is seated upon that pike right there!” 
 
      
 
    With a malicious smile, Hedgehog raised a hand and pointed at the longship which had once belonged to the Chief of Lakeside. 
 
      
 
    “I see you have realized whose heads those are on the next pikes over!” 
 
      
 
    A loud commotion broke out on the other side of the wall. It was the wives and mothers of the deceased, wailing. Nighthawk and his soldiers cursed out loudly and angrily. Mole and his people had clearly also realized what was happening, but it was too late. They had been surrounded by several dozen of the newly arrived soldiers for some time already. As soon as Hedgehog gave the command, it would be all over. 
 
      
 
    “The traitors got their comeuppance!” he shouted. “We could also set fire to your city, but I suspect that many of you have also suffered at the hands of these treacherous scum! And so we are moving out!” 
 
      
 
    “Fools!” Nighthawk hissed through his teeth. “The Prince will pulverize them.” 
 
      
 
    As if having heard that, Hedgehog shouted out menacingly: 
 
      
 
    “As you’ve already realized, a war has begun! Look to your neighbors! You probably have relatives among our tribes! All of them will very soon have to fight for their freedom! I am speaking to those of you who have yet to lose the last shreds of their dignity! Join our army! Fight against the scum that gave up your relatives to feed possessed creatures! We will be spending the night here! Tomorrow we go north!” 
 
      
 
    Badger and I exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “It all worked itself out,” my buddy said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and smiled. We wanted to leave the viewpoint, but they tried to stop us. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Nighthawk, what is this?” Badger asked in surprise to the guardsman blocking our path. The two other soldiers were standing still behind him with bows drawn. 
 
      
 
    “Traitor!” Nighthawk barked angrily. “Do you intend to join that rabble? Those blackguards murdered your Chief and fellow tribesmen!” 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to risk it, I activated a gulper’s lair around us. Twenty-five hundred points of defense was more than enough to repulse dozens of arrows. Badger gave a slight shudder. I noticed goosebumps raising up on his forearm. He must have sensed the spell’s effect but chalked it all up to the current state of affairs. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Nighthawk,” Badger said in surprise. “Black Bull and his fatted pals ceased to be my tribesmen when they hauled my sister away to feed their possessed Masters.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really believe all that crazy talk?” the mustached guardsman chuckled angrily. “Okay, sure… But what about the law?!” 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Nighthawk,” Badger started, but quickly corrected himself: “Actually, what kind of uncle are you to me? The day my father died, you and everyone else forgot your friendship quick! But here’s what I have to say about the law… Here there has only been one law for some time ― Black Bull’s will. That bastard brought you all to heel…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh what do you know?!” Nighthawk growled. 
 
      
 
    “A lot!” Badger shouted back. “For example, I know that all of you have been eating mutant entrails for a long time. I can see in your eyes that you are no strangers to them. But that is forbidden by ancient law!” 
 
      
 
    “Foolish boy!” Nighthawk bared his teeth. “Do you think your daddy was better or purer than us?! Oh, no-o-o. He craved power! The strength of the mutants tantalized him! He started to eat too much of those beasts’ flesh, and he paid for it with his mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe you!” Badger exclaimed, baffled. 
 
      
 
    “Ask whoever you like!” Nighthawk continued to sneer. “He was liable to turn into a mad beast at any moment!” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean he didn’t die on a hunt?” Badger guessed. “Black Bull killed him!” 
 
      
 
    “Finally figured it out,” snorted Nighthawk. 
 
      
 
    Badger first lurched forward, but I stopped him, placing a hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have much time.” And I added to Nighthawk: “If you let us go, you will not be harmed.” 
 
      
 
    “Flog them, but not to death,” Nighthawk commanded, having ignored me. “Break their legs so they don’t run.” 
 
      
 
    Badger gave another lurch, but I put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Both bowstrings thrummed. The arrows gave a ravenous thump and, at the very last moment, we watched Nighthawk and his soldiers’ slowly open their mouths. Once the arrows hit the invisible barrier of my magic shield, they flew away. I checked the damage. Nothing to worry about. 
 
      
 
    “My turn,” I smirked and a branched bolt of lightning burst from my palm. Our three adversaries instantly collapsed to the ground like ragdolls. 
 
      
 
    Badger stared transfixed at the limp warriors and the fragments of their arrows. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I shook him by the shoulder and dove in front of him down the dark stairwell. 
 
      
 
    The people down below were expecting us. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’s going on out there?” Nighthawk’s son asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pandemonium,” I waved casually. “Your father told us to tell you to keep both eyes peeled. Don’t go up there yet. They need someone guarding this position.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh,” nodded the boy, whose name I never even learned. 
 
      
 
    When he saw Badger, he winked at him welcomingly. 
 
      
 
    “Badger, wait. My dad told me the siege at your place is going to be over soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh,” my buddy nodded distractedly and followed after me. 
 
      
 
    Back home, Mink was waiting and anxious over our long absence. Chickadee greeted me with a broad smile. Gorgie had hidden craftily on the roof. Though it wasn’t exactly right to say he was hiding. He was just sunbathing. I’m actually surprised he’s doing such a good job ― none of the neighbors had noticed him yet. I could tell by the look in Chickadee’s eyes that she knew about my beast and, seemingly, Mink had already explained things to her. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Mink asked anxiously when we came into the yard. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” I said shortly. “Take only what you really need!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on with him?” she nodded at her brother. 
 
      
 
    “He’s still reeling from my tricks.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded slowly and ran inside. 
 
      
 
    “Did you kill them?” Badger asked hoarsely when she had gone inside. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Just incapacitated.” 
 
      
 
    “What about their arrows?” 
 
      
 
    “One of my magic shields stopped them. Just so you know, it’s the weakest one.” 
 
      
 
    Badger scratched the back of his head and muttered: 
 
      
 
    “I can only imagine what the strongest must be like. I hope we won’t need it.” 
 
      
 
    I kept silent. I was thinking I might need my whole arsenal soon. 
 
      
 
    Mink got packed surprisingly quickly, fitting everything into five small backpacks. 
 
      
 
    When she saw that I was taken aback, she said: 
 
      
 
    “I packed travelling supplies, a change of shoes and clothes. And food. Everything else we’ll have to leave behind. We won’t be able to take it with us anyhow.” 
 
      
 
    After she said that, she took a look at her home. I saw tears in her eyes. Seemingly, she knew that she would never be coming back here. I breathed a heavy sigh. And she was still in for a conversation with Badger about their father. 
 
      
 
    Before coming out of the gates, Badger and Mink both bowed to the house and whispered an ancient charm. I meanwhile recalled Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    After that, we went down the narrow streets again. We dove down dark alleyways. We tried to make sure to cross wide streets quickly. I understood that we could easily leave through the main gates, but that way would mean casualties. 
 
      
 
    When I saw the city wall looming up ahead, I first thought we had pulled it off. 
 
      
 
    Badger had taken us to a secret way out of the city his father had taught him about. He was hoping all the guardsmen would be at the main gates, but he miscalculated. There were ten soldiers standing in our way. And with them was an old acquaintance ― Skinny. 
 
      
 
    “See, I told you they’d come here!” he cried out with glee and pumped the bow in his right hand. 
 
      
 
    The warriors replied with ravenous smiles. 
 
      
 
    “The only people here are relatives of the Chief and a few of his courtiers,” Mink commented at half voice. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember our arrangement?!” Skinny continued to shriek. “I get first dibs!” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t hard to guess what he meant. Mink’s cheeks turned pale and a look of loathing appeared in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    After a moment’s thought, I blasted the motley crew with a ram and summoned Gorgie. I aimed purposely away from Skinny. I wanted to have a private chat with that sleazebag. 
 
      
 
    “Catch that little toad,” I said to the harn, pointing at Skinny, who had already turned tail. 
 
      
 
    A crit followed by slamming into a wall ― just two had survived the spell. Both beginning morphs. I finished off the wounded in a few moments with no compunction and the battle was won. 
 
      
 
    When I raised my head, I met eyes with my companions. While Chickadee and Badger were dumbfounded by the quick work I’d made of it, I could read satisfaction and triumph in Mink’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie appeared from behind a building and gave a disappointed growl. 
 
      
 
    “Well, then I guess it had to happen…” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    “What?” asked Badger. 
 
      
 
    “Your best friend tripped over a ditch and twisted his neck.” 
 
      
 
    “Good riddance,” Mink said maliciously and, taking a few steps toward the harn, boldly pet his scaled side. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie purred back and stuck his armored head under her lithe little hand. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we were out of the city and, walking a wide arc around it, we reached the rebel camp on the shore of the lake. 
 
      
 
    “Highlander!” Hedgehog greeted me with a smile after the sentries led us into the camp. “I knew you’d come. Soon we’re going to need everyone who can hold a weapon! We’ve been told a punitive expedition has been sent out from Northolm to take care of us. Guess who’s leading it?” 
 
      
 
    “One of the Masters?” 
 
      
 
    “Not one, Highlander,” Hedgehog smiled. “Three!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    OUR JOURNEY was in its third week. Ten days ago, we made it past the rapids where the memorable battle with Tiger Fang took place. And the day before last, we reached the Tana river, a broad northern river. And at its mouth, we would find the capital of the north itself ― Northolm. But we were still far from there. Beyond that, soon we would have to go up against the squadron sent to punish us for rising up against the Prince’s rule, or rather that of the so-called Masters. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, our journey was starting to drag. At first it was all down to our frequent stops, but those had their purpose. Every stop was a new settlement, which were scattered along both banks of the river and that, in its turn, meant new warriors were coming to join our army. Honestly, the closer we came to the northern capital, the less people were coming out to join us. They are afraid. But those that do have the gumption to come out are particularly zealous. They must have been put through the wringer under the Prince. 
 
      
 
    To keep busy, Gorgie and I started having training battles. We would go deep in the forest and stage pretend fights. Before, with my frail body, I couldn’t allow myself to do it before. One misplaced swipe of a clawed paw and I’d have been a dead man. But now things are different. Gorgie is still going easy on me, but he has ramped up the pressure a bit. Honestly, without my magic shields, I would never have had the guts to do anything like it. 
 
      
 
    The Great System, alas, isn’t reacting to us at all. I’m doing my level best though. My energy supply is drained to zero. And I’m wasting mana like crazy. But no tablets or esses are dropping. 
 
      
 
    I think there are a few reasons for the system’s blindness. The most obvious ― Gorgie is going too easy on me. He isn’t attacking at full strength. Plus he is my pet. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, I have reason to believe our all-seeing goddess needs a clear result for an action to count. Progress. If I killed Gorgie, she would probably be satisfied… Then she would rain down tablets upon me. Though I’m not certain of that. 
 
      
 
    After our training sessions, Gorgie would go out to scout and I would go to the river or look for the closest pool of water. Over the last few weeks, I had gotten a taste for swimming. Or rather swimming in a sense. I had discovered that one of my transformations, namely the Sea Otter’s Lungs, allowed me to spend quite a long period of time underwater. But that was not all… When I went underwater and activated Muckwalker’s Aquatic Regeneration, the effect was significantly boosted. Three hours with eighty points of regeneration put my body in tip-top-shape and filled all my supplies to the brim. Beyond that, I enjoyed spending time underwater. It was something I could never do before. On hot summer days, when my school buddies were all having fun swimming in the river, I had to sit on shore and look on enviously as they jumped off the dock time and time again. 
 
      
 
    Today, we are camping near a fairly wide lake at the foot of a hill. Crystal clear and deep. And it’s invigoratingly cold. There must be an underground spring on the bottom somewhere. 
 
      
 
    I got my fill of swimming, dove underwater and, snagging my feet on a huge log so I wouldn’t float up, activated Muckwalker’s Regeneration, then Canopy of Invisibility. Underwater, time seems to slow down. There are none of the usual sounds. Your body becomes weightless. Your thoughts flow smoothly and freely. Underwater, I can think more easily. 
 
      
 
    The formerly hiding lake creatures slunk out of their burrows and shelters. The outsider that had disturbed their dignified lives had disappeared, so they could get back to whatever they were doing before. I like watching them. It’s calming. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a small shoal of tough little fish bolted away. A large green crab, which had been turning its antennae in a businesslike manner, dashed back under a log. I raised my head. On the surface, on shore, someone was nearby. 
 
      
 
    The water dulled my senses, but I could still see and hear enough to recognize my unexpected visitor. It was Mink. Just like Badger, she always knew where to look when she needed to find me. That must have been what this was. 
 
      
 
    Working my feet out from under the log, I drifted over to the shore. When my toes touched solid ground, I deactivated the spell. Despite the fact that Mink was watching the water’s surface, she still wasn’t expecting me to come up. Just the way she shuddered. 
 
      
 
    While getting out of the water, I noticed a strange look in her eyes. Studying, scrutinizing. I looked down. The Regeneration spell was no longer in effect, but my skin was still slightly flickering a dark green color. I got out to the waist and stopped. 
 
      
 
    When Mink noticed I was looking at her, she blushed slightly. A rosy glow appeared in her cheeks. She started breathing faster. But she still didn’t look away. Strange. I wonder what is going on. Is she sick? 
 
      
 
    “Here,” she said with a slightly raspy voice and laid out a towel on the grass. “I won’t peek.” 
 
      
 
    I thanked her, quickly dried off and started to get dressed. She said she wouldn’t peek, but I could sense with my back that she was looking. If that had happened a few months ago, I would have felt very uncomfortable. And embarrassed. My skinny body, sunken chest, reedy legs and arms, the unhealthy color of my skin ― back then I was little different from a dead body. To be blunt, I’m sure someone like Mink would not have wanted to look at me. I mean, come on! My own mother couldn’t look at me without tearing up. But now… Now I looked quite a bit different. I was still far from Haakon’s muscles, but that half-dead wimp was gone for good. 
 
      
 
    Recently, my body had noticeably filled out. I was stronger. Muscles had wrapped around my bones like lithe willow roots. The dead gray shade of my skin had given way to a slight tan. The overall picture was spoiled by my many white scars. But alas, regeneration was unable to make my skin look like new again. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand how you can spend so much time in that icy cold water.” said Mink, shivering when we sat on the lakeshore to enjoy the warmth of the midday sun. 
 
      
 
    Her shoulder grazed mine as if by accident, which took my breath away. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I like it…” 
 
      
 
    “Is it your magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, speaking of magic,” she turned toward me. “Why have you still not told anyone about your abilities? You’re keeping Gorgie a secret. You also told us we aren’t allowed to tell… You promised you’d explain. But it’s been some time, and still nothing…” 
 
      
 
    Hm… Time to correct that. 
 
      
 
    “I needed to check something.” 
 
      
 
    “And have you checked?” Mink suddenly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “It’s as I feared.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked tensely. 
 
      
 
    “More like who,” I corrected. “Spies.” 
 
      
 
    She frowned. 
 
      
 
    “When we left Lakeside that day and came to the rebel camp, Hedgehog told us about the punitive expedition. What bothered me most of all then was that he knew exactly how many of the mysterious Masters were leading the squadron.” 
 
      
 
    “Is Hedgehog spying for the Prince?!” Mink asked, stunned. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “But I won’t hide it. At first I did suspect him.” 
 
      
 
    “What convinced you he’s not?” 
 
      
 
    “We had a heart-to-heart,” I bared my teeth ravenously. “He, by the way, now knows about Gorgie.” 
 
      
 
    “I can only imagine how that conversation went,” Mink chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Hedgehog held his own, as much one could in that situation. But that’s a story for another time… He learned about the enemy squad from one of the elders of his tribe, who supported the toppling of the Prince. And in his turn, he got word by homing pigeon from his cousin, who has been living in Northolm for many years.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re saying…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “That elder doesn’t give a hoot about the uprising. He must have smelled blood when his Chief was toppled and hastily joined the victors. But at the same, he continued serving the northerners. So perhaps the message about the punitive expedition didn’t come from his brother, who may not in fact exist at all. I think they’re trying to feed us a lie. And at that, our enemies are constantly being informed of our location and the composition of our army.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?!” Mink looked darker than a storm cloud. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I nodded. “Gorgie and I intercepted a few pigeons. Burbot is behind it.” 
 
      
 
    “Old man Burbot?!” Mink even hopped up. “Impossible!” 
 
      
 
    I just breathed a heavy sigh in response. Burbot is a very kindly old man. He was pleasant to Mink, Badger and Chickadee during the journey. All his warm-hearted kindness was nothing but a smokescreen though. He was trying to get me to trust him through my friends. And I’m the only one he still hasn’t been able to read. 
 
      
 
    “Are you certain?” Mink asked with hope in her voice. Seemingly, she had already taken a liking to the geezer. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a real shame… After all, you know how Gorgie’s sense of smell is. He just needed to sniff the piece of paper the message was written on.” 
 
      
 
    “How long have you known?” 
 
      
 
    “I knew everything three days after we joined the army.” 
 
      
 
    Mink was indignant. 
 
      
 
    “You knew that and continued talking to a traitor?! And beyond that, you didn’t say anything to us? You…” 
 
      
 
    She wanted to keep going but caught herself… She sat down on the grass in silence and stared thoughtfully at the lake. 
 
      
 
    “Is that all?” I smiled. “I imagined this going a bit differently…” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Mink interrupted me angrily. “Same as when you didn’t tell anyone about yourself, and same as when you hid Gorgie. As far as I can tell, if Burbot is still alive, you allowed him to continue spying and sending messages?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If you told all of us, the old man would have known. I understand. I’m mad. But I understand…” 
 
      
 
    For some time we both kept silent. 
 
      
 
    “So the enemies know everything about our army?” Mink broke the silence. “And we know nothing about theirs…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what makes you say that?” I chuckled. “We know everything about theirs as well.” 
 
      
 
    Mink turned sharply. 
 
      
 
    “How?!” 
 
      
 
    “Gorgie followed the pigeons. Their squadron is one day’s march from our camp. The northerners are hoping to take us by surprise. But all our commanders already know. Our foes are in for a surprise. And yes… Burbot was not lying. There are otherworlders there. Just like me. There are actually three of them. I think they intentionally told us the truth to scare us. And it worked, by the way. If they hadn’t, our army would be much larger.” 
 
      
 
    When I saw Mink’s face go pale, I unwittingly took her by the hand. 
 
      
 
    “I have asked myself many times whether I did the right thing by bringing you here. And I’ve come to the conclusion that the safest place for you… for all of you is by my side.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” Mink asked in a near whisper, not pulling her hand back. “You found your Place of Power after all. You can go back to your world… Why have you taken up the banner of a foreign war?” 
 
      
 
    She was looking me right in the eyes. That look… It penetrated to the depths of my soul. 
 
      
 
    I had tried to tell a girl I liked her before. There was a lake with crystal clear water there as well. But that girl couldn’t even come halfway to filling Mink’s shoes. And the boy who wanted to spill his guts back then was gone now, too. He died in a cave-in caused by a female gulper, somewhere in the caverns of the Crooked Mountains. 
 
      
 
    “I see what the so-called Masters were thinking. Looks like they really did come here to take over our world. But the fact that our rebellion has them so bothered speaks to their weakness. They need sacrifices and, seemingly, lots of them. While they’re still weak, I have to try and stop them. I cannot just leave knowing you’re in danger…” 
 
      
 
    I saw that Mink wanted to say something, but she didn’t. Gorgie had appeared on the beach and he looked agitated. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” The beast’s anxiety immediately transferred onto Mink. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have visitors soon,” I answered gloomily and, getting up off the ground, I helped her up as well. “The Masters must have gotten tired of waiting and decided to speed things along.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Has the bird flown the coop?” I asked Hedgehog. 
 
      
 
    He was standing at the flap of a tent and lazily picking at his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he nodded and said: “We captured the old man. He didn’t even make a peep.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I nodded, throwing the flap aside. “Muster the troops. Stick to the plan. We have highly esteemed visitors coming.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog smiled predatorily and hurried to rally the soldiers. We had long been awaiting this moment. 
 
      
 
    When I got inside the tent, my nose was struck by the acrid smell of the old man’s piss, blood and fear. I immediately winced. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s there?” I heard a frightened hoarse voice coming from the darkness. 
 
      
 
    I looked closely. The old man was lying in the far corner of the tent, trussed up like a sacrificial lamb. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Burbot.” 
 
      
 
    “You?” the one-time elder recognized me immediately. 
 
      
 
    I must give him is due, he didn’t wheedle. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all you,” there was no malice in the old man’s voice, more like resignation. “I knew it… I could feel it… As soon as you showed up, everything changed. But I banished the thoughts… Old fool… I should have listened to my feelings!” 
 
      
 
    For the record, despite his honored position in his clan, Burbot was not a morph. He probably could have afforded the expensive ingredients, though. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand!” he said in a shaky voice. “You are all doomed! They won’t forgive your betrayal. Your army is nothing to them!” 
 
      
 
    The old man was scared. He was quaking like an autumn leaf in the wind, hiccupping and spitting up spurts of blood. Hedgehog and his boys must not have been too careful with their former tribesman. They must have damaged his internal organs. They didn’t even care about his age. Burbot was clearly living through his final minutes. 
 
      
 
    I had to activate Gulper’s Lair. The first bonus life and energy points had a positive effect on the old man’s well-being. His breathing evened out. He stopped bleeding. Yet again I was impressed by just how powerful my spells and potions were to the people of this world. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, I saw surprise in the old man’s eyes. Seemingly, he had finally realized something unusual was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you’re doing better, old man,” I said with a smile and, coming closer, broke the rope tied around Burbot’s body with my bare hands. 
 
      
 
    The old man looked puzzled and slowly raised up first on an elbow, then sat all the way up. 
 
      
 
    “But how…” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “You were right, old man,” I said calmly. “The people you were just talking about really are very dangerous. As a matter of fact, you can’t even imagine just how dangerous we really are.” 
 
      
 
    Putting special emphasis on the word “we,” I looked significantly at the prisoner and raised my right hand. A lilac flame enshrouded it. 
 
      
 
    “So then, you don’t have a cousin at all, do you?” I asked quickly. 
 
      
 
    Burbot gulped loudly. Two lilac balls of magic reflected back in his fearful eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I believe I asked you a question,” I said with pressure in my voice. 
 
      
 
    “I do have a cousin!” the old man shuddered and started to answer hurriedly: “And he has a family… Children… Grandchildren… How could I go against the will of the Masters? If I do, my relatives will be executed.” 
 
      
 
    “And have you been serving them for long?” 
 
      
 
    “A few years now… Ever since they appeared in our world and took control of Northolm.” 
 
      
 
    “Were there many of them at first?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the old man shook his bald head. “No one knows how many of them there really are, but for the first few years there were very few.” 
 
      
 
    “What changed?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Burbot shrugged his shoulders. “But they demanded a lot of sacrifices for the last Selection.” 
 
      
 
    “So they’re preparing to invade,” I muttered under my nose, but Burbot heard me. 
 
      
 
    “I-invade?” he asked, hiccupping. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a true mass invasion,” I answered directly, seeing horror on the old man’s face. “What did you think? You’d just give up your cripples and unfortunates to be devoured once a year and that’s it? You walk away scot free? No chance… They’re here to conquer this world. And to them you are nothing but food. It never could have gone another way. And you yourself are to blame for the fact they have multiplied so fruitfully here. Don’t even try to put the blame on the Prince. Every person given to the capital means one more otherworldly beast. By the way, have you ever seen them? What do they look like?” 
 
      
 
    The old man shuddered again. He must have been considering just what a “happy” life he would have at the mercy of the otherworlders. 
 
      
 
    “I have,” he answered. “They look a bit like people, but they’re very different.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “The tips of their ears are elongated like an animal’s,” Burbot started listing the features of my future enemies. “Fangs. Pale faces. Not a single hair on their heads…” 
 
      
 
    “Hm…” I croaked. “Old friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are they?” the old man bored into me eagerly with his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “If you got all the details right, they’re twilight vampires. Now at the very least, I can tell why the need so many people. They are not only using you as victims for their rebirth after crossing over, they’re also using you as regular food.” 
 
      
 
    The old man’s body started shivering hard. 
 
      
 
    “W-who are you?” he asked, hiccupping. 
 
      
 
    I stared at the old man, making him wither. 
 
      
 
    “Me? I hunt creatures like them.” 
 
      
 
    Just then the tent flap peeked open, and Gorgie’s big huge fanged head appeared in the gap. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” he growled impatiently. 
 
      
 
    I nodded to my friend and, standing to my full height, brushed off my knees. After that, I looked at the old man, staring in wide-eyed fear at the harn, and said mockingly: 
 
      
 
    “Looks like my prey is running right into my clutches.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT DID YOUR BEAST say?” Hedgehog was waiting for me at the tent door. “Have they already landed and are they coming around the cape, like I said?” 
 
      
 
    We spent a long time wracking our brains over what are opponents were going to do. Hedgehog and the various commanders all had different theories, one more intricate than the next. We discussed every possibility. First that they wanted to surround us and then, under cover of nightfall, strike from every direction. And we went all the way to the idea that the Masters might first blast our camp with highly powerful spells, then the Prince’s retinue would come to finish off the survivors. But our foes had a surprise in store for us… 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “There was no landing.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” Hedgehog asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you,” I replied. “They went around the cape in their boats.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to say they’re coming here?!” Hedgehog, to put it lightly, was dumbstruck. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely,” I chuckled. “Seemingly, they decided to attack us the easy way, without any fancy tricks. Head-on, as they say. Our trap worked. Our imitation of disarray and vacillation did the trick.” 
 
      
 
    “But they know there are more of us!” Despite the fact that Hedgehog was personally commanding that “disarray and vacillation,” he was obviously unable to make peace with the idea that our adversaries didn’t care about the size of our army. “After all, the old man told me that he wrote our exact total forces in his last letter!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a very good thing they’re underestimating us,” I reassured him. Seemingly, my cohort’s ego had been bruised. I had to somewhat extinguish that flame of resentment. There’s a lot riding on Hedgehog. I need him to have a cool head. 
 
      
 
    “You must believe me,” I started to explain. “One strong mage with an arsenal of powerful spells could decimate our army all on their own. And I was right not to reveal myself to everyone before. They aren’t expecting serious resistance. But they will get it…” I chuckled ravenously. “Soon you will see Gorgie in action. Believe me — it’s an unforgettable sight.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he’s an unforgettable sight all on his own,” Hedgehog snorted and shot a glance at the harn sitting next to me. “If only you knew how hard it was to calm our people down!” Ahem… There was huge fuss when he first showed up! Heh… But now that the people have realized the big beast is on our side, the enemy no longer seems so scary! Hedgehog sighed in disappointment and muttered out: “It’s just a shame we dug up the whole forest.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” I objected. “Pitfalls and other traps still work no matter what side you approach them from. Well, maybe we’ll have to turn the wall of stakes around and camouflage it again.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already given the order,” Hedgehog said with a sigh. “But the people are tired. They should be resting for the battle.” 
 
      
 
    “And they’ll have time to rest. But for now, the more time they spend working, the less bad thoughts will worm their way into their brains.” 
 
      
 
    “Also true… By the way, speaking of thoughts… Are you certain you’ve taken care of them?” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog was referring to the Masters. I understand that. I often catch him looking at me pensively. Earlier, before I told him about myself, he had gone off to fight for freedom with an itty-bitty spark of hope. But now a lot had changed. That little spark had grown into a flame of certainty. 
 
      
 
    That flame had been gradually growing stronger after Gorgie’s reports about our adversaries’ low numbers. The harn was unable to give an exact figure because his Mind level was too low, but he communicated an approximate number with a phrase that spoke volumes: “Less than us!” Hopefully, I can make Gorgie a little smarter at level twenty. 
 
      
 
    That information started receiving confirmation when more soldiers came to join us, having fled to our side from the far north. As it turned out, just five boats had been sent to put down the uprising. We outnumbered them almost five to one. No wonder the rebels were in higher spirits. A few were far too self-confident and considered our victory already in-hand. That bad news was that most of our commanders had not given in to the general sense of euphoria. I had to show them a couple of tricks. 
 
      
 
    I suggested they try and get through the shield of my lair. The looks on their faces when their swords and arrows bounced back from the invisible barrier were a sight to behold. And when I blasted a ram at the trees, forming a small path, they were scared to even look at me for a while. Honestly, after the initial fear had passed, their looks changed somewhat. The fear was not gone, but there was also no longer such panic. I did learn something that day, though. These people would never consider me one of their own. Now, during war, an ally like me is helpful to the cause. But in peacetime… They would always fear me. And that was after I showed them just my most basic spells. Although perhaps that was the old Eric talking, the one accustomed to human malice and intolerance. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how about it?” Hedgehog reminded me of his presence patiently. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him. Just to think, not all that long ago he was penned in with a group of prisoners like a wild animal. But now he was the commander of a whole army. A pretty respectable one for these parts. If he survives, he’ll have a promising future. And if I help him win this war ― Mink, Badger and Chickadee would be safe by Hedgehog’s side. 
 
      
 
    I could tell what he wanted to hear. Of course I could explain to him that the otherworlders sent to put down the rebellion were actually quite modest in level. From Gorgie’s reports, I had learned that the strongest of the vampires was approximately the same level as the harn. And he, by the way, was not a mage. Only two of them could really be called mages. And Gorgie characterized them both as quite young. 
 
      
 
    I could have explained all that to him but opted not to. I didn’t want Hedgehog to let his guard down. But I didn’t want to take his hope away either. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll say this,” I answered. “I have some surprises in store for these ugly bastards. Our main objective is not to make too many mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “What a thing to say,” Hedgehog laughed. “Too many mistakes… How could we possibly make any more?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By the middle of the next day, what I said was substantiated ― the punitive squadron decided to strike head-on. The Prince’s five longships came zipping toward the shore where our camp was located like a school of predatory fish. 
 
      
 
    To throw them off the scent of our ambush, we had left volunteers at the camp to feign panic. And as a matter of fact, they did an amazing job. Several dozen soldiers, dressed in whatever they could find, were scurrying aimlessly around the camp and started shouting when they saw the sails of the incoming ships. A few were having so much fun with it that Hedgehog had to threaten them with a punch from the bushes and put on an angry face to back it up. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, cool it!” he muttered at our “comedians.” “Just wait ‘til I get my hands on you!” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Asp was hiding behind a bush and periodically shaking his fist. The other soldiers watching the theatrics on shore were also giving muted chuckles here and there. 
 
      
 
    And it was pretty funny stuff. A chubby guy called Bream was particularly entertaining. He must have overindulged on wine for courage and now he looked to be overdoing it again. At first, he tried to run and scream like everyone else. But then he got tired and, unable to stay on his feet, collapsed onto one of the tents. He spent a long time clambering out of the heap, loudly recalling every one of his mother-in-law’s relatives as well as the woman herself. All his attempts to stand back up went nowhere and Bream, no longer fully aware of what he was doing, continued to feign panic from crawling position. 
 
      
 
    “If he survives, I’m going to strangle him with my bare hands,” Hedgehog muttered, watching Bream’s grunting. 
 
      
 
    Despite the gloomy expression, I noticed that Hedgehog was having a hard time not laughing. It’s funny… Even on death’s door they’re still having a good time. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the ships were already near shore, and I had spotted the otherworlders I was going to have to go toe to toe with. Well, not exactly. We wouldn’t be getting that close because of magic. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie was right. The three otherworlders were not all that strong. Burbot had described them accurately. They were twilight vampires, just like the ones I’d seen before. 
 
      
 
    The highest level one is just nineteen. He is standing apart from the rest, leaning on the handle of a long two-handed sword. I had seen a sword like that before. On so-called judgment day, which in my hometown of Orchus meant execution day. Our town executioner used a sword like that to cut off the head of an aristocrat, who had been accused of heinous crimes and sentenced to death. Back then I was surprised how easily the sword went through his neck and how swiftly the man just ceased to exist. I was seven or eight years old at the time. No wonder I saw the man’s decapitated head in my dreams for years after. 
 
      
 
    The young vampires were standing on the prow of the ship and having a lively conversation. Based on their ornate clothing, upright postures and regal body-language, the vampires that came to visit us today were the young scions of noble families. I could tell that from a mile away. 
 
      
 
    I wondered what made these pompous dandies leave their comfort zone. Did they just get bored and decide to go hunt for food? Entirely possible. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Hedgehog distracted me. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I didn’t get it. 
 
      
 
    “You should see your face right now, Highlander,” he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re looking at those ugly bastards like a cat looks at a saucer of cream.” 
 
      
 
    “True,” Asp confirmed from the bushes. 
 
      
 
    “They look like rich kids,” Hedgehog sneered. “They’ve gotta be elites. You thinking of taking their stuff?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled back and shrugged my shoulders. As if to say they’d guessed what I had in mind. To be frank, they were partially right. Two mages far from a Place of Power. That could mean just one thing ― both of the hot-shots would be positively weighed down with mana crystals. And we didn’t even consider that they might have artifacts like mine. Where would level fourteen and fifteen mages get Heart of the Forest seeds? 
 
      
 
    Finally, the ships made land and retinue men rained down off it like acorns in a windstorm. Our “actors” had successfully fled the camp and disappeared among the trees, whooping as they went. And for the record, they did not forget about Bream. Two soldiers grabbed him by the arms and dragged him into the woods. The fat guy didn’t want to go anywhere though and was raring for a fight. Just before disappearing into the shadows of the forest, he started slurring out the tune of a valiant battle march. Chuckles flew down the line of bushes where our soldiers were hiding. 
 
      
 
    By the looks of things, no one was going off to track down the runaways. But I had seen one of the people, based on his armor a close associate of the Prince, trying to explain something to one of the mages. The tallest one with the broadest shoulders. He was obviously in charge. The second mage was most likely a family friend or acquaintance. And the one with the big huge sword, which looked as light as a swan feather in his hands, must have been their bodyguard. He was following the young mages intently. Like a shadow. 
 
      
 
    The young vampire brushed off the Prince’s representative like an irksome fly and pointed at the camp. Then he pointed at our ships. We had to leave behind seven boats to make it look believable, the worst in our fleet. The rest were sent further down the river. Mink and Chickadee were aboard one of them. And with them were approximately one hundred fifty civilians, who needed to be safeguarded from the action. 
 
      
 
    I craned my neck and glanced right. Somewhere out there, beyond the trees, were our archers. Badger was also with them. Hopefully, nothing would happen to them. Just in case, I gave him a satiety potion. As long as they didn’t kill him right away, it would last until I could show up. 
 
      
 
    I took another glance at the beach. The retinue man in the fancy armor stopped bickering with the mage and set off running next to the biggest of their boats in a mad dash. They were hurriedly unloading. 
 
      
 
    “What do they have there?” Hedgehog asked, straining his vision. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like some big huge cages,” called back Asp, who had sharper vision. 
 
      
 
    They were indeed cages. Five of them. 
 
      
 
    “You see what they’ve got in there?” asked Asp. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Hedgehog replied. “But we’re about to find out. They’re taking the canvas off…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Asp said in a tense voice. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t shoot until they’re all on shore,” I reminded. “Everyone hold your fire.” 
 
      
 
    “But those are mutants!” Asp said feverishly. “Are they planning to loose mutants on us or what?” 
 
      
 
    When the canvas was pulled off one of the cages, I did in fact see a mutant. A big huge furry brute that looked like a bear, but his body was slightly elongated like a cat’s. The mutant was utterly calm. All that time, his face was turned toward the second mage. A master of mental magic? That’s bad. Very bad. 
 
      
 
    There were also mutants in the other cages. One more beautiful than the next. All of them were staring at the young mage as if on command, who was smiling and saying something to his pal. 
 
      
 
    I turned to Hedgehog. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “But they aren’t all on shore yet,” he objected. 
 
      
 
    “We need to attack now. Before they let the mutants off their leashes. It’ll be too late if we wait. We need to get rid of them before they cause any mayhem.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog nodded understandingly and sent a command up the chain to the archers. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the unloading on the beach was in full swing. But they didn’t look too fussy or nervous. It looked like the son of a count had come with a buddy to hunt and get some fresh air. A gaunt man appeared next to the mages carrying a serving tray with two glasses of dark red liquid. Wine? Or blood? 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, the beach was blanketed by a wave of hundreds of arrows. And after it another, and another. In the blink of an eye, the still-caged mutants and most of the retinue soldiers were turned into dead pincushions. 
 
      
 
    Six volleys. Almost a thousand arrows. If I found myself under such a downpour, I’m not sure muckwalker’s shield or the lair’s protection would have been enough. But the magic shields used by the mages and their bodyguards held out. The man with the serving tray meanwhile died in the first hail of arrows. 
 
      
 
    The punitive expedition was no more. But the vampires were still alive, as were fifteen of their retinue soldiers. The falling arrows had done no damage to them. Obviously one of the mages had a group shield spell of some sort. 
 
      
 
    “Stop shooting,” I said to Hedgehog. “Hold your fire.” 
 
      
 
    The command rolled down our ranks. 
 
      
 
    “Now it’s our turn,” I said, stepping out into the open. 
 
      
 
    A rustling of leaves on all sides told me that our whole army was coming behind me. 
 
      
 
    They spotted us right away. Though it would be hard not to notice hundreds of battle-ready soldiers. 
 
      
 
    Quickening my gait, I got out in front of the first column by approximately twenty paces. 
 
      
 
    “People of the north, lay down your weapons!” I shouted at the Prince’s few surviving retinue men. “If you surrender now, you won’t be harmed!” 
 
      
 
    I saw the warriors’ faces. This might have been the first time they had been in this situation. Just a few minutes ago, they were certain the Masters at the head of their unit were invincible. The new rulers of this world. The retinue men started trading unconfident glances. 
 
      
 
    “Your Masters are nothing but little parasites.” I continued, stepping forward. My mouth had long since filled with bitter saliva and a slight taste of decay. “And they will die like the little parasites they are!” 
 
      
 
    I was provoking the brutes, trying to make them take action. My plan was simple. Our retribution against the vampires was supposed to send a message both to the northerners and my own army. We needed more warriors. The numbers currently in our ranks were not enough. 
 
      
 
    “Uk-han!” shrieked the young mage. “Rip out that rude fellow’s tongue and bring his head to me!” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Your Mind score is high enough to activate the “Language of the Twilight Vampires!” 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to activate it? 
 
      
 
    I gave my approval and smirked brashly. The provocation worked. 
 
      
 
    There was no point in drawing blades. I wouldn’t last long against a level-nineteen warrior, especially one with such a peculiar sword. So I aimed my right hand at the vampire running toward me and activated ram. I landed a crit, blasting through my opponent’s magic shield and sending him flying several steps backward. The arrows must have really drained their defenses. 
 
      
 
    “He’s all yours,” I said to Gorgie, who I summoned from the amulet, nodding at the twilight warrior’s incapacitated body. 
 
      
 
    A second later, the system informed me of the victory and subsequent reward. A loud triumphant growl from Gorgie thundered over the beach. It was joined by hundreds of cries from our warriors. And that was exactly what I was trying to achieve. But that was not all. 
 
      
 
    The young vampires, shocked by how quickly I’d dispatched their bodyguard, who they clearly considered nearly invincible, looked with bewildered eyes at me and my huge scaly monster, who was flanking them on the right. 
 
      
 
    The mentat mage was first to come to his senses. He held his right hand out in front of him and said confidently: 
 
      
 
    “Freeze, worm!” 
 
      
 
    His pale face was expressing the highest degree of strain. He had pointy ears, a bald skull, and narrow black eyes. His thin bloodless lips were pursed in impatience. 
 
      
 
    I took a fleeting glance at the second mage. In his black eyes there was fear and hope. He clearly really wanted it all to work out for his buddy. Seemingly, this was the first time he had ever been so close to dying. 
 
      
 
    “Freeze!” the mentat mage repeated. 
 
      
 
    The system languidly informed me that someone was trying to attack me with mental magic. Waving the message off, I took a few steps and froze just an outstretched arm’s length away from the vampire. 
 
      
 
    A sticky silence fell over the beach. Only Gorgie gave a mocking snort and continued flanking the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Fitfully wiping the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve, the mentat stared at me, unable to believe his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It worked!” he shouted out with glee. “I actually managed to stop that worm! Zemm, did you see it?!” 
 
      
 
    The second mage by the name of Zemm, preparing to deflect an attack from the harn, shouted out: 
 
      
 
    “Tye, something isn’t right! Are you sure?!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I’m sure!” the mentat snorted and again turned his head in my direction. 
 
      
 
    And our eyes met. I gave a predatory smirk and winked at the mage, who instantly swallowed his tongue. 
 
      
 
    “So you got yourself a spell, but you forgot to level Will?” I asked mockingly in his language and took a quick step forward. “My turn. Sleep!” 
 
      
 
    Upon touching the mage’s shoulder, I activated Oblivion and the bungling mentat’s body collapsed to the ground. I could have pummeled him with incineration as well, but then there would hardly be anything left of the mage. And after all, I was planning to take their mana crystals. 
 
      
 
    “You!” howled the last living mage. Technically, his friend was still alive too, but not for long. He had a matter of minutes left. No more. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll answer for this, worm!” the vampire shrieked and started making a spell with his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Not likely,” I muttered and blasted him with lightning. 
 
      
 
    Taking a step over the mentat’s body and coming up to the mage I’d just magically incapacitated, I crouched down and placed two mites on his chest, instantly sucking all the mana out of his supply. 
 
      
 
    “Today, you’re the one who has to answer,” I said, looking into his gray eyes as they went wide in horror. “And you will answer all my questions. In great detail and with perfect honesty.” 
 
      
 
    It suddenly smelled foul. 
 
      
 
    Wincing, I walked away from the pants-shitting vampire. After that, I looked up at the remaining surviving members of the Prince’s retinue. They had long since thrown down their weapons and were standing in silence, looking gloomily as their once powerful Masters received a swift reprisal. 
 
      
 
    Running a harsh gaze over them, I said while nodding at the vanquished vampires: 
 
      
 
    “As I said, they’re nothing but little parasites.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALAS, I WAS NOT ABLE to chat with, or rather interrogate either the vampire I’d captured or the Prince’s surviving retinue men. Because they were killed soon after. 
 
      
 
    And though it was all clear from the start with the vampire, I had promised mercy to the men if they let themselves be taken. It was not an oath, just a promise, but still I did give it. Honestly though, I felt no pity for those people. 
 
      
 
    It was all over in a matter of minutes. Before I’d traded two words with the mage, I started to hear enraged outbursts from the boat they’d recently come off of. That shouting grew into a din of many voices full of fury and malice. 
 
      
 
    Being absorbed in conversation with the prisoner, I didn’t realize what was going on right away. I had to stand up and go figure it out. When I got up to the water and saw what was causing the commotion, a chill ran down my spine. There was a lavish tent on the deck of the ship, which looked to have been where the vampires stayed during the journey. After our fighters went inside, we saw them very carefully carrying out several bloodied bodies. The corpses of dead children. The oldest one looked to be seven or eight. There were four of them. 
 
      
 
    It took me a few moments to push aside the gawkers and climb up on deck. The children had been laid out on a colorful mat. Three boys and one girl. Dead pale. Emaciated. Sharp facial features, sunken eyes. I started to get the impression that they had been starved for a long time while also being forced to do heavy labor. 
 
      
 
    And give blood. Lots of blood. 
 
      
 
    “Did we do this with our arrows?” I asked a warrior staring gloomily at the unfortunate souls. 
 
      
 
    A chestnut-haired boy answered for him. The hate I saw in his blue eyes was so hot it could burn. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said and nodded at the shore. “Those beasts did this.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog appeared to my right, panting. After quickly figuring out what they were talking about, he rendered his judgement: 
 
      
 
    “Looks like that guy was not carrying glasses of wine after all.” 
 
      
 
    The news of the dead children the Masters were using for their blood and discarding spread through our ranks in the blink of an eye. And in the next minute, what had to happen happened. The enraged armed mob threw itself at the only surviving vampire. And though his body had been strengthened with tablets, it was very quickly transformed into a bloody pulp. The captive retinue soldiers met the same fate as their master. In fact, they were chopped, slashed and stabbed with even greater cruelty. All that time, they knew about these evil deeds, but continued serving the beasts. And based on the quality of their gear, service to the otherworlders was good business. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, it was all over. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t give a crap about their lives. But it was a pity I didn’t get a chance to find out more about our enemies. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie distracted me from the bloody spectacle, giving my hand a light tap with his wet nose. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered and walked toward the dead children. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, bowing over one of the boys. The youngest of them. 
 
      
 
    The harn gave a scornful snort as if to say see for yourself. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Hedgehog asked, worried. 
 
      
 
    “This one is still alive,” I said, hurriedly activating Forest’s Blessing and taking out a flask of satiety potion. 
 
      
 
    The warriors watching were dumbstruck. Uncorking the flask, I raised it to the boy’s bloodless pale lips. The tiny drop of the magic elixir, which had once brought even trolls of the Stone Forest to their feet, absorbed into his thin skin in a matter of moments. 
 
      
 
    Picking up the child, who was light as a feather, I set him apart from the dead bodies on some gunny sacks, then also activated lair just to be sure. 
 
      
 
    A silence hung over the longship. Everyone froze in expectation of a miracle. And they got it. It was a virtual certainty. Two spells plus that potion could put anyone back on their feet, which was to say nothing about people from this world. The lad was practically too far gone, but I managed to pull him back. 
 
      
 
    The boy’s face changed color before our very eyes. Holding him by the hand, I felt his heartbeat speed up. The “dead kid’s” first deep breath was met with a gasp from all the warriors around us. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the boy’s eyes opened. His green eyes looked at me with a hazy blank stare. 
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” he asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry,” I answered, smiling. “You’re safe. No one will hurt you anymore. Sleep.” 
 
      
 
    The boy just took me at my word somehow, breathed a sigh of relief and closed his eyes. A moment later, he was sleeping soundly. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head and glanced at Hedgehog, who was staring at me transfixed. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be just fine,” I said. “When he wakes up, we’ll have to feed him something. Those beasts sucked him dry.” 
 
      
 
    Then I led a gaze over all the warriors on the deck. Their eyes. Something had changed. They were looking at me differently. Like I was a totally different person. I thought I knew what had happened. These people were seeing me from a new angle. Now they knew that killing was not the only thing I could do. I could also heal. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Our victory seemed to have triggered an invisible mechanism. My plan worked out better than I ever could have imagined. The news of the Masters’ defeat spread throughout the area as fast as the wind. It even reached the most distant corners. And now torrents of troops ready to cast off the yoke of the Prince’s rule were streaming toward us from the south, west, east and north. 
 
      
 
    Life changed quickly in these parts. The Prince’s old law was a thing of the past. The people had freedom now. And hope. In my person. 
 
      
 
    There were all kinds of rumors and tall tales about me and my powers. And for the record, they were being spread by none other than Hedgehog and his inner circle. All their old wives’ tales about a great mage and warrior were slowly spawning all kinds of unbelievable details. And the farther they went, the less plausible and more grandiose they became. It had reached the point that people were coming to us from distant settlements just to see an army of giants being led by a great sorcerer. 
 
      
 
    At first, I tried to object, but then I just gave Hedgehog’s so-called creative endeavor a hand wave. Our army was growing ― and that was what mattered. Beyond that, some intriguing rumors had reached us from the capital. They said the people there were on the verge of an uprising as well. Honestly though, I didn’t understand just how they were planning to fight the otherworlders. 
 
      
 
    Most likely, those messages were just meant to communicate that things weren’t going so swimmingly in Northolm. That most of the townsfolk had had it up to their necks with the puppet Prince’s rule. And that, perhaps, they were prepared to support us. In one way or another, this situation was fundamentally different from how it was just a few weeks before. All we had left was to figure out whether those rumors were true, or just a clever ruse by our foes. 
 
      
 
    Overall, our victory had kicked up a lot of commotion. In fact, the legends of that battle had three heroes. Not just Gorgie and I but Bream as well. He was for the record, our only soldier who had been injured that day. And his so-called injury was no less aggrandized than the hero himself ― when he tripped on the tent, he twisted his ankle. 
 
      
 
    The newcomers were told a colorful and highly detailed story about Bream draining a large barrel of wine, then heroically volunteering to distract the enemy. At the bonfires, I sometimes heard rollicking laughter and whinnying. Bream had instantly been transformed into a folk hero. He had become a symbol. A way of mocking the terrible Masters. 
 
      
 
    They all understood that, without Gorgie and me, their laughter would have ended in bloodstained tears, but still the people needed a hero like him. The kind of guy who, after many years of terror, was able to make the warriors laugh in the face of danger. 
 
      
 
    Do I even have to say that Bream had been drinking away all that time? His dream had come true. Everyone wanted to treat him to a drink. He had become a desired guest. When we stopped to take a break, he was passed around from fire to fire, where he recounted the battle and sang his famous battle march which, with his light touch, became our army’s most popular drinking song. 
 
      
 
    While I looked on, I realized that this was exactly the way legends were born. Some minstrel would come up with insightful words, set them to a fine little melody and there you go. 
 
      
 
    As for Northolm… The increasingly exaggerated rumors of the uprising in the capital turned out to be true in the end. But it was the kind of truth with a false bottom. The issue was that three days before our arrival to the city walls, a rider had come out to us from the leaders of the uprising to say Northolm had already been liberated from the Prince’s rule. 
 
      
 
    As proof of his serious intentions and our future alliance, they showed us the decapitated heads of the Prince and his court. Beyond that, we were assured that the Prince’s entire family had been wiped out and, from now on, the city would be ruled by some kind of council made up of members of the most ancient bloodlines in the Principality, as well as commanders of the civilian uprising. 
 
      
 
    We were also told that all those who had aided and abetted the so-called Masters, as well as those party to the atrocities committed against the Principality’s commoners had been executed. The Masters themselves then had fled Northolm in shame several days earlier and cowardly hidden in their castle on the Hill of the Four Winds. That was their way of assuring us that we had no more enemies in the capital of the north and the newly formed council of Northolm was in complete support of our cause. 
 
      
 
    When the envoy left the tent and went on his way, everyone looked straight at me. Because I was in no hurry to say anything, Hedgehog took the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think of our new friends?” he asked with mockery in his voice. “Sat under the pews quiet as church mice, but as soon as the Masters left the city, they launched their great uprising.” 
 
      
 
    The phrase “great uprising,” Hedgehog said with his lips puckered cartoonishly. That must have been the way he saw capital-city aristocrats. 
 
      
 
    The other commanders joined in with scornful snickering. 
 
      
 
    “Greedy brutes!” shouted Moose. “While we were assembling an army, they were already splitting up the spoils!” 
 
      
 
    His words were greeted by an angry grumbling. Seemingly, not everyone thought they had been outwitted. 
 
      
 
    I took a fleeting glance at Hedgehog. My brother in arms gave a scornful grin. Well, at least someone still remembered what brought us here. 
 
      
 
    When everyone had said their fill and left the tent, Hedgehog and I were left alone. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say?” he asked with a heavy sigh. “Why did the vampires leave?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s obvious. The Place of Power must be far away from Northolm.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, right!” Hedgehog exclaimed, face-palming. “I’m over here wracking by brains. Something smells fishy here…” 
 
      
 
    “Without mana, they lose their main advantage,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What about those crystals you mentioned?” 
 
      
 
    “Mana crystals?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Based on those two, who had just five small crystals between them, those mages aren’t quite as well off as we thought. And they were being sent off to fight. In theory, they should have been given as many crystals as they could spare.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they thought it would be enough,” Hedgehog chuckled. “But they were wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they were confident they would win, but there’s gotta be something else at work here,” I rubbed my chin. “Relatively low level, not too many crystals… There has to be something else…” 
 
      
 
    “Well in any case, that’s one problem down,” said Hedgehog. “There’s no need to storm the city now. Let’s go straight to the vampire’s lair.” 
 
      
 
    “Your people do understand that will be necessary, I hope.” I said. “It seemed to me that a few of them would not mind paying a visit to Northolm first.” 
 
      
 
    “Most understand,” nodded Hedgehog. “But some won’t. We can just send them on their merry way.” 
 
      
 
    “It makes complete sense for them. After all, many of them joined us not only to fight for freedom. A lot of them are just waiting for the chance to loot and pillage. The people of Northolm understand that. I’m sure that if we march on the city walls, they will not open the gates. They are scared and have done everything they can to make us pass them by. And as for the uprising. My father once told me that as long as one person is fighting for their freedom, there will always be someone else trying to get rich off their struggle. The elite in Northolm has been overthrown by the common city dwellers. And now the new elite is sending us a message that we are not welcome. As a matter of fact, some of them, the most opportunistic, are currently gathering up what they’ve already looted and fleeing the area.” 
 
      
 
    My words made Hedgehog stare pensively at a fixed point. Then he shuddered as if he had just woken up and asked: 
 
      
 
    “What do you think…? I mean, when it’s all over… Should I try to take power in Northolm?” 
 
      
 
    I saw a look of determination in his eyes. And also a certain amount of shyness. Yesterday he was just a hunter, but now he was essentially the commander of the largest army in this region. And with the throne of Northolm vacant ― Hedgehog seemed to understand that, after such a quick rise, the subsequent fall could prove deadly. He was also grinning though. But despite that, I was completely sure that a jocular tone would offend him. So I tried to make my voice sound as serious as possible. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t say anything about the fact that we still had a battle ahead of us where we both might die. Hedgehog knew that already. He didn’t need a lecture. He needed advice. 
 
      
 
    “A tempting prospect,” I nodded. “I suspect there will be disorder in the capital. The only reason they haven’t run out to rob one another is because they know we’re near. I repeat, they have done everything they can to make us pass them by. Without a doubt, even without half of the warband under your command and without my help, you could capture that city without much trouble. But are you sure you want to?” 
 
      
 
    “Well why not?” 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, Hedgehog was asking me a series of questions he himself had failed to answer on more than one occasion. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to change.” 
 
      
 
    “How so? Become a mutant?” 
 
      
 
    “Among other things,” I nodded. “No matter what happens, you have to get stronger. But that wasn’t what I meant. Be prepared for the aristocrats and city elite to never accept you. A mere hunter could never be their equal. In order to take power in a city as old as Northolm, you’ll have to spill a lot of blood. If you want to make your home in a shark tank, sooner or later you’re going to have to learn to swim with the sharks. To be the most powerful and have the biggest bite. Be prepared for your mettle to be tested at every second. And sometimes it will be your closest cohorts doing the testing. Power and money change people to the point of unrecognizability. Get ready to respond harshly to betrayal. Did you see what they did to the Prince and his family? That’s the only language they understand. If you don’t want to see your whole family’s heads being presented to someone else on a silver platter one day, you’ll have to change.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog was listening intently. He looked sullen and concentrated. I understood that the idea of taking the capital for himself had not occurred to him alone. Even the least enterprising people in Hedgehog’s inner circle had almost certainly already talked his ear off about it. I’m not deaf. I know what the common soldiers talk about at their bonfires. Everyone is just waiting until they can enter Northolm and get fat on its riches. In fact, Hedgehog had become a de facto hostage to the desires of his own allies and troops. So most likely, I was the only person still talking to him like this. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what would you do in my place?” he asked unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    I stroked my chin thoughtfully. Good question. 
 
      
 
    “You probably won’t believe me, but I have never seen myself in the role of ruler. I always dreamed of a peaceful life in a small town with a comfy home to go back to. And to have all my friends live on the same street so we can get together for parties. I’m just not cut out for all these wars of power and influence.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog’s face lit up and he smiled a good-hearted smile. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s being said by someone who can kill with just one touch. Just think!” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t always like this. I had to become stronger in order to survive.” 
 
      
 
    “But this is no longer self-defense,” Hedgehog chuckled. “You’re on the attack. Though I know why. You want to get rid of the threat. So your beloved won’t be in danger. Hehe! Hey, don’t look at me like that. Everyone knows how you feel about her. It’s just that…” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think its gonna work out for you.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing my agitated state, Hedgehog breathed a heavy sigh. He is obviously now coming to regret starting this conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Trust me,” he continued hurriedly. “I would be the happiest man in the world if it did. I’d be sure to come visit that little town and build a house right next to yours! And we could throw parties all the time! But that’s all just dreams… Because you are who you are. Perhaps you were once different as well. But now… You see how the people look at you. How she looks at you… You’re not a normal person in our eyes. What am I saying!? Many don’t even take you for a person at all!” 
 
      
 
    “And just what do they take me for then?” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog shrugged his shoulders uneasily. 
 
      
 
    “Most of us take you for a powerful being. And some go so far as to regard you as a young god…” 
 
      
 
    I gave a crooked smile. Now that is overkill. 
 
      
 
    “You think it’s funny,” Hedgehog continued. “But many who were on that boat and saw you bring Foxling back to life told me as much directly. I understand that, in your world, all that is normal but to us it’s a true miracle. And consider this, too. With that power, you won’t be aging any time soon. You’ll remain young for a long time. Imagine your Mink growing old while you stay forever young. What will that be like?” 
 
      
 
    I could have objected and said that Mink wouldn’t be growing old by my side any time soon. That all I’d have to do is activate Forest’s Blessing one time and she would also be young again. One look at the boy whose life I just saved was enough to see that. And recently, I had been using that spell on many people who came to me asking for help. By the end of the three-hour regeneration, the locals all improved markedly. After I miraculously brought Foxling back to life, everyone with an ailment lined up for my help. Even during this conversation, I had heard there were more people waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    So I had plenty of ways I could object, but I didn’t. Still I was grateful to him for opening my eyes. After all, up until that point, I had been forming a different picture of my position among these people. 
 
      
 
    We spent a little while in silence, each thinking about our own thing. Hedgehog was first to break the silence. 
 
      
 
    “So then, what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    Getting up from the stool, I adjusted my belt and Spike hanging off it, then said: 
 
      
 
    “We split up. You keep going slowly by boat toward the vampire lair, thus keeping their attention on you. Gorgie and I meanwhile will pay them a surprise visit.” 
 
      
 
    Hedgehog also got up and chuckled: 
 
      
 
    “Just make sure you leave some enemies for us. Otherwise Bream will be the only one in our ranks to get wounded in this war.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    GORGIE AND I snuck up to the walls of Northolm two days after our talk with the city dwellers’ ambassador. To be honest, the look of the capital city didn’t impress me. The fortress walls of my hometown of Orchus, which was just a normal city, were more imposing. 
 
      
 
    No one had been able to tell me for sure how many people lived in the northern capital. They said the Prince could field around two thousand warriors in the best of times. In that case, by my world’s standards, a city like this should have had a population of around twelve thousand. I don’t think that estimate was far from the truth. 
 
      
 
    After examining the wall and defensive structures from afar, I came to the conclusion that Hedgehog could crack this nut easily. Especially given that it’s “shell,” to be frank was already splitting in a few places. Under the long rule of the vampires, figuring they would protect him as well, the Prince let his guard down. He stopped fearing his neighbors. The fortifications hadn’t been repaired or renovated in a long time. 
 
      
 
    From the tales of the northerners that joined us, we learned that government affairs were quite far from a big concern of the former now decapitated ruler of Northolm. He was more interested in feasts, hunting and his many lovers. Actual governance of the Principality was conducted by the otherworlders’ proxies. We also heard that, in recent times and especially in the last year, the Masters’ appetites had grown by an order of magnitude. And by all appearances, they were not planning on reigning them in or tempering them in any way. And that was what led to the uprising. 
 
      
 
    When it got dark out, under my canopy, I went over the wall and ran around the city streets. The envoys were not lying. There were no vampires in Northolm. Otherwise I’d have smelled them right away. However, I could smell the emanations of death everywhere. The ghastly combination of smells of blood, shit, rotting flesh and the smoke of funeral pyres seemed to stuff my nostrils shut. The stench made me lose my breath. Seemingly, there really was an uprising happening here. The city dwellers had spent the last few days reveling in cutting one another down. Now it was relatively quiet but from time to time I spotted groups of shadowy figures down alleyways, scurrying off with fat trunks on their backs. 
 
      
 
    Once out of the city and back in the forest, I filled my lungs with air. Yeesh! I’m sure that when Hedgehog sees that hellhole, his desire to call it home will be somewhat diminished. At the very least, I won’t be poking my nose in there again without a very good reason. By the way, I was right ― there were a lot of fighters on the walls. And none of them looked ready to open the gates for our army. But if Hedgehog did decide to do it in the end ― I at any rate saw several weak points in their defenses. 
 
      
 
    Once out of the darkness, Gorgie sniffed me curiously from head to toe, then snorted scornfully and said it was relatively quiet nearby. 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact the amulet was pointing me clearly toward the nearest Place of Power, I decided to travel along the river. Surely, the vampires wouldn’t just leave the river unattended. After a few hours running quickly, my hunch was proved right. We found the first watch post of retreating loyalists. 
 
      
 
    They were human. Five fighters. All altered. They must have been among those who had forever tarnished their names with service to the Masters. I could only imagine what they must have done if they weren’t welcome even in Northolm anymore. I considered who was the bigger monster ― the vampires, who killed people according to their nature, or the people who helped those vampires kill members of their own tribe? To me the answer was obvious. The vampires’ scouts died swiftly. As a matter of fact, they didn’t have time to utter a single sound. An easy death is a reward for a traitor. And at that, when I killed them, I didn’t feel even a slight twinge inside. 
 
      
 
    Over the next two hours, we discovered another two such hideouts. To neutralize the final post, we had to swim across the river. 
 
      
 
    Based on the number of arrows we found on the slain fighters, they were preparing a warm welcome for our ships. At first, I was surprised that I had yet to see a single vampire until I reached a turn in the river. 
 
      
 
    Right as the course started to gradually bend, I saw a tower that loomed large over the rocky shore. One look was enough to see ― this structure was from the same epoch as the City of Shadows. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie could smell the otherworlders long before my mouth filled with bitter saliva. Beyond that, he told me something strange. It just didn’t add up at all. There were five or six vampires in the tower. And the tracks and scents seemed to indicate the presence of at least another twenty altered people. But Gorgie insisted that all those people were already dead. And that they had died a day before we arrived. 
 
      
 
    When I got closer, I saw evidence of the Harn’s assertion. I discovered the first dead body on the edge of the forest. Trying to ignore the vile buzzing of flies and sweetish smell of decay, I looked over the dead body. There could be no doubt – this man had been murdered. There was a look of horror still stamped on his face. His ribcage had been pulped. It was as if a wild animal mauled him to death. 
 
      
 
    Once out of the glade, I saw that the whole riverbank was littered with corpses. Dismembered appendages, intestines spilled around on the sand, a few of the bodies were decapitated. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave a muted roar. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t even thinking of doubting your senses, bro,” I whispered reassuringly. “It’s just very strange. Those freaks must be in the tower. Even I can hear their voices. They’re talking. Laughing. And here the whole riverbank is littered with the bodies of their servants. Not a single enemy. Something isn’t coming together… It really looks like they’ve let their guard down, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie just snorted in reply. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” I nodded. “It doesn’t make a difference. It actually makes things easier. Well, how about we try the old lure trick?” 
 
      
 
    The harn growled in agreement and slunk off into the nearest bushes while I tried to look as frightened as possible and slowly hobbled toward the beach. I had no doubt that they would notice me. Vampires can see in the dark. Night is no impediment to them. I should know. 
 
      
 
    The voices in the tower quickly grew livelier, so I was right. They did notice me. All my tricks, like the scared look, choppy breathing and sobbing proved unnecessary. It wasn’t too hard to lure the beasts out of their fortification. 
 
      
 
    All five of them just spilled out of the tower and came running my way, sputtering in delight. They looked to be racing one another. At first their behavior caught me off guard, but when I got a better look, everything fell into place. They were the same age as me. Four guys and one girl. As they ran, they were egging each other on and making bets about who would be first to catch their prey. In other words, me. 
 
      
 
    A guess flickered by in my head. I again took a closer look at the riverbank and it finally hit me. These people had not all died at the same time. The vampires released them one at a time and ordered them to run. Then they held races to catch their victims. That idea struck me so much that I just stood there and stared dumbfounded at the idiots running my way. Somehow, I couldn’t believe these imbeciles were the fearsome Masters. There must have been a smart one. Whoever was running this whole Principality all these years. Strange as it may have been, that thought brought me to my senses. People were constantly underestimating me too. As a matter of fact, that was actually why I was still alive. 
 
      
 
    I let the runners get a bit closer, then sent a ram at them. They were relatively low level from thirteen to sixteen, so the vampires stood no chance against my level six spell. After all, it had stopped much more considerable adversaries in its time. 
 
      
 
    Not a single mage, weak little defensive amulets ― strange otherworlders. Add to that their low levels and young age. Very strange… 
 
      
 
    So far, the oldest vampire I had seen in this world was that swordsman. 
 
      
 
    The strange stuff didn’t end there. The most valuable loot, other than what I got from the system, was the five small mana crystals I got from the mages. As for the two-handed sword and equipment the vampires were wearing ― their quality and levels didn’t impress me. They were normal items. Several of them meanwhile had even been crafted in this world. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t kill them right away. I decided to take a closer look at my adversaries. I had to activate lightning to prolong the stun effect. I was most of all interested in their eyes. Those looks… Almost identical. A mixture of ferocity, anger, madness, and passion. I came to the rational conclusion that it would not be possible to talk to them and gave the wave to Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    I spent a few minutes studying the scant loot and using the dropped tablets on the harn. I decided not to use any of the orbs yet. I’d leave that for later. 
 
      
 
    Searching the tower led nowhere. I found tangential evidence of my theory, though ― the retinue soldiers’ weaponry and armor was all piled up in a corner, and there was also a small room with no windows that stank unbearably of shit and piss. That must have been where the vampires kept their former servants. 
 
      
 
    I left that place feeling two ways. On the one hand, what I’d seen just didn’t fit in my head. Twenty people, even if they were not the best and probably deserved such a fate, had been wiped out just like that, for fun? 
 
      
 
    But on the other… I was now surer than ever that we needed to exterminate those beasts as quickly as possible. By their nature they were bloodthirsty maneaters. It was either us or them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    — You have killed the Twilight Vampire (17). 
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
    — Experience essence (3400). 
 
    — Silver tablet (5). 
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (40). 
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (3). 
 
      
 
    “That should do it,” I muttered, hunching over the body of the slain vampire. “All we have left to do is check what you’ve got down there.” 
 
      
 
    I spotted the hill with the vampire castle towering at its foot a few minutes before sunup. There wasn’t a single guard post along the way. As it turned out, when I killed the vampires from the tower, I took out everyone who could have warned the defenders of the castle. 
 
      
 
    It felt like a big stretch to actually call it a castle, as well. To tell the truth, I wouldn’t have called it that myself. The ancient, half dilapidated structure resembled a giant barrel and had been chosen by the otherworlders only because, based on the amulet’s arrow, there was a Place of Power inside. 
 
      
 
    I wonder where the portal is. The entire journey, I didn’t sense it even once. Does it not open as often as the one I had seen earlier? In any case, I was hoping I would soon have answers to all my questions. 
 
      
 
    They were not expecting us. And essentially, that advantage increased our chances of winning by many times from the very outset. And after I killed the first one I saw in a surprise attack ― the strongest vampire of them all as I later realized ― taking down the last few was easy as pie. 
 
      
 
    We swept into their lair like a merciless hurricane, wiping away everything in our path. But we were also highly coordinated and cold-blooded. Not even half an hour later, it was all over. Well, almost. One of the last defenders was quite quick and managed to run away. Gorgie scampered off after him, while I decided to go down to the very lowest floor of the “barrel,” which turned out to be just the tip of the iceberg. 
 
      
 
    There were no humans defending the lair. Only vampires. I counted up twenty-six in total, mostly young. There were just four adults. And they were level twenty at most. Only the head honcho was a mage, the others were just normal warriors. 
 
      
 
    My victory came too quickly and too easily. And that put me on guard. 
 
      
 
    As I came down the spiral steel stairway, I could sense more and more new emanations of darkness. By that point, Gorgie had taken care of the runaway and was hurrying back to me. 
 
      
 
    On the last level, I found myself in a fairly wide corridor lit by a strange kind of light. Some of the lamps burned dimly, others flickered rapidly, and the third kind gave off an odd crackling sound. 
 
      
 
    The gray walls, lined with some kind of porous ideally smooth stone, were adorned with faded writing in an unfamiliar language. The Great System haughtily ignored them, letting me know that the scribbling was not relevant. 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that I was under my canopy, I was walking down the corridor slowly, carefully choosing where to place every footstep. Scolopendra’s Sixth Sense was constantly probing everything around for magic traps. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the corridor led me into a wide round hall filled with strange boxes and bins. A few of them had different colored little lights blinking and glowing on their walls. When I showed up, the little lights started going crazy. 
 
      
 
    The bitter flavor in my mouth became unbearable. I turned my head and finally saw her. The beast was standing among those strange boxes and smiling scornfully, revealing her small but sharp fangs. Somehow, she was able to sense me. 
 
      
 
    Continuing to smile acridly, she touched her right pointer finger to one of the little lights on one of the boxes. The little light immediately changed color to red and I suddenly found myself inside a flickering three-dimensional blue sphere. 
 
      
 
    The system immediately informed me that my mana supply was quickly emptying. My invisibility blew away like a strong breeze. I cursed out in anger and activated a ram. When nothing happened, I cast an ice arrow, then a lightning after that… I slammed at the wall with a firepaw… I basically tried everything. But nothing was helping. The only thing I could tell was that, while right next to the walls of the sphere, mana was leaving my supply three times faster. Walking a complete circle around the sphere, I stopped in the middle. Here my Wisdom was able to maintain balance. The mana outflow stopped. My supply started filling up again. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a funny one,” the vampire girl said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    All that time, she was standing one step away from the sphere and staring transfixed at my struggles. I could read intrigue and delight in her eyes. But it was more the look of a natural scientist who had just found an amusing specimen. 
 
      
 
    “I am Atori,” she announced herself unexpectedly. “And who are you?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned and kept silent. 
 
      
 
    “Fie!” she screwed up her face amusingly. “How rude!” 
 
      
 
    Strange lady. And her quirks made me shiver. She was noticeably different from all her kin. She was clothed like a human in a blue dress embroidered with ornate decoration. The hood of her cape was covering her bald skull and pointy ears. If not for her deathlike pallor and fangs I might have thought a local girl was trying to make my acquaintance. Just level thirteen. 
 
      
 
    “Remarkable, isn’t it?” the vampire nodded at the sphere and started dumping information on me: “It completely blocks the mana supplied by the Place of Power. Beyond that, it sucks all the mana out of you, then your energy, and finally your life supply. Trust me, that’s exactly how it works. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. When we came down here the first time, my cousin got caught in the trap. It sucked her dry in just a minute. I am clever. I was able to fix her. But look at how strong you are! You’re still going! By the way, about my brethren… Given you’re down here, are they all dead?” 
 
      
 
    I still said nothing. But the look on my face was more eloquent than any words. A fact which the talkative vampire girl immediately commented on: 
 
      
 
    “So they’re all dead? Great! It’s actually for the best!” 
 
      
 
    I’m not gonna lie, her outburst caught me by surprise. 
 
      
 
    “If only you knew, oh man of few words, just how much they were driving me crazy! My brother! His lackeys! All these throngs of cousins!” 
 
      
 
    While she spoke, out of the corner of my eye I saw some movement to the left. Gorgie. Ready to pounce. I stopped him before it was too late. Now we had the talkative lady in a pincer. 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Atori shuddered in surprise, then smiled, demonstrating her sharp fangs: 
 
      
 
    “You finally said something! Let’s just get one thing straight ― don’t ask me to let you go. I will never let you go no matter what. It’s a done deal. Alright?” 
 
      
 
    After asking the question, she smiled sweetly and looked me pleadingly in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    I nodded: 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. So then, why are you so happy your brethren are all dead?” 
 
      
 
    Atori snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see them? They were starting to turn into animals. Beyond that, my brother got addicted to an intoxicating potion. He loved being the center of power! Imbecile… I told him we needed to grow stronger before subjugating the local tribes. At first that was what we were doing, but then… Well, what’s to tell?” 
 
      
 
    “What about the portal?” 
 
      
 
    “What portal?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “To your world. After all, you needed the sacrifices so all your brethren could acquire bodies after crossing over, right?” 
 
      
 
    “There isn’t a portal here,” Atori shook her head. “The portal to our world is on a different continent. Off to the south. Across the White Sea. In an anomaly. The sacrifices… That was all my cousin Tir’s idea.” 
 
      
 
    “So they were just food?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” she confirmed. “Idiots, right? They thought they could play god. I can’t argue with the concept. It could have been good, but it wasn’t time yet!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying most of you were born here?” I decided to change the topic, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to hold back. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “We all came from another world. But we were children back when the patriarchs of our clan found a way here. If not for the anomaly, which killed all our strongest warriors and mages, you would have had a harder time. The patriarchs died, but they managed to save a few dozen of the clan leaders’ children. And their servants. As well as a few cocoons. The future of the clan!” 
 
      
 
    Atori breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “We spent a long time wandering the southern continent, which is packed full of all kinds of anomalies. Until one day we reached a human port city. Then we got on a boat and came here. Finding a Place of Power was a great stroke of luck! We took it as a sign!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been through all those tribulations together, but still you’re happy they died?” I decided to egg her on. 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” she answered eagerly. “They changed. They used to be protectors, but they had become a threat. But it still isn’t the end of our bloodline!” 
 
      
 
    She stepped aside and nodded toward a set of doors in the far wall. 
 
      
 
    “There is our future! And no one can stop me now! I will raise them how I see fit! And you will partially help me with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Again?” I chuckled. “Haven’t I done enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” she answered with a smile. “You’ll probably drop a lot of artifacts after you die. Isn’t that right? I can tell by the look on your face. I’m also trying to restore this machinery the departed left behind.” 
 
      
 
    Her face literally lit up. For a brief instant, even her animalistic grin was gone. 
 
      
 
    “During our wandering, I heard many stories and legends about those who ruled this world before. They were great mechanics! They created a machine that awakened the Great System in this world! Can you believe that? And many of the mechanics accepted its power.” 
 
      
 
    “And what became of them?” I was sincerely interested. 
 
      
 
    “It launched a terrible war, a war with no victors. I have seen the aftermath of that war. I never would have thought that pitiful humans would be able to command such power! But it’s no big deal. I’ll try to figure it out. And now there’s no one to stop me!” 
 
      
 
    Atori was jubilant. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” she suddenly shuddered. “So, why are you able to hold out so long? In theory, you should be writhing in pain by now. It’s time for you to die!” 
 
      
 
    Finally, her true ugly face slipped through her sweet little human mask. An animalistic grin. Elongated fangs. Eyes black as night. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and took a Heart of the Forest seed from my backpack. 
 
      
 
    “You’re very clever, but you tend to overlook things. And in this instance ― just two.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?!” the vampire girl’s mouth gaped. 
 
      
 
    “First of all,” I continued, giving the little seed a little shake in my hand. “I don’t give a crap about your Place of Power. I have my own. As a matter of fact ― I have a whole three.” 
 
      
 
    Atori twitched in puzzlement and took a step back. 
 
      
 
    “And second,” the predatory grin on my face made her take another step back. “I didn’t come alone!” 
 
      
 
    The vampire girl greeted those words with a furious hiss. But that was all she was able to do before Gorgie’s clawed paw split her skull in two. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” he complained. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry,” I shrugged my shoulders. “I wanted to hear what she had to say. And now do what you just did with your paw, but to that box. It’s time to get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    As I watched Gorgie smashing the ancient machinery to bits, I remembered my conversation with Hedgehog. It was like he could see the future. Now, Bream really was the only one in our ranks to get wounded in this war. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I HOPE IT ALL works out for you,” Hedgehog extended me a hand with a smile. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and shook his hand. 
 
      
 
    “And come back soon,” he reminded me for the umpteenth time. “We have lots to do here. I’m afraid it won’t work without you.” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I can tell, you’re in good hands,” I chuckled. “You’ll always have your great hero.” 
 
      
 
    “That drunkard Bream?” Hedgehog shook his head resignedly. “I hope his liver won’t give out before you come back. I know you gave him a good refresher with your magic stuff, but he has hit the wine harder than ever before.” 
 
      
 
    For the record, Bream was not as useless as I took him for at first. Being the central figure at every drunken gathering, he managed not only to drain all the booze he was offered, but also to carefully listen to and remember every conversation the feasters had. And then he told everything he heard to Hedgehog. 
 
      
 
    That was how Hedgehog always knew what was going on in his warband. Bream was exactly how we knew that more than half of our army had stayed behind at the walls of Northolm and was trying to storm the capital. For the most part, they were people that had joined us after the first battle with the vampires. In other words, the other half of the army, made up of warriors who had been with Hedgehog since the very beginning of the uprising, had stayed loyal to their leader. 
 
      
 
    As for plans… Hedgehog had heeded my words. He decided to stop thinking about the throne of Northolm, which reeked of blood and death. A new idea had taken root in his head ― to construct his own city atop his hometown of Pinevale, which would surely make it the new capital of the Lake Country. He looked happy when he realized that all his cohorts supported his idea. And his happiness went beyond all limits when I announced that I wanted to come back to this world to fulfill my dream of a cozy house and a peaceful life. I saw the way he rubbed his hands together on that day. Something was telling me I would only be dreaming of peace. 
 
      
 
    But the biggest surprise to everyone was that Bream had decided to go back to his hometown of Pinevale along with the others. His drinking buddies from the day before were especially displeased, having planned to get rich as kings after the city fell. After all, Bream had become something of a symbol, a lucky charm. And now that charm was going back to the Lake Country. On that day, many thought twice about trying to take power in Northolm. After all, no significant figures of the uprising wanted to do so. I should note as well that the leading dissenters actually had the nerve to turn to me for help, but they were escorted away with nothing to show for it. 
 
      
 
    After Gorgie and I exterminated the vampire nest, destroying all the cocoons Atori had mentioned with such hope, I considered my mission complete. Time to go back home. 
 
      
 
    Only my very closest friends knew that I was going back to my native world: Hedgehog, Badger and Mink. They saw me off. For the rest, I’d come up with a tall tale about a mission to close the portal these vampires had used to get here. And that I would be back in a matter of months. That way, everyone who wished ill upon Hedgehog, both openly and in secret, and there were quite a few of them after the last few months, would think my return was just around the corner. Better just keep their heads down. That would give Hedgehog enough time to reinforce his positions, both in the armed forces and the settlement itself. 
 
      
 
    Badger and I exchanged a brotherly hug. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” he managed to whisper into my ear. “I’ll do exactly as we planned. By the time you’re back, everything will be ready.” 
 
      
 
    That was in reference to our two houses in Pinevale, which I had left him a few hundred gold to acquire. In Badger’s words, that kind of money could buy half the town. Based on my friend’s pensive look, I was going to have a lot of surprises in store for me when I got back. 
 
      
 
    When Badger and Hedgehog left, Mink and I were left alone. The sun had just started peeking out from beyond the horizon, softly illuminating my beloved’s anxious face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “You have nothing to fear,” I hurried to assure her. “Badger and Hedgehog will take care of you while I’m gone.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not afraid for me… I’m afraid for you. Your enemies are powerful. So…” 
 
      
 
    She backed off slightly and took an amulet off her neck. It was shaped like nimble little animal and artfully carved out of dark wood. She came up to me and hung the amulet around my neck. After that, covering it with a hand, she said: 
 
      
 
    “My father carved this charm for me. It doesn’t have one bit of magic in it like you’re used to, but I’m sure it will keep you safe anyway. And remind you of me…” 
 
      
 
    At that moment, I wanted to say a lot of things. About tender feelings, hopes, fears, my love. But Mink stopped me. I could read everything I wanted to say in her eyes. Getting up on her tiptoes, she put her hands around my neck and kissed me. 
 
      
 
    I would not forget the smell of her hair or the sweet taste of that kiss for a long time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to cross over? 
 
    — Cost of service: 10000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” I asked Gorgie, shaking anxiously. 
 
      
 
    The harn growled back confidently. 
 
      
 
    We made it to the City of Shadows on dry land. We went straight there. First of all, it was faster than taking a boat down the river, and second, we were hoping to do some mutant hunting on our way. During our adventures in the north, Gorgie managed to kill a few morphs and earn a couple new transformations, so the prospect of getting another few had him seriously excited. 
 
      
 
    We went very fast but had no luck hunting. As bad luck would have it, we didn’t find anything worth our while on the way or in the ancient city itself. 
 
      
 
    After once again checking all our preparations in case of sudden attack, I recalled Gorgie. I adjusted the straps of my backpack, which was packed full of various items from this world. I touched my bowstring. Looked over all my arrows. 
 
      
 
    All good. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the new mana crystals I’d gotten from the vampires, my supply was practically twice as large as before. With a heavy sigh, I activated invisibility and muckwalker’s defensive aura just in case. The drak lair on the other side would still be there, and we would have to get to the surface somehow. 
 
      
 
    Turning my head to the right, I took one last look out the huge hole in the wall. Outside I could see the dark roofs of the dead city’s towering buildings. Soon, this world will be mine. All I have to do is pay back some old debts. Nodding to myself, I agreed to the activation and stepped through the portal. 
 
      
 
    A brief moment of darkness and I was back in the cavern of the draks. 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that I knew where I was going and, before crossing over, I had done my best to conjure up every detail of the place, what I saw surpassed all expectation. The giant head of the Queen of the draks came racing my way with a vile hiss. The only thing keeping me from dying was that the portal spat me out a few steps away from where its square snake nose was poking. 
 
      
 
    Had the beast been waiting for me in the same place all these months? If so, how did it know when I’d be coming back? And how was such a thing possible?! I quickly looked around. The draks were still hiding among the stones, just like on the day I left. The stone ceiling was still trembling the same way, too. The dust hadn’t even settled. A strange notion popped into my brain like a red-hot needle. Impossible! 
 
      
 
    The unexpected miss caught the snake slightly off guard. She turned her head in confusion and hissed aggrievedly. That little window of time was just long enough for me to take a long jump toward the beast and touch the tip of her tail. 
 
      
 
    Despite the canopy of invisibility, the snake sensed me in an instant. A ferocious hiss filled the cave. But it was too late. I was much quicker than before. 
 
      
 
    Coiling her whole body around a big huge chunk of rock was an unforgiveable error on her part. And I seized on that error. 
 
      
 
    ― You have activated the spell Incineration! 
 
      
 
    ― You have attacked Queen of the Draks (80)! 
 
      
 
    ― Critical hit. You have dealt 129521 damage! 
 
      
 
    Woah! Good thing I paid a visit to the fireflower meadow! 
 
      
 
    The pure white snake body went up in a red flame in an instant. The hiss gave way to a loud rasp. In the blink of an eye, the gloomy cave filled with light and unbearable heat. The smell of burned flesh struck my nose. 
 
      
 
    Wriggling ferociously, the queen of the draks was smashing everything in her path. Her snakeskin was cracking and breaking. Here and there, singed chunks of flesh were slaking off. I squeezed myself into a crack between two stones and looked on transfixed as the once unbeatable master of this lair writhed in mortal agony. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, ever since crossing over, a strange system notification had been popping up in front of me about the chaos manuscript, but I just batted it away like a mettlesome fly. I had better things to do… 
 
      
 
    The Queen’s pre-death rasp changed tonality. As soon as that happened, all the draks in the cave shuddered and turned their ugly heads toward me at once. Even in the last moment of her life, the Queen was trying to exact revenge on her attacker. 
 
      
 
    Thinking briefly, I jumped out from behind my cover and ran toward the portal. Alas, I did not have the ten thousand mana points required to cross over, but I did have something else. 
 
      
 
    — Would you like to unleash the spell “Earth Tremor?” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! Performing this action requires: 
 
      
 
    — 5000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    My teeth clenched in anger, I gave permission. 
 
      
 
    — Select activation point. 
 
      
 
    — Warning! The element you are summoning knows no mercy! Either take care to provide acceptable defense or try to keep away from the epicenter of the storm. 
 
      
 
    — Warning! Spell damage radius: 165 feet. 
 
      
 
    One hundred sixty-five feet would just be the beginning. As soon as everything started collapsing, the radius would multiply in size. Choosing a location away from the portal, I agreed to the activation. 
 
      
 
    I no longer had the mana for a chaos shield. Running up to the portal, I summoned the Ysh and put up a gulper’s lair. Together with the muckwalker aura, I had more than thirty thousand points of magical defense. 
 
      
 
    Pressing my whole body up against the plinth, I prepared for the very worst. 
 
      
 
    The creatures around me ignored the first subterranean jolt, but it was followed by another ― that one an order of magnitude more powerful. And after it came another and another… The much suffering supports of the portal room couldn’t take the abuse and, with a deafening crunch, began to collapse one after the next, burying the wave of attacking drakes. The sharp stones ground and smashed their bodies like defenseless insects. 
 
      
 
    I remembered from last time that there was something of a protective shield around the portal. It was essentially what had saved my hide before. The huge pieces of stone hurtling down from the ceiling were smoothly curving around the ancient structure and falling to the ground, shattering into millions of sharp fragments. 
 
      
 
    In a matter of minutes, everything around was enshrouded in an impenetrable wall of dust. My shields were melting away before my very eyes. First the lair, then the muckwalker aura. Just the Ysh was still holding out. Tiny shards of rock were stinging its half-transparent body like mad hornets, testing its mettle. The portal’s shield didn’t react to them at all. 
 
      
 
    I was just staring at my refilling mana supply and praying to all the gods for my salvation. I was just a hair away from the five thousand mark. My Wisdom pulled it off! The chaos shield came over me several seconds before the Ysh disappeared. 
 
      
 
    The cavern was feverish in the literal sense of the word. As was the whole mountain, in fact. System messages about local creatures dying were flickering before my eyes constantly. Unbelievably, the Queen of the draks was still alive though. At the very least, there hadn’t been any messages about her death. Now that’s one tough cookie! 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that the spell’s five-minute duration had long since passed, the mountain continued shaking and shivering. The portal’s defensive zone did its thing. Around the plinth, there had formed a small sphere that was being pressed in on by fragments of stone on all sides. That was what I saw when the dust had somewhat settled. Looking over the resulting structure with trepidation, I was afraid to even breathe too hard. After all, this whole thing could come crashing down at any moment. I was afraid to even imagine how many feet of stone were currently over my head. 
 
      
 
    Finally the quakes came to an end and the cavern, which was now more properly a giant tomb, was flooded with a crypt-like silence. Exactly the kind of calm that comes before a terrible storm. I froze, eagerly listening to everything around. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts flickered through my head at a fevered pace. What to do next? I had an approximate guess that the spell would be destructive, but I didn’t expect quite this much. I was in a trap of my own design. But I didn’t regret what I had done. It was the only good option at the time. 
 
      
 
    It was starting to get harder to breathe. The stones around me were glimmering menacingly. There will be a cave in any second. As bad luck would have it, my supply wasn’t filling up fast enough. I’d have to go back to Mink’s world and look for more portals there… Because it felt foolish to even dream of getting up to the surface. 
 
      
 
    I had already started considering how I could get to the neighboring continent in the other world when it suddenly hit me. 
 
      
 
    The Queen of the draks had not been waiting for me here for months. She didn’t even notice I was gone! To her, my several months in another world went by in the blink of an eye. Just one second! And if that’s right, then… I felt a prick in my chest. I first lurched toward the portal. But then I froze, recognizing the senselessness of my impulse. I wanted to howl in despair and impotence. I closed my eyes and felt hot tears running down my cheeks. My hand groped for the little amulet on my chest. Mink… Forgive me… 
 
      
 
    My heart was demanding I give in to apathy and grief, but my brain was constantly angrily reminding me that I still had friends who needed my help. And that was what finally forced me to read that obnoxious message. 
 
      
 
    Paying no attention to the cracking sound over my head, I tried to concentrate on the red words before my eyes. Wiping away tears and spit, after my third or fourth attempt, I finally realized what the Great System wanted. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You may only attempt the Unity with Chaos test one time! 
 
      
 
    ― Instructions for contenders: 
 
      
 
    ― Find the nearest portal and activate the manuscript “Unity with Chaos.” You will be immediately brought to the Citadel of Chaos. 
 
      
 
    ― Important! Activation requires 1000 mana points! 
 
      
 
    ― Good luck, future adept of Chaos! 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my mana supply figures. Not enough to cross over to the other world, but enough to take part in this weird test. The fact that the manuscript had sat dormant until I was next to a portal to the otherworld was a clear sign ― the Citadel of Chaos it was inviting me to was in my world. 
 
      
 
    I heard more cracks overhead, as if pushing me to the obvious solution. 
 
      
 
    Wiping away tears violently and clenching my teeth in anger, I forced myself to reach out to the portal. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated the manuscript “Unity with Chaos.” 
 
      
 
    An instant before being transported, I got another message that made me grin maliciously. The Queen of the draks had finally breathed her last. 
 
      
 
    The manuscript brought me onto the wide observation platform of a tall tower. Relatively tall. But I had climbed taller. I looked around. No matter where I turned, all I could see were towering gray cliffs. I wonder where I am. 
 
      
 
    After choking on dust in the cavern, the fresh mountain air was invigorating and refreshing. I took a deep breath and looked up. Somber dark clouds covered the whole sky with their ragged shapes. Far off on the horizon, I saw the gnarled arms of a lightning bolt. A thunderstorm was coming this way. 
 
      
 
    I checked my mana supply, then the cooldowns on all my spells. The only shield I can use is lair. If anything happens, I’ll have to get clever. As for powerful attack spells, I have Oblivion. 
 
      
 
    I belatedly remembered that my backpack was stuffed full of tablets. The Queen of the draks must have dropped an iridescent. But it was too late to study the contents of my backpack. A formidable warrior had appeared on the viewing platform decked out head to toe in a suit of black armor. The stranger’s level was undefined. Above the giant’s horned helm there loomed a single word: Gatekeeper. 
 
      
 
    I decided not to summon Gorgie just yet ― let him be a surprise. 
 
      
 
    The steel titan, clanging his armor, took a few measured steps and stopped. The heavy poleax in his huge hands looked as light as a swan feather. 
 
      
 
    “If there’s a new contender, one of our brethren must have fallen to his hand!” the big guy started with no preface or greeting. 
 
      
 
    His voice, muffled by the massive visor, sounded like a roar. 
 
      
 
    “What do you have to say in your defense?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I answered in a flat tone. “I am not planning on defending myself. And a slight correction… Not brethren, it was a sister.” 
 
      
 
    A loud breath came out from behind the visor. 
 
      
 
    “And for that matter,” I started to get excited. “That brute needed to be gotten rid of! I’m glad to count myself among those who fought against her!” 
 
      
 
    The last words I basically roared out. The pain and grief at losing my beloved were looking for an outlet. My apathy gave way to fury. 
 
      
 
    “Who is she?” asked the gatekeeper. 
 
      
 
    “In that world, she was called the Lady of the Anomaly, but the Great System revealed her true name to me ― Jorogumo.” 
 
      
 
    The giant fell silent for a moment. I couldn’t see his face but, based on the noisy wheezing coming from inside his helmet, he was thunderstruck. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean to say?” he started, pronouncing each word slowly. “That you killed one of the Primordials?!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s say I did. I was among those who had a hand in it.” 
 
      
 
    “You had help?” 
 
      
 
    “More like I was the help,” the giant’s sincere curiosity was putting a slight damper on my fighting spirit. 
 
      
 
    “Who was the Primordial’s other adversary?” 
 
      
 
    “A being called the Heart of the Forest.” 
 
      
 
    Muted cursing came out of the helmet in a dimly familiar language. I squinted suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “You must be lying. I bet you are,” the gatekeeper then said just like a person. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to trust me ― it’s your right,” I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    It took me effort not to produce evidence, but I wasn’t in the mood to justify myself. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you activate the manuscript?” the gatekeeper asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “It was either come here or die,” I answered honestly. “To be completely honest ― I’d be perfectly happy to just go on my merry way without any fuss.” 
 
      
 
    “You agreed to take part in the test,” I heard menacing from behind the visor. “You cannot simply leave.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does it consist of?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” the giant cooled my jets. “First I must see whether you are worthy of being granted access to our mysteries.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, the giant waved his poleaxe significantly and came at me. 
 
      
 
    My wounded soul cried out for battle. But my brain was still insistent. The steel titan was already in the middle of the viewing platform when I addressed him: 
 
      
 
    “Before we get started, may I ask you one final question?” 
 
      
 
    The gatekeeper stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead!” 
 
      
 
    I had already long since guessed what kind of creature I was dealing with, so I switched to the language of the trolls: 
 
      
 
    “What do you say, does the fact I have this artifact mean anything?” 
 
      
 
    After that, I took from my backpack that tusk all covered with intricate lettering Farhas had given me after our battle with the otherworldly beasts. The giant froze. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I was certain he was staring at the amulet in my hand. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the gatekeeper came to his senses. Deftly hanging the poleaxe on his back, he pulled the horned helmet off his head and I saw the fearsome countenance of a troll staring back at me. In fact, this troll looked to be about the same age as big old Erg. But the gatekeeper looked much more formidable. His whole face was pocked with angular tattoos and scars. And the tip of his right tusk was missing. 
 
      
 
    Nodding at the Friend of the Trolls Amulet in my hand, he barked: 
 
      
 
    “Consider yourself to have passed my test! Welcome to the Citadel of Chaos!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    — End of Book Four — 
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