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I TOOK IN a satisfying lungful of air and, covering my eyes, exhaled slowly. A warm breeze was wafting in with the savory aromas of the forest. The giant sequoias swayed gently, crackling and rustling their branches. The city was back to its usual rhythms. The people were going about their business without concern. And there was no telling that the walls of Foreston had just suffered an attack by throngs of bloodthirsty fiends.

I was aware that this lull would be very quickly followed by a storm. The Steel King would realize sooner or later that his plan had failed. Need it be said who will suffer all his wrath?

While aware of all the danger of the present situation, strange as it may have been, I felt no fear. To be frank, I was done being afraid. With no exaggeration, I had become a different person. And no wonder. Few could compete with the sheer number of adventures that had befallen me over the last year. That was for sure... Most of the people I knew in what could now be called my past life, dwelled in cozy little homes and didn’t know the first thing about what was really going on in this world. And the world meanwhile had changed. I just so happened to have had a hand in those changes.

Murk distracted me from the sudden flood of reflections.

"We're ready!" he pronounced decisively. There was a look of firm resolve in the eyes of the albino and his other warriors.

I examined the future Monster Hunters closely. Although why future? In fact, they already were hunters, there was just one little thing left to attend to ― their induction ceremony.

Tall and broad-shouldered ― the northerners stood out in comparison to other foxfolk. All outfitted with equipment from the Order's arsenal. Ugh, it would be nice to have a few hundred soldiers like them. An army of these foxfolk would be the envy of any king. But for now, I had just a dozen in my employ. I chuckled to myself. Oh well. I already had ideas for how to turn this squad into force to be reckoned with.

Scrutinizing like a commander reviewing his troops, I examined each and every one. Two swordsmen standing behind Murk's broad back caught my attention.

The pair were also northerners but were clearly outclassed by the other Fangs in terms of physique. At first I thought they were adolescents, but then it hit me. They were not male like the other warriors — these were warrior women. And based on the fact Murk had brought them here, they must have been proficient fighters.

Following my gaze, Murk pronounced curtly:

"This is Am... Amber."

And she took a graceful step forward. In her green, slightly crossed eyes I read slight worry and seemingly hope. Her fluffy fox tail had a black spot on the tip and was curled around her right leg. Seemingly, despite her warlike appearance, this fox was quite anxious. I chuckled internally. Amber... A fitting name. In the beams of the sun, her light orange fur looked almost gilded.

Based on the way the other warriors were looking at Amber, she was subject to lots of attention from the male population of Foreston. Honestly though, the hilts of the two curved blades poking out over her shoulders probably cooled the ardor of her most insistent admirers.

I looked closer. Hm... So she isn't as plain as she seems. Level thirty, a sturdy frame, many scars on her body and more... The biggest surprise was that she had a magic supply containing just over two thousand points.

Curious. I snorted thoughtfully and glanced at Murk. Not a sinew twitched on the Fang leader’s face. I was just able to catch a fleeting glint of pride in his eyes. As if to say, "look at this. We’ve also got a few tricks up our sleeve!"

But as it turned out, the surprises weren't over. The second fox stepped out decisively from behind the albino. Her black fur was standing anxiously on end. But her azure blue eyes bore a distinct look of challenge. Based on the sloping scar on her right cheek, she was not accustomed to retreating. Unwittingly admiring her unusual black and white fur coloration, I tried to find an apt comparison. As if able to hear my thoughts, Murk said:

"And this is Onyx."

I chuckled to myself. Well of course! Onyx! A coal-black stone with veins of white.

Noticing my smile, the black fox tilted her head slightly to the side and drolly flicked the white tips of her ears.

Trying not to reveal my embarrassment, I switched to magic vision. Woah! Looks like we got ourselves another magess here!

"Amber and Onyx only unlocked their magic supplies recently," Murk explained when he saw my reaction. "You might say we all worked together gathering tablets for them. They were already strong warriors, but now they can also provide magic support for you."

"Me?" I asked in surprise.

"We know that you are a great mage, and that your beast is always ready to come to your aid. But the head of an order should never be unprotected. Your life now is more valuable than ever. And the higher your chances of staying safe, the longer the whole order will last."

I frowned.

"And don't you worry about their small size," Murk took my reaction in his own way. "It's actually a good thing. Think about it. Anyone who might want to kill you will underestimate them. Onyx, for example, can always cover you with a magic shield, while Amber can go invisible. Take a look at her blades. While you defend, she can be out sowing death in the ranks of your enemies."

Murk's warriors nodded in agreement to his every word. Hm... Looks like they've discussed ways the fox sisters could defend me a few times already. I’m not opposed personally, but there is one catch. Even if they all become Monster Hunters, who can guarantee my own guards won't stab me in the back? Beyond that, they will give Murk two pairs of eyes and ears. I of course understand that we've been through a lot together over the last few weeks, but it’s still just the beginning. Very soon, hopefully in the near future, the Order will start to grow and expand. Who knows whether my new wards will be able to overcome the temptation to take all those riches for themselves? I will doubtlessly take measures because thankfully the magisters of the Order have many tools at their disposal which, by the way, I still have yet to look through. But sooner or later, I'll have to select at least one magister from among this dozen. Might they then as a consequence, following their own self-interest, pull the comforter of power over to their side of the bed? I had already racked my brains over that question a few times.

Seemingly, all my doubts were written on my face. The warriors started trading glances. The clearly were not expecting this reaction.

My silence threatened to draw on. I didn't want to offend my allies by refusing, but I didn't want to keep potential Fang spies around me day and night either. Although, disregarding all the potential negatives, I did appreciate the offer.

Unexpectedly, my prospective bodyguards proposed a solution themselves. With a glance and a short nod to one another, the warrior women took a decisive step forward and bowed their heads. Just then, a system message appeared before my eyes saying that Onyx and Amber wished to become my familiars.

Based on the gaping looks on their tribesmen's faces, the warrior women’s action came as a surprise to them. But strange as it may have been, it didn't anger anyone. I glanced at the albino. He just shrugged his shoulders slightly and gave a short nod, recognizing the warriors' right to act as they saw fit.

"Are you sure about this?" I asked.

The magesses traded glances and responded almost with one voice:

"Yes!"

I chuckled to myself. Based on their darting glances, the rogues had already long since made up their minds. I was bothered by the fact that the foxes had done this without asking their commander. The prospect of gaining two unpredictable familiars had me somewhat afraid. But I was sure of one thing ― a familiar would never betray their master.

"Well, if your minds are made up," I said. "Then let it be. I accept!"

The warrior women shuddered at once, having received a notification that they would be under my authority from that point forward.

I smiled openly and extended my hands to help them to their feet.

Smiles played on their slightly baffled faces. To be frank, I didn't totally understand what they'd done. It all happened somehow too fast, too. But strange as it may have been, I was happy. My family had just gotten bigger. I had always wanted a sister. And now I had two.

As not to delay the induction any further, I said:

"Follow me."

Surprisingly, there was no statue of Gunnar in Foreston. But there were bas-reliefs depicting ancient battles and notable events from the history of the Order of Monster Hunters. Almost every bas-relief had an image of the Order's founder on it. Honestly though, the anonymous craftsmen had depicted him as a ten-foot-tall giant as always. The first time I saw all these images, a theory occurred to me. What if that was how Gunnar looked when his avatar was active? Like in Fort Stout, it was a knight packed head-to-toe in an armor suit. I would be curious to see him in action.

But there were other images as well. In the armory, I found a small fresco where Gunnar looked like the statue in Stonetown. He was standing proudly surrounded by a crowd with his hand raised high. It looked like he was addressing the people.

I decided to conduct the induction ceremony next to that fresco. For some reason I just knew Gunnar would have approved.

Leading the foxfolk over to the pre-arranged location, I turned and looked the aspiring Monster Hunters in the eye.

"Let's begin," I started. "Come closer to the fresco. Remember! You must answer yes to all my questions."

The warriors buzzed back approvingly.

"Then approach when your turn comes."

Murk was first to step my direction.

"Murk of the foxfolk race, are you prepared to walk the Path of the Hunt?!" I recited loudly.

"Yes!" the albino responded solemnly, the fur on the nape of his neck standing on end.

"Do you choose to walk the Path of the Hunt of your own free will?!"

"Yes!" Murk barked.

"Do you have any proof of your intentions?!"

The leader of the Fangs nodded and pulled two crystals from his pocket.

Accepting the tribute, I proclaimed solemnly:

"I see your intentions are serious! Your contribution to the cause of the Order of Monster Hunters has been deemed worthy! From this day forth, you shall be a brother of our order!"

As soon as I said the last sentence, exactly the same as how Sly Redtail had inducted me, a message came before my eyes:

― Attention! You have successfully conducted an induction rite!

― Congratulations! You have brought the Order one thousand development points!

― Present value: 1000 (DP).

― Received:

― Large Ghostly Crystal (2).

I must admit, the notification threw me off slightly. What are these development points? What are they used for? Looking closer, I noticed the words "development points" had a reddish glow. That could mean only one thing ― the system was telling me I could open a hint to learn more.

Straining to pull my eyes from the message, I got myself together and continued the ceremony. With new information falling like snow in a blizzard, I could figure everything out later.

I took a step forward, placed my right hand on Murk's shoulder and smiled openly:

"Welcome, my brother!"

My words were met with a concert of growls.

Murk nodded shortly.

"Thank you, my brother!"

The induction ceremony lasted another hour. As it turned out, there was no need to be near a portal to raise one's reputation. There was another way. Crystals could be given as tribute to the magister for the Order’s development. I was learning a veritable cornucopia of new information. The system was basically bombarding me with more and more details. My heart is telling me I have a few sleepless nights ahead of me.

When the Fangs had given me all their crystals, I received a notification saying that Murk had enough reputation for his first promotion. The Great System immediately asked whether I gave my approval to there being a new senior hunter.

I breathed a sigh of relief. I won't lie, I was quite bothered by the thought of promotions happening without my awareness. Even though I had changed the settings to disallow such things, I was worried until then. Now though I was fully convinced that I had everything under control.

Solemnly declaring that the first senior Monster Hunter was already among us and hearing joyful cries from his new brothers at arms, I advised Murk not to rush choosing a Path. He understood and promised to wait so I could advise him. And now that the official part was over, everyone was champing at the bit to visit the armory and spend up their tokens. In the settings, I had already adjusted the number of goods in the arsenal for sale so there would be enough for everyone.

When the newly minted hunters were all gone, I heard a knock at the door.

I figured it must have been Pinebogey coming to congratulate the warriors. But I was wrong. When I opened the door, I saw four young foxfolk standing in the doorway. And I recognized them immediately. The young scions of the houses had come to pay me a visit. My gaze stopped on the familiar satchels hanging off their belts. There it is! The patriarchs don't want to let power slip through their fingers. And the satchels were quite bulky. Most likely, all the crystals in them were large. Well, well. Let's take a look...

Seeing that I wasn't going to say anything, the tallest of the newcomers took the lead. He was an exact copy of his daddy ― Wintry Redpaw.

"Sir Magister!" taking a small step forward, the lanky kid spoke in a dignified manner. "My name is Bram Redpaw. This is Lars Yelloweye, Gus Graymane and Kai Redtail."

While introducing his fourth companion, a short gaunt little fox, the lanky kid couldn't hold back a scornful snicker.

"What do you need then?" I asked, keeping the visitors on the doorstep.

"First of all, we wanted to beg apologies for arriving late."

"Late?" I asked in surprise though I understood what they were driving at.

The lanky one was slightly thrown off and looked to his comrades for support. And they were all at a complete loss for words.

"What are you saying?" Bram continued, quickly getting himself in hand. "We are here to be inducted into the Monster Hunters!"

"Ah, that's what you mean," I drawled out. "But the induction is over."

"What?!" the lanky kid exclaimed. "So soon? Let me ask you something. Who was inducted?"

"What does it matter?" Wintry Redpaw's kid's presumptiveness was starting to annoy me.

Ignoring my tone, the lanky kid, who was clearly accustomed to having all his wishes and whims catered to without question, continued insistently:

"I simply do not understand. The induction can't have ended without the sons of the house heads. Such a thing is just not possible!"

"Ah, that's what you mean!" I threw up my arms while smiling predatorily.

My grin made the privileged house scions shudder. As an aside, Kai, Sly's kin, looked much calmer. Honestly though, the quivering tip of his tail spoke a certain anxiety, nonetheless.

"The fact of the matter is that I figured my terms would scare you off," I continued.

"We are no cowards!" the lanky kid announced, jutting his chin forward proudly. His companions nodded timidly, confirming.

"Praiseworthy!" I smiled. "Then I ask you to follow me!"

I opened the door a bit wider, but then put it back in place, which caused a little pileup among the young heirs.

"I almost forgot!" I exclaimed, facepalming. "I never told you the terms!"

Looking over the gloomy faces of the sorry excuses for potential hunters, I continued.

"I see that you have quite weighty satchels on your belts. They wouldn't happen to be full of crystals, would they?"

"Yes they would," the lanky kid answered for the rest. "You are correct."

"I see that you have very many of them," I continued insinuatingly. "Then surely you were already told what they are used for?"

"Indeed we were!" the lanky kid said proudly. "As the heirs to the most powerful houses in our clan, we intend to reach high ranks in the Order."

"I see," I said and took a fleeting glance at Sly Redtail's kin.

The scrawny little fox was behaving by far more modestly and even, I think, starting to slightly back away from his comrades. Seemingly, Sly had given him different instructions than the other patriarchs, who had decided to try and muscle their way into positions of power in the Order. Alright then, they're in for a surprise.

"Praiseworthy!" I even gave a soft clap. "The Order needs just such valiant warriors. After all, we have many battles with otherworldly beasts ahead of us! Doubtless, such gallant sword-swingers as yourselves will be of great use in battle. So do two or even three years of fighting, then you can get your ranks. I will not break my word."

The more I said, the gloomier the faces of the poor excuses for potential hunters looked.

"But what about reputation?" asked the lanky kid, all his arrogant impulses fading away in an instant.

"What about reputation?" I raised my voice. "Anyone can come to me with a bag of crystals earned by the sweat and blood of their ancestors. I say no thank you! First you must prove yourselves worthy of the right to lay claim to a high post in the Order by your deeds."

The last words I basically roared out.

As expected, a few seconds later, the little heirs were nowhere to be found. Well, all but one.

"You still here?" I asked Kai fearsomely, who was not even thinking of running.

"Yes," the little fox responded with an unexpectedly calm voice.

"And?"

"Cousin Sly warned me that the selection process would be strict."

"Do my terms scare you?" I snorted.

The little fox shook his head and explained:

"The thing is my cousin warned me I would need at least five years of service before I could get my first promotion. But from what you said, I only need three at most."

Kai shrugged his shoulders and smiled unabashedly. I chuckled back and opened the door to let him inside. And that was how the Order gained one more mage.
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KAI REDTAIL'S INDUCTION CEREMONY went quickly and without delay. The system encouraged me with another thousand development points. Beyond that, Sly's cousin donated all the crystals he had brought. His reputation instantly shot up to Prior level. But I was not planning to go throwing around ranks so easily. And Kai understood that perfectly well. He had been warned about the tough screening process. Let him prove himself as a regular hunter first, then we could see. But for now, I would be keeping an eye on him. Who knows? Maybe one day he will prove himself worthy of serving as my deputy in Foreston. Of course I was hoping to leave that to Pinebogey but, alas, the primordial was in no rush to join the ranks of the Order. In theory I understood what was going on, but it was important for me to hear the whole truth from him.

When Kai was out of earshot behind the armory door, Murk came back through it looking satisfied. Based on his grinning face, he had enjoyed the little shopping trip.

After a brief discussion about my senior hunter's Path, I realized he had wasted no time. He had already studied all the information the system provided in painstaking detail.

Out of the five options, he had chosen the very first, and specifically that of the Ferocious Beastslayer. To be frank, it was about what I was picturing. I didn't see him as a tracker or tamer, much less a vanquisher of darkness. He had considered walking the path of tracker for a good while, but in the end opted to become a Ferocious Beastslayer.

And I don’t blame him. A strong hunter with high health and endurance figures who has attained a mastery over melee weaponry. Thanks to their ferocity, the damage of their attacks is increased many times. Beastslayers have solid defense and are practically unbeatable. Rereading the short description, I chuckled. I got the sense the system’s description had been written with the leader of the Fangs in mind.

After agreeing to the choice of path, Murk slipped out of reality for a little while. I watched his excited face and eyes running over the invisible lines of text and remembered how I felt when I first saw the unusual messages. A few minutes later, he switched back on and started to explain all the finer points of his chosen path.

He got a bonus to three characteristics at once: strength, health and endurance. But that was not the biggest part. Murk now had a third supply. Ferocity. It all came down to his path's curious new ability. During battle, beastslayers gradually accumulated something called ferocity points. And as soon as the corresponding supply was full to the brim, the beastslayer could blast out all their pent-up ferocity in one blow, multiplying damage many times. Just one wish was written on Murk's bloodthirsty vulpine snout ― to quickly find himself in a thicket of enemies so he could test out his new capabilities.

And why not? Let them go out on a hunt. The surrounding area was still packed full of prowling blackbloods. Time to bring order to the countryside. In fact, we had been discussing it for some time already. And have them bring Kai with them, too. The kid needs experience in battle.

When Murk led a squadron of hunters off after him to start preparing for the expedition, my bodyguards stayed behind with me. And we had lots to discuss. I saw intrigue on their sharp little snouts as well as impatience and anticipation. They were clearly expecting something unique and unusual. I wonder how old they are. I guess they're three or four years older than me.

A question just kept nagging inside me. What made them essentially want to give up their freedom? Of course, I was not planning to harm them, but they could not have been sure of that. Or was I wrong? Had they managed to form some kind of opinion about me over the last few days?

Although, who knows? Maybe this wasn't a decision made of their own free will. Perhaps this was a clever plan of Murk and the elders of their community.

Having no support among the houses, the Fangs had thrown in their lot with the Order. And I must say ― they made the right choice. Now more than ever they had an excellent opportunity to rise through the ranks of an organization which in the future promised to become one of the most powerful forces in the world. What was more, it had been just that in the past.

Truthfully, there were risks of course. For instance, we could get ahead of ourselves on the path to power. But seemingly the Fangs were aware of that. In fact, Murk and his troops had been walking the blade of a knife for a long time already. I was reminded of the fact that just a few days earlier they had been standing on a gallows.

When it came to the two magesses... Transferring them to me was basically a kind of gift. That thought made my eyes go dark and I found it hard not to frown. Memories came flooding back like it was yesterday. I saw Master Chi's mansion and his servants who seemed more like puppets than individuals with their own desires. If I found out I was right and the elder Fangs had pushed them into this, they would be getting more than they bargained for.

But there was also a second option that didn't exactly fill me with delight. What if it was a spontaneous impulse of two young foxmaidens thirsting for adventure? After all, I was up to my neck in work without having to mentor two little thrill seekers. I won’t lie though. Of the two options, that was the one I preferred.

As for mentoring them... Why not try it out? Look what a good job I’d done with Gorgie. The harn and I had a stronger bond, but the new status of the two warriors made my job much easier. Plus, the power vertical of the Order was still in full effect. In other words, being simultaneously familiars and hunters, the fox sisters would be simply obliged to obey my orders unquestioningly. And as for the resources their clan had invested in them, I figured I could always compensate them for the loss.

I breathed a heavy sigh. But that was only in theory. As for practice, we'd have to see.

"Follow me," I told the foxes, who were watching my every move.

We walked across the main hall and stopped near a small door in the far-right corner. While I instructed the system to give my bodyguards access to this part of the building, out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of Onyx smiling happily and giving Amber a few light elbow jabs.

Pf... I shook my head. They're still such girls. But based on their many scars, these girls had grown up long ago and had stared death in the eyes on more than one occasion in their short lives.

When the system reported back that access had been granted, we stepped over the threshold. Then followed a spiral staircase that wrapped around the inner surface of the sequoia's trunk like a garland.

Around halfway up the trunk of the giant tree, we found ourselves in another large room. Before today, I was the only one who could access it, a fact which I dropped casually. That got to them. Just the looks they shot one another.

Once inside the spacious ovular room, the foxes started looking around in astonishment. And I mean, of course. I don’t blame them. The wide windows looked out over the main square of Foreston. The fifteen-foot-high walls were decked out with intricate wooden ornament. Luxurious comfortable furniture sprouted right up out of the floor. Surely, the young warriors had spent their entire lives in the roots of some dried-out old sequoia. Either that or they lived in one of the cramped little rooms hanging off the titanic trees like mushrooms.

Along the windowless wall, there was a row of doors a few yards apart.

Opening one of the doors, I called over the foxes who were looking around dumbfounded. They walked up obediently and stared excitedly over my shoulder at yet another room, a cozy area with a single bed at the far wall, a small table right under the wide oval window, a dresser and a full-length mirror. A plush light-blue moss carpeted the floor. The opposite wall had yet another door. Behind it was a small bathroom.

"From this day forth, this is your new home," I said and instantly corrected myself: "Or rather, this is one of the rooms that could be your new home. If you prefer, there are another few exactly like it. You can pick whichever one you like."

For the next few moments, Onyx and Amber stared at me unblinking. After that, they slowly and unconfidently stepped forward into the room. Upon setting foot on the soft moss, they both jumped back almost at once. At first I was surprised, but then it hit me. Seemingly, they were afraid to ruin something. The tracks they left on the light-blue carpet disappeared instantly and I nodded in silence to encourage the bewildered, frozen foxes to come back into the room.

Seemingly, when I was thinking about the conditions my bodyguards grew up in, I had been significantly exaggerating their comfort level. Things must have been much worse. That left me guessing what kind of situation the Fangs had been in before I showed up.

I won't argue. The rooms I showed the foxes were nice, but you could hardly call them fancy. For example, my old room in my parents' house was a good deal bigger and more comfortable.

And speaking of comfort, I had done some digging in the settings of the living city and it turned out that I could alter its structures. For starters I could reinforce the fortress walls, but I could also change room size, amount and quality of furniture, windows and other such things. And for the record, that was what the development points were used for. I had already accumulated eighteen thousand of those. I got a thousand for every hunter accepted into the Order and five for Murk's new rank.

I was torn from my deliberation by a joyous feminine cry. The foxes had finally come to their senses and realized I was not joking.

Gently nestling myself into a big soft armchair in the middle of the room, I looked on with a smile as they burst into a frenzy. What had become of my fearsome warriors? Clearly, they had been vanquished in uneven battle against two young girls who had just been given their own rooms for the first time.

Meanwhile the foxes, discussing animatedly, raced from room to room showing each other all the new things they discovered. From time to time, I heard shrieks like: "Holy cow! Look what a big dresser this room has!" or "Hey, check out the view from this window!"

Finally, after an hour, during which I even managed to doze off, my bodyguards made up their minds. The first room I showed them was rejected for some reason. But the two farthest ones to the south had taken the magesses' fancy.

I could only imagine their reaction when they found out I could make alterations to the rooms. I suddenly and sadly thought back on my mom, who often loved to bug my dad about buying new furniture for our house. He of course would always resist valiantly at first, but then would cede his position ingloriously to my mother's onslaught.

Then I thought back on Mink. Her face when she said goodbye to her parents' home. How she stroked the kitchen table one last time before leaving and looked over her parents' dishes with sorrow.

The sad memories made my heart ache. Mink's small wooden doll appeared in my hand all on its own. For an instant, I closed my eyes, breathed a heavy sigh, then hid the amulet away in spite of myself. As it turned out, my mood did not go unnoticed. Amber and Onyx sat gently on the chairs next to me and stared at me inquisitively.

"Have we offended you in some way?" Amber asked compassionately.

"No," I shook my head. "I was just remembering someone..."

The foxes traded glances. Either it was just me, or I saw understanding in their eyes.

As not to draw attention to my moment of weakness, I breathed in loudly and rubbed my hands together.

"Well, do you like your new rooms?" I asked with a smile.

"Do we ever!" Onyx's face was beaming in happiness. "We have our own rooms for the first time! Up until now, we had to sleep in the same room as all our brothers and sisters."

"You can't imagine how happy we were to go out questing!" the red fox chuckled.

"You get to sleep by the fire like a queen," Onyx nodded. "And you don't wake up in the middle of the night because your little brother wet the bed again."

The foxes started laughing at the same time.

I also smiled and thought that for some it would be better to wake up in the middle of the night because a brother wet the bed than because of some ghastly beast attacking your camp.

"Alright then, I'm sincerely glad you like it here," I said.

The foxes nodded together.

"I should warn you though that you will be coming here very seldom. After all, we have a long journey ahead of us."

"We will be happy to follow you!" Amber exclaimed, while Onyx confirmed emotionally with a right-hand slap to the knee.

They were so sincere in their desire that my theory of a conspiracy of elder Fangs fell away all on its own. With my will figures, it was quite simple to recognize the telltale signs of the warriors' true feelings. I could read the two girls like an open book.

"By the way..." I stroked my chin thoughtfully. "Given we're in the same boat now, I'd like to talk through a couple details."

The foxes tensed up slightly. I didn’t know what they thought at first, but what I said after that relaxed them.

"Are you aware that ever since you became my familiars, I can see not only your levels but also your characteristics?"

Based on their calm expressions, that was not news to them.

"Yes, we know," Onyx nodded.

"That's good," I said. "That will make achieving mutual understanding significantly easier."

"Is something bothering you?" Amber asked directly, tenting her fingers in worry.

"Yes," I answered just as directly.

"And what is it?" Onyx spoke up.

"There is a significant disconnect between your levels and your characteristics. I see that you are level thirty, but meanwhile your main figures are not even up to thirteen. Could you explain the reason for that imbalance?"

And that was true. As soon as I saw the state of my bodyguards' figures I was, to put it lightly, disappointed. If all my hunters were like them, the Order's rise to prominence would be much slower than anticipated.

My father taught me that balance always had to be maintained. One had to progress as much as possible before every level-up. But here what was I seeing? For some reason, the foxfolk had different standards. I could even understand if they had unlimited tablet reserves, but...

Amber interrupted my deliberation.

"We don't understand what has you so confused," she started cautiously. "Still, we will try to explain. Allow me to ask one question."

I nodded.

"Have you studied our characteristics well?"

I nodded again.

"And nothing stood out?"

I frowned.

"What are you getting at?"

"You missed something. You were only paying attention to our characteristics but forgot to study all our abilities."

I frowned again and quicky took another look. The more I read into Amber's figures, the higher my brows crept.

"I see you've finally figured it out." she chuckled.

"That means..." I started, tearing myself from the reading.

"Yes," she interrupted softly. "We live by hunting. We often fight against all kinds of beasts, which drop ability tablets. That is why our people prioritize bringing up abilities and spells as much as possible. Yes, our main characteristics 'suffer' but, as you see, all our abilities are practically at maximum level."

"The higher your level, the higher you can bring your abilities," I whispered and scratched the back of my head in perplexity.

I counted nearly twenty different abilities at levels five and six just in Amber's character sheet. So how were they able to gain so many tablets? Actually, that was obvious. The whole house pitched in to "cultivate" their warriors, hunters and artisans, who then defended and fed it in their turn. To a certain extent, Gorgie, Mee and I had a similar system.

"Exactly," Onyx nodded and, chuckling, added: "In fact, I would like to see someone whose levels and characteristics are actually in lockstep."

"That won’t be hard to arrange," I shrugged and activated the summoning amulet.

An instant later, Gorgie appeared three steps away from us, yawning his big toothy maw and making the girls shudder. Being my familiars, now they could easily study the harn's "rich inner world." I spent a little while watching their jaws drop while the fur stood up on the backs of their necks. Then, when the magesses finally turned their heads my way, I realized by their rapturous gazes that they had already guessed how my common cave predator had turned into such a vicious monster...
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AFTER ADMIRING GORGIE for a decent length of time, the foxmaidens practically bombarded me with questions. They wanted to know everything starting from my first encounter with the harn and ending with our last battle against the Blackblood Patriarch.

My tales about Mee garnered particular attention. The magesses were very interested in the gremlin, not interrupting and practically not even breathing. And I understood.

I must admit, I'm not a fan of telling long stories, but in this specific instance I had to summon all my patience. After all, my every word was a little brick I was laying in the foundation of my future relationship with the magesses. My sincerity and patience would come to define the soundness of the entire structure.

By the end of our conversation Amber, the more perceptive of the two sisters, started to furtively elbow Onyx in the side as if to say, "cut the questions before we push too far."

I left the fox sisters to get settled in their new rooms, breathed a sigh of relief and hurried into the magister's office, which was at the very tip-top of the sequoia along with Foreston's main storage vault.

Once up there and through the small doorway, I found myself in a wide room. While inspecting the walls and ceiling, I snorted in satisfaction. Based on the number of patterns made of densely intertwined poison vines, whoever dared to disturb my rest would be in for quite a bad time. The mysterious creators of this city were clearly not skimping on defenses for their magisters' secrets.

Beyond a wide writing desk, there were a dozen or so chairs, most of which looked deep and comfortable, two sofas along the wall, and wooden columns with branches that reached up to the ceiling. The second I glanced at one of them, a short text appeared before my eyes telling me they were no mere columns, but golems. I counted up ten of the silent guardians, ready to attack uninvited visitors on my first command.

While looking over all the magnificence, I was smiling stupidly and rubbing my hands together in satisfaction. With every minute, I found myself liking the city more and more.

While looking around, I discovered another small door behind the very farthest column. The system immediately informed me that it was the entrance to the vault.

"Alright then, let's take a gander," I muttered and popped it open.

The interior of the vault reminded me of a library. Dozens of shelves, hundreds of niches, another wide table and comfy armchair. Pretty much exactly like a library.

Thanks to the system’s hints, figuring out the contents of every niche and shelf was a cinch. But before I started looking through my inheritance, I decided to first study all the loot I'd gotten from the battle at the portal.

I opened the leather bag Pinebogey brought me containing artifacts gathered from the bodies of the blackblood mothers. I shook out the bags onto the table and frowned. Slim pickings. Looks like the mommas packed light.

I didn’t much believe that Pinebogey would have overlooked something. He'd have brought everything here. Some odd roots, clumps of hair, pieces of dry skin, a few of them clearly human.

There was even a necklace made of ears. Was this the woodsman's idea of a joke? Ahem... An ugly sight. And it smelled vile. I didn't look too closely, but it wasn't hard to recognize the ears of foxfolk, halflings and humans among the collection.

None of that trash had any characteristics, so I swept it all back into the bag. To be frank, even if the nasty stuff had anything resembling system figures, I hardly would have used it. It just looked painfully disgusting.

In the end, on the table were left two identical evocatively named amulets made of pitch-black fangs called Eyes of Darkness.

I read the description closely and exhaled in disappointment. As it turned out, the Mothers used these artifacts to wreak their control magic. I would have liked to have such a thing but alas, I could not use them. The reason was simple. The amulets were clearly linked with Darkness. Too bad. And after all, it would have been nice.

Heh... Now at the very least I could understand the way Pinebogey looked at the leather bag before leaving. Could he really have been afraid that I might be tempted to use mind control on the whole city?

In theory, I understood. Our adventures in the Labyrinth of Fright were probably still fresh in his memory. I could recall the look of despair on Pinebogey's face when he was walking in the column of prisoners. In fact, I found myself sometimes waking up in a cold sweat when I remembered Master Chi's house. With no exaggeration, I must say that control is the vilest of all forms of magic I have ever encountered.

My slightly depressive mood was salvaged when I read the loot messages I got for defeating the patriarch and his wives. Beyond the several tens of thousands of experience essences, two hundred silver and ten diamond tablets, three of which were for intellect, the system also generously handed out two Iridescents.

I got the first for killing the patriarch and the second for destroying the blackblood nest. To my eye though, I hadn’t exactly earned the latter. Thousands of blackbloods were still prowling around outside Foreston. And it was scary to even think what things were like on the other side of Narrow Lake. But seemingly, in the Great System's understanding, slaying the mommies and daddy of the bloodthirsty family was equivalent to destroying the nest. And who was I to dispute the Great System? Especially when it was being generous.

The first tablet was aptly named Blackblood Patriarch. Out of its nearly thirty spells, I could choose just two. Whereas I had anatomical incompatibilities with many monsters, in the Patriarch’s case, the clash was the fact that his skills were linked with Darkness. I should note that many of his spells were interesting but, alas...

For the record, the list did not contain even a whiff of control magic. Seemingly, the patriarch and his wives had all been using artifacts for that. But alas, Incineration reduced his to ash.

I was overall getting the impression that there were no control spells in existence that did not rely on artifacts. That was just a theory though. For example the spirits or Queen of the draks were probably doing it without artifacts. But that was most likely linked to natural abilities.

The two spells available to me were to some degree linked with one another. I was familiar with both of them. The first, or rather a spell like it, I was already using to great effect. It gave invisibility. As for the second, I had experienced its effects firsthand on several occasions. It was called "Charm Dispersal." The description said I could use this skill to override an enemy's invisibility, as well as any other effects they were using to distract attention or deceive vision. And of course, I ended up choosing that doubtlessly useful spell.

In no rush to spend the ten points, I started studying the next tablet.

And it came as a pleasant surprise. When I read the description, my smile stretched from ear to ear. Now I was ready to do some fighting!

― Chaos Whirlwind.

― Description:

― One of the most powerful chaos magic spells, created by Ingar the Terrible.

― Level: 0+5 (0/20).

― Type: Offensive/Area of Effect.

― Rarity: Legendary.

― Magic School: Chaos.

― Effect:

― Caster indicates a point and activates a chaos whirlwind.

― Requirements:

― Intellect — 15.

― Expends 10000 mana points.

― Radius of effect: 165 feet.

― Duration: 6 minutes.

― Note:

― Cooldown time: 7 days.

Yes! This was truly a gift worthy of a king! I was not bothered by either the mana expenditure or the cooldown time. The very fact I now had such a mighty spell warmed the cockles of my heart. Thrice I had been a hairsbreadth from death, and thrice similar spells had saved my life. It always came with a risk, but it was worth it.

I was even somewhat surprised and baffled that the higher powers had been generous enough to dole out such a gift. But that depended on perspective. The way I looked at it, destroying the blackblood nest had earned me just such a reward!

And after all, I was not done yet. I still had the reward for my rank promotion ahead of me.

All told, my rapid ascent of the rank system had brought me a mountain of tokens, of which I already had almost two hundred thousand. Beyond that, the system had also kindly gifted me four great personal artifacts from the True Armor of the Founder collection. I had just two left before the collection would be complete.

Not counting the amulet, the set consisted of four pieces: an armor suit, bracers, leg protectors, and a belt.

I took a close look at the artifacts laid out on the table and caught myself on the stupid thought that ever since I'd woken up, I had been putting off examining them.

At first of course, events were just racing at breakneck pace. I had to hurry to take control of both the Order and the city. Meanwhile, I was essentially ignorant of how it all worked. But in any case, I needed to have all the trump cards up my sleeve. The patriarchs of the houses were just waiting to pull the comforter to their side of the bed.

On that memorable day, without even waking up, I had to face down the shrewd old men. Sure, now they think they need to be friends with me. But by the looks of things, they no longer have much choice. The many years of struggle for power and balance in the clan had changed them. Most likely, that was the proverbial life experience adults just loved to drone on about.

At first glance, their logic was rock solid. I'd bet my hand that if not for my high Will and Mind, the hardboiled old politicians could have easily had me wrapped around their fingers. Strange as it may have been, they were not scared by threats. They clearly understood that I would not resort to extreme measures. The situation was salvaged by a scroll I dug up containing the original agreement between the magisters on the founding of Foreston. And it wouldn't have been a big deal, but that agreement had been signed by the ancestors of the present patriarchs in blood. And there's no defying blood magic.

That was exactly why the elders were forced to look for workarounds. One of them was sending out their young scions with bags full of crystals.

When it came to the armor of the founder, or rather my relaxed approach... I needed time to think. The whole issue was that all the artifacts had a requirement other than rank — a high Mind score. To be specific it had to be from thirty to forty-five. And the trouble didn't end there... Because my Mind wasn't high enough, I couldn't even read the items’ descriptions.

And I didn't want to mess with any of my plans. The fight with the blackblood patriarch had shown that my resistance to mental magic was still far from flawless. I was planning to invest those twenty points into Will. But the system was basically forcing me to spend on Mind. Well, not exactly forcing... It's really hitting me where it hurts though. Ugh! How easy everything would be if I were no longer a zero! That last thought made me give a skeptical snort. A moment of weakness. My current level, or rather lack thereof is an advantage. And the fact I often have to flop around like a fish out of water is, well, tolerable.

I'll have to buy this pig in a poke. Although I am of course being dramatic. I'm sure the personal artifacts won't let me down. But I have an excuse ― I'm motivated by self-preservation instinct. I'm afraid to find myself under the control of an enemy. Because as soon as that happens, everything I've achieved will come to naught.

The Steel King had made one big mistake. He didn't allow Magister Sato to break my will. I still cannot understand why. I have only one explanation: his dark majesty, like many others before him, had simply underestimated me.

Very soon we would meet on the field of battle. I will be simply obliged to seize the chance the gods gave me.

I stroked the bridge of my nose and breathed a heavy sigh. Four named artifacts versus twenty points of Will. What to choose? It might seem like an easy decision. But who knows? These might be the last iridescent tablets I get.

Ugh, I wish I could take just a little peek at the characteristics. If even one of the four artifacts gives a bonus to Will like Gunnar's amulet, I'd bring up my Mind, no question.

After reflecting intensely, I decided to sacrifice the ten points after all. They would be just enough to cover the requirements for the bracers and belt. And those were thirty and thirty-five points respectively.

― Congratulations! You have raised your Mind by 10 points.

― Present value: 36.

"Let's get started," I muttered and opened the description of the bracers.

After quickly skimming the first few lines, I stopped on the first bonus to characteristics. I had to reread it a few times to make sure I wasn't seeing things.

Once finished, I closed my eyes and raised my head. My mouth gradually spread into a happy smile.

Yes! The gods are on my side!

Bracers of Gunnar the Destroyer.

― Type: One of the seven Great personal artifacts belonging to the True Armor of the Founder collection.

― Rarity: Legendary.

― Will +50.

― Agility +40.

― Special effect:

― Damage in hand-to-hand combat (unarmed) raised by 40%.

― Requirements:

― Rank: Junior prior and above.

― Mind: 30.

― Note:

― Weight: None. Takes no space.

― Attention! Collect all articles from the True Armor of the Founder collection to receive an additional reward!

It was a struggle to get myself together. I took a risk and it paid off! Now I was coming out ahead no matter what. I could happily toss the remaining ten into Mind. But first, I'll do something else.

Taking a handful of flat stone hexagons from my backpack, I set them gently out on the tabletop. The Concentration anomaly runes. Seven common and one large.

"Your time has come," I whispered, rubbing my hands together, and added: "Let's get started."

― Attention! The Bracers of Gunnar the Destroyer’s Will characteristic has been raised by 20%!

― Present value: 60.

Examining all the items and activating the runes took me around an hour. To my delight, it turned out that all four artifacts increased Will. In the end, I brought it up by two hundred sixty-four points. Beyond that, I got a bonus of forty to strength, agility, speed and accuracy.

Plus every piece of my armor had a special effect. The chest plate gave a thousand points of defense, while the belt and scabbards increased my life and energy supplies by forty percent. I just had to get another two items and I'd have the whole collection. Heh! And there's supposed to be an extra bonus for that!

"Hrn?"

With a proud smile, I turned around. Gorgie's curious whiskered snout was peeking into the vault. Clearly my emotional outburst was so strong that the harn decided to temporarily leave the treats the little foxes were feeding him and come up to check on me.

"Hrn?" he repeated.

"What, don't you notice anything?" I asked, spreading my arms and turning. "Just so you know, my characteristics have gone up quite a lot."

Gorgie gave a disparaging snort and walked over to me. For the next minute, he carefully sniffed every element of my armor suit. Once finished, he gave an approving growl and licked my palm as if to say, "don't scare me over nothing next time."

"Well, easy for you to say," I muttered, hinting at his level. "For me this is a real leap forward. Just remember what I used to be like."

Gorgie meanwhile sniffed the three runes left on the table, then his wet nose passed over the leather bag containing the so-called loot from the mommas. With a loud breath in, the harn winced and sneezed in disgust.

"Yeah, I know. It's nasty stuff," I agreed, stashing the runes in my ephemeral backpack. "We'll have to throw this garbage out somewhere."

"Hrn!"

"Hold up, I'm not done yet," I responded to Gorgie's invitation to go refuel.

"Give me another hour and we can go."

But I was wrong. The process of activating my vanquisher of darkness magical abilities, then turning the dark orbs into sparks and using them on my blades, ring and button dragged on for over two hours. In the end though, I became the owner of four epics, which added a few dozen characteristic points to my tally. I brought up damage for Spike and Dragonfly by three times. The ring unlocked an Agility score.

When everything was ready, I glanced at my main characteristics.

― Level: 0

― Mind: 49

― Strength: 131.6

― Agility: 99.4

― Endurance: 10

― Health: 10

― Intellect: 100

― Wisdom: 142

― Will: 428

― Regeneration: 10

― Speed: 40

― Accuracy: 40

― Defense: 1000

― Life supply: 3514/3514

― Energy supply: 5054/5054

― Mana supply: 61520/61520

What I saw left me satisfied. As a matter of fact, I was happy! An indescribable feeling of power and lightness in my entire body was begging for action. In that moment, I felt ready to move mountains. And after all, just a year ago I could barely move my own body.

"That's not everything yet..." I said hurriedly and activated Avatar.

Chaos magic began the transformation instantly. Hm. I suddenly realized that my body’s rapid transformation was no longer accompanied by unbearable pain. Did that maybe only happen the first time?

No. Not likely. It must have all been down to my improved figures.

In the space of a few seconds, I grew taller and broader at the shoulders. My arms got longer. My fingers sprouted transparent claws. So then, this Avatar is noticeably different from the one I used in battle with the patriarch. I glanced at my characteristics and gasped! My strength, agility, speed and accuracy were all up by five times! Even Gorgie, tearing himself away from a tongue bath, looked at me with intrigue.

"So, what do you say now?" I asked and my growling voice made me shudder.

Then, a moment later, I sensed a presence behind me. Loudly pulling in air, I sniffed. How did they get in here? I had probably mixed something up with the access settings. Standing with my back turned to the unexpected visitors, I turned my head slightly to the right, snorted and abruptly gnashed my fangs. In response came two squeaks of fear. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw their fox tails flickering in the doorway and a second later I heard rapid stomping down the stairs.

"Hrn," Gorgie commented.

"Agreed," I nodded, deactivating the avatar. "I'm famished, too."
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"HAVE YOU THOUGHT IT all through?" I asked Pinebogey sitting opposite me.

"What do you think?" he said wearily. "Look at me. If it goes on like this, you'll have to look for a new Keeper."

My friend was right. To look at him, I might as well have put him in the ground then and there. He had a look of eternal exhaustion, circles around his eyes, sharpened temples and his beer belly was gone without a trace. The gluttonous Heart of the Forest had sapped him of all his force.

"The time has come," Pinebogey added, as if having heard my thoughts. "I must go."

I nodded.

"Have you chosen a place?"

"Yes," he responded. "There is a suitable grove not far from the portal. That's where it will have the most energy."

"I see," I muttered with a slight frown.

"You have to understand me, my friend," Pinebogey uttered with pity in his voice. "I cannot be in two places at once. Not at a time like this. Forgive me..."

I took a heavy sigh. Who could understand what he was going through better than me? He was simply physically unable to cope with everything I wanted to pile on him. He could only handle being a Keeper. Ugh, and it seemed to be coming together so perfectly! But clearly it was not meant to be. I'd have to find another candidate for the magister position to look after Foreston.

"But that doesn't mean I won't keep an eye on the city."

Pinebogey is perceptiveness in the flesh today. And speaking of "keeping an eye on..." That actually scares me. Foreston belongs to the Order of Hunters. I would not want the Heart of the Forest to start calling the shots here. I know its appetites better than anyone.

Clearly, all my worries were reflected on my face. Just the way Pinebogey suddenly shrunk.

"Eric, you didn't understand me properly," he said hurriedly in a reassuring tone. "I wanted to say that you can always count on my help. We are allies and equals."

"Good thing you understand that. I hope the Heart of the Forest won't forget after it gets more powerful."

"You can be sure," he certified. "You are a friend of the forest."

Hm... Is that a reference to the amulet and the fact that, as long as I'm at the head of the Order, there won't be any problems with the forest? Good. I committed it to memory.

In order to slip away from the uncomfortable topic, Pinebogey said:

"I'm sure you can handle it without me. This is only the beginning of the path. You'll surely find a worthy candidate for the role of magister."

"Sooner or later, that is just what will happen," I agreed. "But time..."

Pinebogey covered his eyes and shook his head, agreeing.

"And I won't have much choice!" I complained right back. "For some reason, the foxfolk are in no hurry to be inducted. To be honest, it surprises me. No, no... I wasn't expecting to have a crowd of them piling on me, but so far I've inducted just thirteen... Of them only a few are worth their salt, and one is an unexperienced adolescent... You've gotta agree, that's..."

I twisted my hand, trying to find the right word.

"But they're the most loyal," Pinebogey objected. "They'll always have your back."

"It's hard not to agree with that. But I need more hunters. Many times more."

"War is on the doorstep," Pinebogey said and looked downcast.

I also fell silent and pensive.

Neither he nor I are ready for war just yet. That is a fact.

"You see, old buddy," I started slowly. "The issue isn't only getting more fighters. Though that is important. And it isn't the large number of competitors for the magister title. When I started to get a better idea of how the Order works, I came to the conclusion that it's all much harder than it seemed. And that new knowledge gave me a lot of hope that we might be able to defeat the enemy or at the very least show them we are out of their league."

"Curious," Pinebogey lit up somewhat. "Tell me more."

"We need to form a mutual coordination system. And it isn't exactly what you and I were thinking from the start. To win this war, the Order of Hunters and the Heart of the Forest have to work in league with one another. As you've already realized, Foreston cannot exist without magic energy. All this time, mages including you and I have been constantly dumping mana into the city's supply. But we can't keep it up much longer. Foreston needs a constant influx of mana."

"Am I understanding you correctly? Are you suggesting we link the Heart of the Forest to the city?" Pinebogey asked.

"Exactly."

"But just a few minutes ago you gave a clear indication you would find that unacceptable."

"You're mistaken," I shook my head. "You're talking about control, whereas I am talking about coordination."

"So you're trying to say the Heart of the Forest should share energy with you just because?"

"Why just because? We provide you with an uninterrupted flow of power."

"Are you referring to the portal?" Pinebogey was slightly taken aback. "Can't the Heart of the Forest just take the energy without your involvement?"

"It can," I nodded. "But only so long as we don't destroy the portal."

Pinebogey furrowed his brows.

"Is this blackmail?"

"Why jump straight to blackmail?" I asked in surprise. "We are allies after all."

Pinebogey gave a "ha," and rubbed his face with his hands.

"There's something I just can't wrap my head around..."

"It's all simple," I shrugged my shoulders. "Initially our plan was built on the idea that you would become a magister of the Order. But now your plans have changed. You'll be tending to the Heart of the Forest full time. The place you chose to grow it is next to the portal. That is just fine and makes perfect sense. But you’re forgetting one thing: what will you do when the portal opens again? And just so you know, that will be happening in around two weeks."

Pinebogey sized me up with a silent gaze.

"Nothing to say?" I asked. "Then let me tell you. You won't be able to cope with whatever climbs out of that portal. In the Labyrinth of Fright, I saw the monsters the King summoned. Let me be direct. Compared to them, the dark spirit that tried to pull me into the otherworld looked like a harmless little fluffy cloud. I'll take it further. Even when the Heart of the Forest gains power, it won't be able to cope with Darkness by itself. Sooner or later, it will swallow everything you manage to create. Believe me, I have seen what a Great Tree can do when controlled by chaos. And what then will happen if Darkness swallows it up? Pf-f... I don't even want to imagine."

Pinebogey's face grew a bit long. He stared at a fixed point looking dumbfounded. Yes, brother, forty-six Mind points is true power. I could say a lot of things to you right now.

"So then," I continued. "In two weeks’ time, the portal will open. But I could also close and destroy it forever right now."

And that was true. During the induction ceremonies, I had been given enough crystals to destroy the portal once and for all. Thankfully, as soon as the crystals found their way into my hands, the system marked them as "nontransferable." In other words, they could not be used a second time. I could only throw them into the portal.

"You understand," I said. "There's no benefit to either you or me. It would be better if there were a seal on the portal the Monster Hunters could just refresh over and over. When the crystals run out, we can fight back the onslaught together and go on living in peace."

I knew Pinebogey was no fool and understood everything, but I could see that my words were making him mad. I don’t blame him. He had been imagining himself "overseeing" the city from a position of strength, and then he got blindsided by this. I wouldn't be surprised to find out that his refusing the magister title was motivated by that very idea. He doesn't want to depend on the Order. It's easier to go against an ally when your hands are untied.

"We will not win the war until we learn to live in peace with one another."

My words made Pinebogey shudder.

"But we've been through so much together," he said. "You saved me from death on several occasions! And you will remain my friend for all time!"

"And you mine," I responded firmly. "But nevertheless, there's something you're missing. And in theory I understand why. You simply aren't looking far enough into the future."

"What are you talking about?" Pinebogey glanced at me in perplexity.

"Well, one day, it won’t be just you and me anymore. As soon as the Tree gains power, many forest creatures will start coming here. Just think. The first Heart of the Forest in centuries! And don't forget, it's the only one in the whole world."

While listening, Pinebogey was staring pensively at a fixed point. He must have been far away.

And I meanwhile continued:

"I would also dare to hope that the ranks of the Order will be filling out. And as you understand, all these people will have to coexist somehow. Let me warn you: there will be plenty of conflicts between them. Many of them won't give a crap about our friendship."

"I see what you're saying," Pinebogey came to his senses. "We need a treaty!"

"Exactly," I sighed with relief and, spreading my arms, added: "Otherwise our subjects will take each other out before our true enemy even shows up."

For the next few hours, we hammered out the wording of a treaty of peace and military alliance between the Forest and the Order of Monster Hunters. When it was all agreed and signed in duplicate, we called the Great System as a witness, swore to uphold the conditions of the agreement and placed our signatures.

It turned out to have been the first signature placed by a magister of the Order in the last several centuries. Frankly, the system didn't react to that in any way but, to be honest, I didn't care. What mattered was that I was able to wrap up a fairly slippery subject which, I must admit, had been worrying me quite a lot lately.

Half an hour later, sitting in a snack bar on the central street of Foreston and celebrating the signing of this doubtlessly historic document, we again started discussing the lack of warriors.

"You'll have a tough time with the foxfolk," Pinebogey threw out, nodding at the next table over where one of the house's warriors were sitting.

They were celebrating something as well but still behaving themselves. To tell the truth, they were casting the odd intrigued glance at the foxes sitting next to us. It should be said that my bodyguards were displaying miraculous restraint and cold-bloodedness. They didn't join the conversation, but meanwhile they were keeping a close eye on the situation in the snack bar. I of course had had a hard time imagining that someone would be bold enough to attack us, but I pretended it was all planned that way so the foxmaidens wouldn't feel stupid.

"Agreed," I responded. "As far as they’re concerned, house comes first."

Based on the way the tips of their ears twitched, the foxes were listening to our conversation closely.

"A-hem," Pinebogey drawled out. "Looks like you got lucky with the Fangs."

"You can say that again," I smiled and noticed the fur on the magesses necks stand on end.

Pinebogey responded with a smirk.

"And why do I get the idea you already have a plan?"

"Because I do," I nodded. "But I just don't know if it's gonna work. Just so you know, I'm going to need your help."

After saying that, I took a small green shoot out of my backpack and placed it on the table in front of Pinebogey.

His eyes lit up and, his fingers shivering in anxiety, he led them tenderly over the shoot.

"But this is..." he began but fell silent.

"Yep," my mouth spread into a smile. "And I have a lot more where that came from."

Pinebogey raised his head and took a loud gulp.

"When should we get started?"

"As soon as the squad of hunters is back," I responded.

The little branch now lying on the tabletop was no less than a future giant sequoia. When I was looking through the vault, I had turned up a box of giant tree saplings.

Beyond that, there was a lot of other interesting stuff as well. For example, the Order's treasury. Almost two hundred fifty thousand gold coins and a few sacks full of gemstones.

When I laid eyes on all the riches, I thought my heart would jump out of my chest. It was a struggle to keep my composure. But as it turned out, that was not all. My next discovery was a casket filled with esses and tablets. All told, I became the proud owner of almost five million experience essences, three thousand silver, two hundred gold and fifty diamond tablets. Twenty of them were intellect.

Beyond everything on the shelves, I also discovered a respectable collection of armor and weapons of all kinds, as well as magic amulets. But alas, none of the wares were suitable for my level.

At any rate, I hit upon what I thought to be the most valuable artifact in the vault. When I first saw the scroll, I thought it was just another document confirming the Order's property holdings. But when I unfurled it and read the description, I stared at it for a long time, unable to believe my luck.

The Great System for some reason called it a blueprint. Basically, what I now held in my hands was a scroll I could use to create living cities of my own ― just like Foreston.

Creating such a city required a ton of magical energy as well as the development points I got for taking new members into the Order. Furthermore, despite what Pinebogey and I first thought, there was no need for a forest creature to be involved. There just had to be one magister present. All told, in order to place the initial foundation of a living city, the system asked for two hundred thousand mana points and a hundred thousand development points.

By the way, dev points turned out to be the Order's main resource. Among other things, they could be used to generate stock in armories, and raise the overall level of cities or individual structures in them. For the record, Foreston was now at level five.

At that time, I knew two ways of earning development points. The first was accepting new hunters into the Order and the second was buying them for tokens. Considering the discounts the higher powers had used to encourage me, I could now buy one development point for the price of two tokens.

I was in no hurry to make that trade or spend my resources but still, to my eye, the priority of course was improving the city's defenses. But I could have been wrong. I was planning very soon to create a council of all my hunters where I would raise the topic. It would be interesting to hear the experienced warriors’ thoughts.

By the way, speaking of subjects... Yesterday, when I was grappling with the contents of the vault, I got an idea for how I could push other foxfolk into joining the Order.

After a stroll through the city with my bodyguards, I had seen the way the city dwellers lived. All told, there were just over fifty large sequoias in the city. There were even fewer small ones.

Naturally, the largest of the trees were occupied by the great houses. The lower their status, the shabbier their residence. The poorest meanwhile took shelter in trees that looked from a distance like dock posts all overgrown with mussels.

The Fangs then lived even worse. As I assumed, seven of my hunters eked out a pitiful existence on the outskirts of the city in the roots of old half-desiccated sequoias.

When we entered a poor neighborhood, the locals were kindlier than in the great house areas.

Meeting the families of the Fangs was excellent. As it turned out, I was wrong. There were no elders in the picture whatsoever. The group was headed by Murk and another few respected troops.

When I got back to my place after what I'd seen, the plan came to me all on its own.

Murk and his warriors came back four days later looking tired but satisfied. They had been able to take down several herds of blackbloods while suffering no losses.

I greeted the hunters at the entrance to the armory. And I wasn't alone. I was surrounded by their families.

I saw puzzled looks on the Fangs' faces. It was the first time I saw any emotions at all on Murk's face. Upon noticing the crowd near the armory entrance, they pumped the brakes a bit. But when they realized who was with me, they quickly picked up the pace. It was clearly outside of their ordinary frame of reference. There was a decently large crowd of onlookers surrounding us as well.

Upon seeing their families’ smiling faces, the warriors relaxed a bit. When the initial emotions had settled, I raised my right hand, calling for attention.

"Brethren!" I shouted out loudly. "Was your hunt a success?!"

"Yes!" the response came as a unified roar.

A few moments later the squadron, spurred on by Murk who had already guessed what I had in mind, lined up opposite me.

I raised my hand again and they all fell silent.

"Brother hunters! You put your lives on the line to cleanse our world of bloodthirsty beasts! And I as your magister would like to reward you for your loyal service!"

I took a brief pause and looked at the now silent soldiers. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a wave of enthusiasm run over the crowd around us.

"Today you will receive a bonus from the Order of one hundred gold coins! Your commander will receive two hundred coins!"

A muted buzz ran through the crowd. I saw a mixture of joy and mistrust in the eyes of my Fangs. I could understand that perfectly well ― it was not a small amount of money. Their family members were less restrained. Behind me, from time to time I heard elated women's voices.

"But that is not all!" I announced. "In order to reinforce our order, today you will all become mages! And the five most worthy among you will receive a magic spirit as a gift!"

A cryptlike silence hung over the square. Looks of shock and disbelief were reflected on my hunters’ stunned snouts.

Taking advantage of the sudden silence, I hurried to continue.

"But that is not all! While defending our world from darkness, warriors of the Order must feel assured that their families will be safe! And if you are destined to die in battle, you must be sure that your families will be taken care of by the Order for life! And so you don't think I'm throwing around empty promises, we will be growing a new home for all of you next to the armory!"

I found Pinebogey and gave a short nod. He followed after me. Counting out thirty paces from my sequoia, I stopped and took a sapling from my backpack.

While Pinebogey and I bent down over a preprepared pit, he muttered:

"If people aren't flooding to join you after a concert like this, I'll be very surprised."

I snorted and stuck the sapling into the ground.

The system then immediately took its tribute of two thousand development points and twenty thousand mana points. And an instant later, we felt a strong lurch from underground, and the crowd shrieked as they watched a giant tree shoot up into the sky.
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THE NEXT FEW DAYS were packed full of events. It was all down to as Pinebogey put it, my "concert." And really, I got what I wanted. The foxfolk needed some shaking up. Although I was expecting somewhat different results, what I did get was just fine by me.

The sight of a giant treehouse sprouting up on the central square in an instant left the city dwellers in shock. Seemingly the entire city had been watching the magic wonder, their eyes bulging, and mouths agape. And although the young sequoia was noticeably different from its larger and heftier sisters, the townsfolk didn't mind. History was being made before their very eyes. The current generation of foxfolk and the few before it had only heard fairy tales about the first sequoias being grown from seeds. And now they got to see the legendary process first-hand.

When the system told me that the level-one treehouse was ready for habitation, I suggested that Murk inspect their future homes.

Ah, the onlookers’ faces were a sight to behold! As if it wasn't enough that they had witnessed the growth of a new sequoia, now they had watched it be given away to outcasts from the north. Essentially, they had just witnessed another miracle ― in the space of an instant, the residents of the poorest neighborhood were given a home on the city's central square where only the most influential members of Clan Sharpear were entitled to reside.

As the Fangs and their families started streaming toward the entrance to what was now their new residence, Pinebogey and I listened with satisfaction to the slow crescendo of the hum in the crowd. Everywhere they were discussing the generosity of the new magister. A few minutes later, the scale of it had grown by a few times. For example, the foxfolk standing in the back rows, who had arrived near the end of my "concert" had not heard my impassioned speech, so the size of the bonus I promised to my hunters was significantly altered by the time it got to them. In a matter of minutes, the total had grown from a hundred to a thousand gold coins.

While watching the whole hullabaloo, Pinebogey was casting the occasional derisive gaze my way. I could read a question in his eyes as if to ask how I was planning to clean up the mess I'd made. In response, I just chuckled mysteriously as if to say, "see for yourself."

At first I was worried I would have to invest to expand the size of the residences inside the sequoia. It was just level one after all. But as soon as I got inside, I realized there was no need for that. At the very least not yet. Twenty families would fit no problem. Every family was given a whole floor similar to the one my bodyguards lived on. My warriors looked positively bowled over, while their wives wept tears of joy. Their children then raced from floor to floor, shrieking in delight and peeking into every nook and cranny. From time to time, I heard joyous outbursts when they noticed new details in a room's layout.

Watching it all with a stupid smile, I felt a big warm lump forming in my chest. I didn't know what it was, but I liked it.

The day after moving the Fangs into their new residence I was expecting an influx of new potential hunters. But the residents of Foreston caught me by surprise. Not a single one of them wanted to join the Order.

Pinebogey and I didn't understand at first, but then we came to the conclusion that it was to be expected. Loyalty to house comes first. Their houses defend them, feed them and care for them. It had been that way for a number of centuries. It would have been stupid to expect the foxfolk to turn against the patriarchs because some young upstart suddenly tried to buy their loyalty with handouts. The houses had stood the test of time. In fact, they had outlived all magisters and the Order itself once before.

In my mind I understood I was trying to shift an ancient foundation which had in fact kept the foxfolk from dying out, but still I had to try. At the very least, now I knew that the only way was to reach an agreement with the patriarchs. Even House Redtail, which was loyal to me, didn't let anyone go. Kai excepted. That was different.

A paradox. Their ancestors, the founders of the houses were all magisters of the Order. But now their descendants didn't want to join that same order. Actually no. Not quite. They would have been happy to join, just not with me as head. But alas, old politicians, I am not planning to step down any time soon. One day, you will have to understand that the Order has become an inseparable part of your lives. Whether you want it or not.

The second day was just like the first. The city just kept on living its life. I could only guess what it was costing the patriarchs to keep their people calm. I wouldn't be surprised to learn that many of their close confidants had been given big fat bonuses. Though I wouldn't exclude the possibility of harsh measures either. In one way or another, not a single foxfolk was expelled from their house. Such discipline inspired respect. To be frank, I had my doubts that the patriarchs would be able to maintain control. Ah, how nice it would have been to direct all this energy down a more useful channel. After all, when a truly powerful enemy appears before the city walls, it will already be too late. And this enemy — the Steel King — will be a bit more formidable than a horde of brainless blackbloods.

I didn't sit around with my arms crossed for those two days though. First of all I brought the harn's level up as high as possible. Now Gorgie was level forty. On the outside, he changed even more, which made his new friends very happy. My bodyguards were sincerely delighted every time their whiskered rascal levelled up. Speaking of which, the three of them very quickly came to terms. And they all used their new friendship opportunistically. The foxmaidens very quickly realized how helpful Gorgie could be on the hunt and, in his turn, he slurped through their secret stash of treats.

To be frank, I was waiting for the harn to reach level forty with bated breath. Still hoping I could bring up his Mind. But alas, the Great System did not give me that chance at level thirty-five, much less level forty. Furthermore, from that point on we would have to raise the harn's characteristics using gold tablets.

The foxmaidens also got a taste of my generosity. At first, I gave them three hundred silvers, which came as a shock. Initially, they tried to be crafty and hide away all their riches. As I later found out, they wanted to share them with their brothers and sisters. I had to make them activate all the tablets in my presence, investing them into their main characteristics. After that, seeing the sour looks on their faces, I explained that now was not the time to be skimping on themselves and very soon they would need every last point. Because our opponents were very formidable. And when it came to their little brothers and sisters... I promised that we would get to them when the time was right. And to back up what I said, I gave them each a hundred gold coins, which sent the fearsome warriors into a tailspin.

I didn't forget the promises I'd made to Murk and his troops either. They all got intellect tablets and now my small squad was up to thirteen mages, albeit not exactly fully fledged ones. Ah, but that was just a drop in the ocean...

I decided to hold the spirit absorption ceremony at night. Only Order members were in attendance. I saw that Pinebogey also wanted to come, but he was tactful enough not to insist. At the end of the day, it was an Order of Monster Hunters secret and, to my deepest regret, he was not a member.

The altar was outside the city in the depths of the forest. Based on the writings on the scrolls, the stone slab had been there long before Foreston came on the map, as had the portal. Yet another piece of evidence that absorbing the spirits of otherworldly invaders was not a prerogative of the hunters alone. Orc shamans could also tame spirits no problem without membership in the Order.

After giving an in-depth explanation of all the nuances of absorption, I activated forest's blessing on all the hunters just in case. In the end, the ceremony went like a hot knife through butter.

They could all see in the dark perfectly well, so there was no need for torches. The small glade where the altar was located was dimly lit by the light of the full moon. The animal silhouettes of the foxfolk, the big huge body of the harn, the occasional giant ghost of an otherworldly beetle appearing from the monolithic stone and disappearing into the body of a hunter. While watching it all, I thought distantly that such a scene would have terrified me just a year earlier...

* * *
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"THIS CANNOT GO ON!" Wintry Redpaw squeezed out through his teeth.

"Do you have a better idea?" I asked, sitting at the wide desk in my office on the very top floor of the Order's main sequoia.

The patriarch had come alone today, without others to support him. And rightly so! Why put on such a circus? Everyone already knew who was really in control of Clan Sharpear.

To drive it home for Wintry, I gave him temporary permission to enter the Order's holiest of holies.

When we made it into the main room, I couldn't resist pulling a prank. The tree golems started moving on my command, which made the old man shudder and stumble back. But he quickly got himself together, realizing that no one was planning to kill him.

"You have to stop these ragamuffins coming into my city!" Wintry stomped in indignation.

"Why should I do that?" I asked in surprise. "In fact, I need warriors. Lots of warriors. Or have you forgotten what is happening?"

Overall, I could partially understand him. The issue was that on day four after my showy performance, when I was frankly no longer even hoping for results, I found a crowd of foxfolk waiting for me outside the armory.

When I went down and came outside, for a brief moment I was at a loss for words. How many even were there?! A hundred at the very least. At first, I didn't understand what was going on, but then it hit me. These were not city dwellers. These foxfolk lived outside the city walls. They were hunters from free settlements. As I later realized, they were all officially members of the clan, but didn't belong to any of the houses. And the city dwellers called them just that: "houseless."

On top of that, they had not come alone, but with entire families. I looked at them and understood that my move to encourage the city dwellers had actually worked. Not exactly as expected, but it turned out even better.

"Well we can't just plant so many new sequoias in the middle of town!" Wintry continued to object, ignoring my question.

What a stubborn bastard! He was after all an intelligent old man, but for some reason he was stubbornly ignoring what I said about the looming threat to us all. He still thinks I'm trying to take power from them. Well, what can I do with him?

"What's the matter with new sequoias?"

"They're not the problem!" he said in outrage. "The problem is that rabble from the forest."

Hm... This old man is not filtering himself.

"This 'rabble' as you put it," I began, adding steely notes to my voice. "Are members of our Order. And their families are under our protection."

Ignoring my tone, the old man wouldn't back down.

"Let me remind you, young man, that you are a newcomer here. And this city belongs to us. Our ancestors have defended this city from monsters for hundreds of years. We are grateful to you for your role in exposing the traitors in our clan, but there must be a limit!"

The old man blew a gasket. He was shaking all over in rage. Fire in his eyes. His fur was standing on end.

I meanwhile was sitting back relaxed in my chair watching his fit, fingers interlaced on my stomach. You wanna talk frankly, old codger? Alright. Let's talk.

Slowly getting up out of my chair, I walked over to the window and, at a half turn, said:

"How about you come over here for a minute."

The old man was somewhat taken aback by my behavior. He must not have been expecting what he said to work on me that way. Did he think I would just collapse into hysterics on the spot? Yeah right. Although I was outraged, externally I was serenity in the flesh.

With a snort, the old man got up and walked over to the window. Frozen three paces from me, he snorted again to say I could continue.

And continue I did.

"Mister Wintry, would you do me a favor and take a look at that wall over there? Do you see how many roots it has?"

"Yes, and what of it?"

"Very good," I said. After that, with a short swipe of my right hand, I asked piercingly: "And what do you see now?"

The old man clearly wanted to say something rude again but choked. And I don’t blame him. I also would have choked, if I had just seen a long wall come to life in the blink of an eye for the first time.

"Do you see the long moving branches?" I asked forebodingly.

The old man fell silent, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw his head give a jerk.

"Those are highly poisonous guard vines. As I'm sure you've realized already, they do whatever I command."

I ran a hand over the transparent film that acted as glass in the wooden buildings. After that, I moved my fingers as if plucking the strings of a lute. All the sequoias immediately reacted outside the window as if they were the strings I was plucking. They gave a slight wave as if blowing in the wind.

Wintry hiccupped loudly.

"If I'm not mistaken, that tall wide-branching sequoia is your family home, no?" I inquired.

The old man shuddered and tensed up.

"Do you still think you are the masters of this city?" I asked, slowly squeezing out every word.

It hurt to look at the old man.

I started to slowly squeeze my fingers into a fist and ten of the sequoias moved closer together.

"I understand," Wintry exhaled fatedly, all his arrogance gone in an instant.

Was I glad at what happened? To be frank, not especially. Until the bitter end, I didn't want to fall back on threats, but the conceited old geezer forced my hand. There exists a certain kind of intelligent creature that understands only the language of force. But in any case, Wintry left my office in a state of deep thought after agreeing to all my terms.

At the end of our frank conversation, we reached an arrangement whereby neither he nor any of his patriarch buddies would stop their clan members from joining the Order any longer.

Jumping ahead a bit, I should note that the old man kept up his end of the bargain. He even gave a heartfelt speech in front of a big crowd about the importance of the Order of Monster Hunters. Basically the kind of thing he likes to do.

I wasn't left owing him anything though. I fulfilled his request-slash-condition. I accepted his little son into the hunters but, if he ever left the city walls, it would only be as part of a big squad. As a consequence, the other house leaders did the same. When all was said and done, the Order was up to almost two hundred troops...

* * *
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"GOODBYE, MY FRIEND," I said sadly.

"Why 'goodbye?'" Pinebogey smiled. "We're sure to see each other again! And so I say, 'until we meet again.'"

Over the last few days, the Keeper had grown even more gaunt. Much more of this and he'd be a walking skeleton. I wonder why I don't have the same problem even though I have a whole two seeds in my backpack.

It's all obviously down to the fact that I named him Keeper and gave him one of the seeds. That must have kicked off a different process of some kind.

"Chin up, buddy!" Pinebogey smiled, and his cheekbones sharpened. "We have lots of work ahead of us!"

"That's for sure," I agreed and took a fleeting glance at the shore.

There were two elves and a dryad there fussing around with a potbellied boat.

"Can you handle it?"

"Where we’re going?" Pinebogey chuckled. "There's just one last thing to do ― pick a good spot."

Despite the happy air, I could see that he was troubled.

"Furthermore, I am no longer alone. I have help. By the way, you called it."

I glanced at the legendary forest creatures and chuckled. I was surprised as well. The dryad and the elves had all three come alone from different places, sensing the Call of the Heart of the Forest.

The dryad was first. She lived near the lake. The blackblood mothers had destroyed her tree, and ever since she had been wandering the forests like a lost soul. And later, when we sealed the portal, darkness retreated and the Call of the Heart of the Forest grew stronger. So then she found herself at the gates of Foreston. And when the sentries brought her over to Pinebogey, she fell straight to her knees and, bawling her eyes out, started to beg him not to banish her. On that day I was yet again amazed by the power of those little seeds. What would happen when they started to grow?

After the dryad came the elves. I always found them to be haughty and emotionally closed-off. Perhaps they were, but not around the Keeper.

Basically, the same thing happened. They were practically glowing with elation. Unable to hold back tears, they shared their worries with Pinebogey and begged not to be banished. As a matter of fact, my pal isn't even going to have to do a thing ― his army is coming straight to him, and there will be no more loyal soldiers in the entire world.

"My time has come, friend," Pinebogey uttered, placing his right hand on my shoulder. "May the power of the forest keep you, no matter where you go."

I breathed a heavy sigh and muttered:

"And may it not eat you alive. These things have quite the appetite."

Pinebogey laughed and gave me a light, approving pat on the shoulder. After that, he turned around and walked over to the boat.

The elves and dryad also bid me a warm farewell and, pushing the boat into the water together, jumped inside. The forest creatures’ welcoming attitude toward me was easy to explain. First of all, they had seen the amulet. And second, Pinebogey blabbed about the other two seeds. That made me a keeper too, in a sense.

When the boat had just about disappeared into the morning fog, I heard Pinebogey's voice.

"My friend! Try not to put it off too long! They will start piping up eventually!"

In response, I just raised my right hand and whispered to myself:

"No problem, they'll last. First, I'll pay a little visit to the gnomes. Then I can think about where to plant these hungry babies."
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AS MUCH AS I MAY have wanted to wrap things up quicker, I ended up having to stay in Foreston another few weeks. I just had too much to do starting with providing homes for the families of the new hunters and ending with bolstering the city's defenses.

Honestly though, I didn't especially have any problems with the last part. At the council of the Order, to which I had invited the patriarchs of Clan Sharpear as guests of honor, among other things we decided to raise the level of the city walls to five. And the decision was unanimous.

To be frank, I didn't have to invite the heads of the houses, but I did anyway. And not just because. I had a few different motivations. I wanted to show the old men that Foreston and the Order were as one. And that I intended to do everything in my power to strengthen the city and, by the same token, its residents. To do that, I had to somewhat raise the veil of secrecy around the "development" process. In other words, the patriarchs had to understand that all this hocus pocus was coming at a high cost to me.

The old men understood what I was trying to say. They really have a special sense for negotiation. At first, as they should have, they wanted to pitch in. I didn't refuse. I accepted the help and took their crystals. But not for induction. I did it in such a way that they remained transferrable.

I was planning to give the crystals to Murk and his warriors. With all the new members in the Order, I needed commanders. And because the Fangs had no more crystals to advance their ranks, I had to find a way to wriggle out of it. Especially given that I knew perfectly well where to get them.

And though there were no problems with the voluntary contributions to fortify the city walls, when it came to everything else, the shrewd geezers tried to take me for all I had.

Their primary interest was in raising the level of all the sequoias where their relatives lived. I of course laughed at their demands which, as an aside, didn't bother them one bit. They must have been expecting that reaction. Didn't work? Okay then. We had to try at least.

Honestly though, I did have to make some concessions. I promised to raise the level of the houses' main sequoias, for which I demanded tokens on top of the crystals.

During our talks, I played the part of a peevish magister, but inside I was jubilant. Later, thanks to our little deal, Murk got promoted to prior, while the other troops from his squad were made junior priors.

In that way, the senior command structure of the Order was formed. I didn't yet know how the Fangs would cope with their new duties but I was hoping that, with time, everything would fall into place. And meanwhile, for lack of time, I had to form the Order practically on the fly.

By then, my diverse warband could be split into three parts. The first and essentially most important part was the Fangs. They were the foundation of the Order. Its basis and backbone.

The second and most numerous part were hunters from the forest villages. The so-called "houseless." To sum them up... Poorly organized. Low levels. Abysmal equipment. Honestly, that was not such a big problem. The arsenal had easily enough weapons and armor to equip about four hundred troops. Beyond that, at any moment I could replenish the armory's stores with development points.

A few of the "houseless" had also brought their families. For them we had to grow another few sequoias. But there were also others that did not wish to relocate to Foreston. They preferred to return to their home settlements after being inducted. In other words, they just took advantage of the opportunity to get some expensive and rare equipment.

As a matter of fact, that was pretty much exactly what they got. My bodyguards and the other foxfolk even tried to stop the "swindlers." I had to cool a couple of hotheads harshly on a few occasions.

Onyx once worked up the courage to tell me I was too trusting. Honestly though, she had the good sense to tell me that without anyone else watching.

I had to explain that I was fine with the outcome. Let them go back to their settlements and societies. There they would be met as true heroes. With new armor, magic potions and spheres ― once news spread of their newfound riches, we'd be overwhelmed with potential hunters!

And so on. With time, every village would have a few Monster Hunters. They couldn't all just sit around in the city after all. And if they think they've outsmarted me, the magister has an interesting tool in the settings for that. It's called "summon hunters." I honestly don't yet know how it works, but the Great System said clearly that the Order would not be left wanting for soldiers.

And as for the third part of our band, they were foxfolk the patriarchs had supposedly let go. And meanwhile, they joined the Order only after the house heirs. What a coincidence. Even a fool could see that the old men were taking insurance, afraid for their offspring. And so they sent bodyguards to look after them. Every heir had around ten soldiers. Even Sly, by the way, had sent a dozen swordsmen to help Kai, which embarrassed the kid greatly.

Overall, on first glance it was a complete mess, which Murk would have to get a handle on. But something was telling me the albino would manage. For my part, I would be giving him the occasional prod and, if needed, stop him from acting too cruel.

And as for the heirs, it was not all so cut and dry. At first, they stuck together. Until I intervened. And the way I did it, they barely noticed. First I'd talk with one, then another. And after that, they were vying for their magister's attention.

I should note that Kai was not taking part. There was no need. I was giving him plenty of attention as it was, and it was partially on purpose. First of all, Sly's cousin had put up commendable results already. And second, I needed to make the heirs move somehow.

And move they did. For example, the first time we met, they were hurt when I said they came good and ready. And so after the induction, all grouped into one squad, they ran off to Narrow Lake and got their next few reputation points next to the dark portal. And meanwhile, they gave the seal another two months of dormancy.

Overall, by the time they were back in Foreston, I already had three potential senior priors. Naturally though, I was in no rush to go handing out ranks ― let them run around as simple hunters a bit first. Of course, for the proud house rulers, coming under the command of Murk and his warriors was nothing less than a demotion. But the patriarchs had been warned about the Order's way of doing things and had no choice but to swallow that as well. And I understand. Future leadership roles in the Order are too coveted a prize.

Murk then treated his new underlings the same as all the rest. Furthermore, on my advice, he quickly formed a few squads out of warriors from different social groups and placed them under his commanders. Thus in the blink of an eye, the heirs of the houses were transformed into normal hunters. And it didn't matter how many crystals they threw into the portal.

By the way, speaking of crystals. Over the last month, along with tokens, they had started to be bought and sold. I didn't know who first got the idea of using the resources as money, but it caught on quickly.

At present, crystals were valued more highly than tokens. But that was because the foxfolk had yet to guess the true value of the latter. I naturally did not fail to take advantage of that and started to buy up both on the sly because I thankfully had more than enough gold.

And that was how a month of concerns and activity just flew by. Ah, time... The most significant resource. There's just never enough. Untamable as water, it just slipped through my fingers. I realized that I had been in Foreston too long already but, alas, I could do nothing.

The reborn order required the attention of its magister at every minute. Really doing it right would have taken more than a mere month. For starters, two or three years would have been preferable.

Ahem... I was daydreaming. Thank the gods they gave me even this one month. Yet still I didn't know what consequences this delay might cause.

I could only guess how the Steel King would respond. No one had come to bother us yet. Though the traitors we eliminated must have had some way to get in contact with their overlord. Most likely, a group of scouts would be sent to the Dark Continent much like the one headed by Takeda. And most likely, the first thing they would do was pay a visit to the explorer village I had destroyed.

But I didn't exactly leave things unattended. A week before, I went there with a small squad of hunters. Beyond a large number of animal tracks, big huge ravens and half-demolished buildings, much to my relief, we didn't find anyone.

While slowly wandering through the ruins, from time to time I caught my soldiers looking at me pensively. They knew that the explorer village had been destroyed, and who had played a direct part in it. But rumors are one thing. It's something else to see it all with your own eyes. I'm sure that the young magister of the Order of Monster Hunter's reputation as a powerful mage skyrocketed in the eyes of his subjects that day.

Before leaving the ruined village, I got the idea to leave observers nearby who could warn Foreston about visitors from the mainland.

At first glance, it seemed like a good idea but after some thought, I decided against it. I didn't want to put my soldiers' lives at risk. Thinking back on the level of Takeda and his warriors, I realized that anyone I left behind would most likely be easily found and killed.

After that, on the way back to Foreston, I decided to pay a visit to the halfling village. I wanted to find out whether the wee folk I had rescued made it back to their families. But we were in for a surprise. The village turned out to be deserted.

At first, I thought it had been wiped out, but we studied the tracks and concluded that they had left of their own accord. And those same tracks told us that the halflings I set free had indeed made it back home, then for some reason decided to head south. Alright then... Getting as far as possible from the snake den was a totally sensible decision. Okay, fine. We would find them sooner or later no matter what. I had plans for the half-pints as well.

Despite the fact that that the Order’s first few days couldn't be described as anything but chaos, a month later I suddenly realized that it wasn't all as bad as it seemed. My new life in Foreston was starting to settle down. I should note that Murk had done the impossible with a bit of help from me. The squadrons he formed were gradually transforming into something more than a collection of uncivilized villagers and pompous aristocrats.

Essentially, I was no longer so afraid to leave the city to my prior. And so I started actively preparing for another journey.

I decided to go visit the gnomes on my own. But my decision met unexpected protest from the council of the Order. All my objections were swept away unmercifully. No one wanted to let me go on my own. And after a long series of heated arguments, I eventually had to make some concessions.

At first, Murk insisted on a squad accompanying me, but I was not in favor. In the end, my bodyguards came with on my journey, although I was initially planning to leave them behind as magic support for Murk. But that was a bust. My reasoning just kept coming up against an impregnable wall of incomprehension. And the fact the magesses were much weaker than me didn't bother anyone.

At first, I was very angry at my underlings' stubbornness. But then they all explained it to me in layman's terms, which caught me completely off guard.

As it turned out, the supreme magister of the Order was equivalent in status to a sovereign. In other words, the lands of the Order were a separate government. Everyone living on those lands had to submit to the supreme magister as the highest authority, and I was now that person. With such a high status, I was simply obliged to behave accordingly. While listening to Murk, I got the strange feeling that a dusty bag had been pulled of my head.

Murk didn't miss the chance to mention that I would be meeting the ruler of the gnomes. As Supreme Magister of the Order, I would be received in the throne room, where I would be led down the central corridor rather than let in through some back entrance or through the kitchen. As such, I needed to have an escort and look the part. From this point on, I was the face of the entire order.

After the conversation which most of all resembled a scolding, I spent the rest of the day in pensive silence.

While digesting all the information that had come crashing down on me, I came to recognize one important aspect. Murk and the other Fangs were not as basic as I first thought.

The next day I had a one-on-one meeting with him in my office and demanded an explanation. Murk didn't get evasive and told me a detailed history of House Ice Fang. To sum it up, Murk was the youngest son of the head of one of the most ancient houses in the north. After a war that claimed the lives of all his elder family members, Murk and another few young foxfolk moved to Foreston where they acquired a new place to live. After that, he somehow managed to establish a community.

Before the war, his parents had packed the head of their young offspring with all the particular knowledge every aristocrat had to know.

After talking with Murk, all the pieces of the puzzle in my head fell into place. Wintry's desire to execute Murk, the blind loyalty of his warriors, and the ease with which the albino had brought our warband to order spoke to the fact that my prior was no simple foxman. Seemingly, the Goddess Fortuna had again blessed me with her smile. I had someone to leave Foreston to.

We spent the next few days preparing for the journey. We brought a good stock of potions and magic spheres. We packed food. We checked our weapons. Brought up the foxmaidens' characteristics. Now their figures were approximately appropriate for level twenty.

Beyond that, remembering where our path would take us, I studied all the documents in the vault thoroughly. In the end, I found five scrolls connected with the gnomes.

Three of them were conferring property rights to the Order for three plots of land inside the gnomish kingdom. The largest of them, on the surface in the mountains, held an Order castle. And that was precisely where the portal would be taking us.

There were another two plots beneath the earth. Based on the descriptions, they were both mines a gnomish king had bequeathed to the Order of Hunters in return for a favor.

And as a treat, I also had two documents attesting to bank accounts in the two main banks of the Undermountain Kingdom. The first account contained eighteen thousand gold coins, while the second had one hundred thousand.

The dry accounting language of the contract, written in long garden-path sentences was too hard to understand even with my Mind, so I didn't try too hard to make sense of it. It obviously required more than Mind. Perhaps some other specific skills or abilities could have helped. There was one thing I knew for certain: the gold was supposed to earn interest. Three percent annually in the first bank, and around two in the second.

On first glance, that might not seem like much but, considering the fact that the deposit had been made several hundred years ago, the undermountain bankers would be in for an unpleasant surprise.

Other than scrolls, the vault contained lots of fancy clothing for both women and men and suiting practically any life event. Beyond that, almost all of it was for my level and gave impressive bonuses to certain characteristics such as charisma, attractiveness and comfort.

When I showed the whole wardrobe to the fox ladies and allowed them to take whatever they liked, I found myself overwhelmed by their joyous shriek. For the next few hours, the fearsome warrior women basically drove me batty trying on outfits.

But that was only half the trouble. The girly girls didn’t stop after they finished with their own wardrobes. Instead, they both took it on themselves to pick out some clothing for me.

My attempts to avoid that fate were met with unappealable refusal. In the end, I had to make peace with it and play the role of an obedient doll. But despite all that, I had to agree that the clothing the magesses picked out was appealing. And considering the fact that I was the son of a simple miner, and a zero on top of that, the rich garments were something I could have only dreamed about in my past life, which gave me a certain aesthetic satisfaction. Looking at my reflection in a big full-length mirror, I was surprised by how much I had changed and matured over the past year. The outfits transformed me a good deal, too. One second I was a scout in high quality traveling clothes. The next I was an aristocrat whose proud posture was underlined by commonplace garb. And then I was a young man with a cold harsh gaze, clearly a powerful mage ready for an audience with a queen.

Based on how easily the foxmaidens selected my outfits for the upcoming visit to the Queen of the gnomes, they knew what they were doing. I was about to ask where they’d picked up their knack for the sartorial when suddenly I felt a powerful upwelling of magic. Based on the way the foxmaidens froze with their eyes wide open, they felt it, too. And a moment later, the living city gave a shudder.

The magesses froze not breathing and staring at me in fear. I meanwhile unlike them was smiling happily.

The Heart of the Forest had sent out a message to the whole world that it had awoken.

Continuing to smile stupidly, I quickly opened Foreston's stats and breathed a sigh of relief. Pinebogey had kept his word ― the living city's supply was quickly filling with mana.

Done! Now I could get on my way.
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THE GNOMISH MOUNTAINS greeted us with pouring rain and hurricane-force winds. I'd grown unaccustomed to this kind of weather and it was all thanks to Foreston. It was always warm and cozy inside the living city.

Mountainguard, which was the name of the Order's castle, seemed to be one with the rock formation it was built on top of. Looking like a fearsome and gloomy monolith, its monumentality and might were striking. Like by the way everything made by gnomes. And I had no doubt the castle had been built by gnomes specifically.

After coming through the portal, I did not have to confirm my right to be on Hunter territory, because I had already done so in Foreston. Otherwise the portal simply would not have let us through.

After the warp, before my eyes came a glowing window presenting a report on the status of the castle. Based on the untouched armory and vault, its former master was quite a cost-conscious administrator. Honestly though, the other parts of the castle were not in such good shape. This place had clearly been looted and more than once at that. But the former owner could hardly be judged for that: he had left the castle long before any marauders showed up.

The castle's supply, as I assumed, was empty. The fairly decent magical defensive line was inactive, too. In a few places it had even been destroyed. After meeting the Queen, I would have to transfer a few of Murk's underlings here. Some who had taken the trap master path, or as the system called them — Fortunate Trackers.

As it turned out, my assumptions were correct. Those who chose such a path were indeed responsible for the Order's magical defense system. By the way, that was yet another big fat plus in Foreston's favor. The living city could heal its own damages. Well, development points and mana did have to be sacrificed. Lots of mana. With trap masters though, they could get by using only their own supplies.

I wondered if the foxfolk had any idea how lucky they were to have gotten the blueprint for a living city. Or rather, not them but their magister forebearers.

I myself wanted to know where they got it from. Probably forest faction characters either as a gift or repayment for a favor. And maybe it was in fact a war trophy taken from some elf or woodwose. In any case, I won't mention the fact that I have such a blueprint. Honestly, Pinebogey already knows, but I don't think he'll go blabbing.

As for the Order's other structures, it was all simple enough. The magisters had hired construction workers, then when the castles or fortresses were finished, the magic defenses were maintained by Trackers. All that remained was to figure out how to solve the supply problem. I was already aware that they were very large mana crystals, but where they could be obtained I had yet to see anywhere. Not really though. That's a lie. I have some idea of where to get three such large crystals. The first would be in the heart of Stonetown, the second in Fort Stout, and well there must be a third in the snake den.

All that remained was to figure out whether the Order needed the aforementioned structures or those locations. In one way or another, if I suddenly felt inspired to build a new castle or fortress, and not to grow a new Foreston, I already knew where to get crystals for their supplies.

As far as I was concerned, Stonetown was completely useless. Or rather its use presently was highly questionable. Essentially, it had been built by the gnomes for the Hunters so they could monitor the otherworldly portal. And ever since I had closed the portal a year ago, there was no longer any need for the underground city.

I had a hard time imagining someone choosing voluntarily to live at the bottom of the caverns of the Crooked Mountains. I shouldn't be so sure though. Maybe there were still minerals to be extracted from the rock. Beyond that, the caverns would be an excellent location for beginning hunters. Over the centuries, the subterranean beasts had multiplied to an astonishing degree!

Basically, there was no reason to discount that location entirely. I would be sure to think of a way to put it to use. Plus it was attached to quite extensive holdings. The Crooked Mountains themselves and all the land around them belonged to the Order. That would come as a surprise to Bardan.

After Gorgie checked the whole castle for squatters and gave me the all clear, I let him take a wander around the surrounding area. No one could believe this was a calm part of the world. There had been quite a detailed guide in a scroll giving us a clear indication that we would run into problems very soon. Beyond the gnomes themselves and all sorts of mountain predators, the biggest problem was kobolds.

The guide said that before building the castle, the hunters had gone to war with the numerous tribes of that quarrelsome race. Kobolds, the age-old enemies of the gnomes, did not wish to part with their lands. A joint strike by the hunters and gnomes forced them to leave the area. But not for long. With time the kobolds recovered from the knockout blow and returned to attack the newcomers again. I suspected that over the centuries of desertion, the previous owners had settled right back in. I'm sure they'll give us plenty of trouble.

I assume that is the very reason the castle is currently uninhabited. The gnomes don't see a reason to maintain it, every day fighting such malevolent creatures. They already have enough problems in their caverns. The kobolds meanwhile do not like to live on the surface and if they do crawl out of their burrows, it is only at night to hunt. I would bet my hand that they already know we're here. They have a special ability like my sixth sense.

By the way, speaking of abilities, I found a few interesting books in the vault. Much to my surprise, I could not read most of them. I simply did not have enough Mind. And that was with forty-six points! One more reason to give that characteristic some attention. I'm certain there is lots of interesting stuff in those books.

One of the folios I was thankfully able to decipher was a complete bestiary of the Order of Monster Hunters. I had easily enough Mind points to get my head around that little tome.

With no exaggeration, I could say that I had gotten my hands on a treasure. It made Gino's bestiary, which we had used to identify the female Dartan Whipsnake, look like a children's picture book.

The compilers of the Order's bestiary had scrupulously added information to it about every beast in our world and others over a number of generations.

The first thing I did when the book fell into my lap was look up information on harns. As it turned out, my hope of trying to raise his Mind was in vain. The highest my Gorgie could ever achieve was one point. Even iridescent tablets couldn't help. The Great System was unequivocal about that.

But whereas Mind was a total flop, when it came to physical development, my pet was going to be in for a very interesting surprise when he hit level sixty. Using his tail strike, the harn would be able to inject a powerful venom into his enemies. Apparently, the glands to produce the toxin had already started to form in his body.

And back to abilities. The only creatures in this world born with no abilities or skills were humans. All the other intelligent creatures and animals had at least one ability. For example, the harn's clawed paw swipe.

There were many disputes in the learned world over humankind’s strange deficiency. Many theories had been put forward. One of them claimed that humans were not native to this world. Is that worthy of belief? I don't know. But I do know for a fact that there are humans in other worlds.

The bestiary also contained information about the kobolds. There were a few pictures in their section. My respect to the artist. The images were quite true to life. I even felt sorry my old school textbooks didn’t have such a skilled illustrator.

According to the description, kobolds were short creatures bearing a distant resemblance to gnomes. The guide said that for a long time they were actually thought to be distant relatives of the gnomes. Need it be said that such comparisons and theories irked the gnomes quite badly? In the guide, there was a passing reference to a couple little wars that had sprouted up on those very grounds. Gnomes are fickle creatures prone to fits of temper.

I then in my turn, based on the pictures I had seen, found no similarities between the kobolds and gnomes. Though if I let my imagination run wild and thought that kobolds were in fact distant relatives of the gnomes, the only possible explanation would be a ghastly mutation giving an animalistic appearance and malicious character.

Kobolds had interesting abilities. For example, a unique kind of sense called "rock sense." Need it be said that the shrewd gnomes very quickly found a use for the obviously valuable skill? Every mine shaft was equipped with a tame kobold, raised from childhood to develop that skill to the utmost. And that very ability was why the local kobolds most likely already knew about our arrival. I'm certain they will come pay us a visit soon. Probably not today, but tomorrow night is a sure thing. And we would without a doubt be prepared.

By the way, I also found gremlins in the bestiary. To my surprise, it turned out that Mee and his kin originated from forests. Unfortunately though, my brother's first skill would only reveal itself at level thirty. But what a skill! My mouth spread into a happy smile when I read its description. By all appearances, it looked like Mee and all gremlins were healers. But not normal ones. Their inborn power allowed them to heal plants! Curious. Do the orcs have any idea about the true nature of the creatures they use as servants?

But alas, beyond the fact that gremlins were often hired to work as gardeners in the past, there was no other information. That was probably the only ability Mee would get. I can only picture the look on his face when I let him read this book. Ugh, there was just the small issue of ripping my brother from the clutches of the Steel King. Hopefully, the dryad was able to find him...

* * *
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"CAN YOU SENSE THEM?" I heard Amber's agitated voice behind me.

"No, but Gorgie can."

We were standing atop the tallest tower in the castle and admiring the view of the mountains. No matter where we looked, we could see the sharp spines of gray mountains. Like the fins of a giant sea monster, they pierced the gray clouds straight through.

It had stopped raining a day before. The wind quieted down, too. The sun still didn't want to peek out, but in spite of that the view from up there was striking.

As expected, the kobolds decided to pay us a visit on the second day, giving us time to prepare. But the very fact that they weren't racing in headlong to punish the trespassers spoke to their good sense. They decided to get a bigger force together first.

"Are there many of them?" Amber asked, slightly shaken up.

I could not sense fear in her. It was more like pre-battle jitters.

"Yes, there are," I nodded. "It's actually surprising."

"And what's got you so surprised?"

"You see," I stroked my chin. "If the bestiary is to be trusted, kobolds have a special connection with rock that allows them to know exactly how many enemies they are facing from a good distance. The range depends on the level of the skill."

"And what's surprising about that?"

"They know there are four of us. But still they're in no rush to attack and are amassing forces. Gorgie says they're everywhere."

After my words, Amber looked around as if there were already kobolds sneaking up behind her. Her vulpine snout gave a wince, and her black nose twitched. I chuckled. She activated one of her abilities. She's trying to sniff out the enemy, but her chances are slim. First of all, her ability is just level three. And second, all the kobolds are still underground. She was still a far cry from Gorgie. Furthermore, caverns are a harn's native element.

"Are you trying to say they can sense not only the number but the level of creatures?"

"Not the level," I corrected her. "I believe they're sensing our supplies. Believe me, I know what I'm talking about. I can do it, too."

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a surprised glance from the foxmaiden. I could see that she wanted to ask me something. I decided to sate her curiosity. Especially given I was not worried about treachery from my familiar. She simply was not capable of betraying me. The Great System wouldn't allow it. And prior oaths mean nothing. My power over her is absolute. As is her loyalty to me.

"There was this one time. I managed to take down a dangerous beast."

"And what, a tablet containing a spell dropped on the first go?" she asked in disbelief.

"It is a bonus from my curse," I chuckled and twirled my hand, pointing to my level.

"But then how were you able to activate the tablet?" she asked, still curious about my level.

She clearly had long been interested in this issue. If I were in her place, I would also be curious about how a zero had been able to use a spell.

"Level doesn't matter with iridescent tablets," I responded calmly.

"I see and... Wait, what?! Are you saying you got an iridescent tablet on a drop?!"

"Well yeah," I nodded. "As a matter of fact, every spell I have I got from an iridescent tablet."

Amber's eyes went wide, and she wanted to ask another question but suddenly started coughing loudly.

Taking a step toward her, I gave her a light pat on the back.

"But how?!" When she finished, she was finally able to speak. "I thought that was all fairy tales!"

"I don't know for sure," I said thoughtfully. "Maybe it's because I'm a bugged-up zero. Or maybe it's all to do with my ancient blood. Most likely it's a bit of both."

"You descend from the ancients?" Amber whispered in shock. "You... You..."

"You know," I interrupted her softly. "I still have a hard time deciding whether to be happy about that or not."

Amber decisively took air into her lungs. Hehe... Well, Eric, hang in there. The questions are about to start raining down. But the pitter-patter of quick footsteps on the stairs distracted the red fox. And an instant later, Onyx appeared in the doorway looking satisfied:

"I dumped in another three thousand mana!" she told us proudly.

I glanced at the castle's supply and smiled encouragingly. In that time, we had managed to fill its mana by more than a quarter.

"Will it be enough?" Onyx asked, jumping over to the parapet.

I chuckled. What a worrywart. Unlike the calmer Amber, this little dynamo had run through the whole castle a hundred times already. Her curious vulpine snout had probably already stuck into every nook and cranny.

Of the two, she was the most like Gorgie. Onyx and the harn were both awaiting the kobolds impatiently.

"I hope so," I responded.

"What about the golems?" Onyx asked hurriedly and pressed both of her hands to her chest like a child.

Just the eyes she made. Hehe.

"You'll get your golems," I growled. "Let's go."

With a loud yelp, Onyx dashed toward the door. And a second later, we heard hurried footsteps on the stairs.

Amber shook her head and sniffed loudly. Letting her go out ahead, I gave a barely noticeable chuckle. Well, well. You're trying to act grown-up, but I can see the way your eyes are burning. You want to see me bring the golems to life, too.

When the first steel giant, an exact copy of the one from Fort Stout, jumped down off its pedestal onto the paving stones, Onyx shrieked loudly and raised both of her hands into the air.

"Yes-s-s!!! Aga-ain!!!"

As if obeying her cry, the other golems left their pedestals, too. There was a total of six statues in the castle's inner courtyard. At one time, there had been many more, but only six had made it to the present day.

The giants, crammed into impenetrable armor suits were brandishing wide shields and massive flanged maces. This time, they were noticeably easier to control. A mental order was all it took.

"Now we can do some fighting!!!" Onyx exclaimed, shaking one of her blades.

After that, puffing out her chest in pride and taking a wide stance, she looked at the steel warband.

I chuckled. This one's cut out to be a general. Let's see how you react to this. Obeying my mental command, the golems all stepped forward in perfect time and got down on one knee before the little warrior.

Oh gods! There was so much glee in her eyes.

To the right, I heard Amber chuckling again. With a smile, I looked at the red fox who had her hands crossed over her chest, watching her sister’s performance with delight.

Yes, I had been calling them sisters to myself, but surprisingly I was right. They really were blood sisters. And they were also nieces of Murk. Their mother was my prior's younger sister. That was where they got their particular aristocratic knowhow. Overall, with these two as helpers, I was not afraid of getting into trouble when meeting the Queen.

Hm, if I could survive that long.

Though my intuition was telling me we severely outclassed the kobolds. Beyond the golem, I had managed to activate another dozen or so traps encircling the castle. And in the worst case, we could hop into the portal at any moment and warp back to Foreston.

I caught myself unexpectedly thinking that the idea of retreat bothered me. In point of fact, I viewed the kobold attack most of all as a chance to replenish my tablet and ess reserves. To be blunt, I was more concerned about the gnomes than this horde of savage troglodytes.

I'm reminded that the primordial gnome had mentioned a mother-in-law's betrayal and, if the old woman was still alive, she might not have survived the return of the furious bride thirsting for vengeance.

Yes, I had an amulet that could open any door in the gnomish kingdom, but only if the gnome that gave it to me came out on top in the showdown with her husband's mother.

A short snide growl from the wall broke my concentration. It was Gorgie telling me he was back. As if to say he was out climbing mountains while we were in here having a good time.

"Hrn!" he added more seriously.

"The kobolds are on the move," I said and glanced up at the sky. "They will attack after sundown."
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THE KOBOLDS ARRIVED at night. There were a surprising number of the brutes.

From up on the wall, I watched their approach. The lack of stars or moon was no problem for my night vision. Based on the stunned gasps behind me, the foxmaidens could also see well in the dark.

My bodyguards had raided the armory's arrow reserves and taken advantageous positions on the viewing platforms of the guard towers. Onyx as the most impatient had already taken a few shots into the darkness. And based on the shrieks of pain, a few of them had landed. For fairness' sake, it must be mentioned that it would have been hard not to hit the oncoming wave of gray brutes.

I looked around and held up a fist as if to say, "don't waste arrows, only take sure shots." She looked scared as a child, gave a muted squeak and hid behind the parapet. But we had no problems with ammunition. The old magister saw to that before leaving. A deep bow to him for that.

Unlike her younger sister, Amber was still calm. Or rather, pretending to be. And I didn’t blame her. I'm sure this was the first time she was coming face to face with such a large number of enemies. And at such a disadvantage. Oh well. It was time they both realized what they signed up for.

As for me, I wasn't feeling scared as such. Over the last year, I had already seen all kinds of things. Furthermore, I had a clear plan of retreat.

At first the kobolds would step into the traps beyond the castle walls. After that, once they reached the walls, they would have a few more unpleasant surprises in store. Once they got over the walls, which I had no doubt they could do, the beasts would run into the golems. The steel giants then would cover our retreat back to the portal. But that was not all. When the golems fell and the kobolds got inside the castle... Anyhow, first let them get over the wall. Then we could see. By the way, need it be mentioned that neither my archers nor Gorgie and myself would be sitting on the sidelines? We would try to bring down on the heads of the attackers as many magical "gifts" as we could muster.

To be frank, I had some doubts about the traps beyond the castle walls. Considering the kobolds' unique ability to sense stone ― and there was nothing around us but stone ― they could perhaps try to get around the mana-fed traps.

But when the first ranks of the attackers reached the traps, and the darkness was lit up with magic flashes, I realized I had been severely overestimating what the troglodytes could do.

And a moment later, a light show began around the castle. The gray bodies of the kobolds went up like dry leaves, burning to dust in a bright red flame in the space of an instant. They froze like ice sculptures. Vanished down suddenly appearing crevasses. Hovered in the air like moths, pierced through by stone spikes. Fell clutching at their throats, poisoned by bright green toxic vapors. But all the while, despite the staggering losses, they didn't lose momentum.

All that time the Great System was faithfully reporting back about the tablets and esses I was gaining. To be frank, I wasn't expecting loot for the ones killed by traps. At the very least, I hadn't gotten them before. But I guess I wasn't a magister before either. Seemingly, everything was different now, which was hard not to be happy about.

Not even a minute later, the first wave of attackers had ceased to exist, and the attack sputtered out.

"Yes!!!" I heard a victorious cry from the restless Onyx.

Naive. This was only the beginning. Based on the low levels of the dead kobolds, whoever was in charge of the attack had purposely sent the weaklings out in front to open a breach in our defenses with their bodies.

"Settle down!" I shouted at the fox. "And prepare yourself! This is only the beginning!"

"Hrn!" Gorgie supported me.

The harn responded from beyond the far wall. He was making sure the enemy wouldn’t sneak up on us from behind. Despite the precipice in that direction, kobolds had an easy time climbing sheer rock faces, so it was hardly an issue. As a matter of fact, my intuition was telling me the troglodytes would definitely try to attack us from that direction. Whoever was in command of the previous attack was clearly intelligent and calculating as well as merciless toward their own kind. In order to deactivate our traps, they had sacrificed three hundred kobolds. And there would surely be more losses. Storming the walls would come next. A good distraction maneuver.

Before, with my fifteen Mind points, I most likely would have written that fact up to bloodthirstiness and stupidity. But now... hm... I'm not rushing to any conclusions. I'll wait for the kobold chief to make his next move.

"Is that all?!" Onyx's loud scream made me slightly wince. "Is that the best you can do?!"

What a restless girl. Although... Why not?

Unlike me, Amber was more adamant. She hissed menacingly at her sister, ordering her to shut up.

Catching a look from me, the red fox made an apologetic face and shrugged her shoulders. I then in my turn waved a hand at her as if to say, "let her scream, it'll get on the kobold commanders' nerves at least." I had no doubt that they could understand our language.

I don't know whether Onyx's screams had an effect, or the kobolds had just regrouped but, in any case, they went back on the attack.

This time the attackers were higher level but not by much.

Wailing and growling furiously, the gray wave of attackers crashed against the walls. As expected, the troglodytes started quickly scrambling up the walls, flailing their arms and legs.

Then came my turn to join the battle. Activating avatar of chaos, I sent all my basic spells slamming down on their heads. Ice arrows, lightning, rams ― my magic ravaged the ranks of the attackers, cutting swaths straight through their army. I easily moved from one end of the wall to the other while monitoring the situation beyond the walls.

The kobold chief was hiding somewhere out there in the darkness among the stones. It was like I could sense his watchful gaze with my skin. I was forming the impression that he was fighting back doubt, wondering if he should send his main forces into battle or not.

Alright then, come on. Make up your mind! Send your best warriors. We'll be sure to give them a warm welcome.

I really wanted the chief to make that decision. The thing was that the sixty-foot wall encircling the castle was not merely a stone wall, but a huge magic trap called "Barrier of Fire." And if the kobold leader decided now to storm the wall with all his forces, I would burn them up in one go.

But alas, he did not.

Before they could overcome the wall, flayed by my spells, the wave of attackers flooded back with offended screeching. Another hundred down.

Time to leave the wall and get up closer to the foxes.

"Meet up in the central tower!" I barked and, out of the corner of my eye, noticed the foxmaidens shudder at the sound of my voice.

Oh well. It's time they got used to it.

My place on the wall was taken by four golems. The steel giants were concentrated along the parapet five paces from one another.

I also left two of them down below to guard the door of the tower we were atop to watch the assault. Beyond that, the portal room was also in the basement of this tower. Overall, if we did end up having to leave the castle, the steel guards would make certain we could retreat.

Before stepping onto the viewing platform, I deactivated avatar. I had to take it easy on my bodyguards' nerves after all.

Gorgie and the foxmaidens were already there.

The pair met me with slightly spooked looks. Even Onyx fell silent.

"Well, what's the matter?" I asked with a snort.

"That was ghastly," the spotted one muttered, to which Gorgie gave a derisive snort.

"I could feel it in my gut," the red one confirmed.

"Does it change anything?" I scoffed.

The sisters traded glances. Then Amber responded.

"We just have to get used to it."

"Are you a werebeast?" Onyx asked suddenly. Seemingly, the initial fear had passed and now the questions were beginning.

"I've never seen such a thing. What do you turn into?"

"I am not a werewolf."

"What does that mean?" Amber responded in surprise.

"Huh?"

"That is my avatar," I explained curtly and walked up to the parapet.

"So that's an avatar?!" the spotted one exclaimed with excitement. "I always thought the elders' stories about avatars were just fairy tales to help us fall asleep at night. So they do exist?"

"As you can see," I shrugged.

"And are you the only one?" Onyx asked. "And by the way, what kind is it?"

"Of course not," I responded patiently. "And mine is an avatar of chaos."

The spotted one gave an admiring squeak.

Amber couldn't resist a question either:

"What other kinds have you seen?"

"Stone, forest. And... By the way, look at those golems."

The foxmaidens both turned their heads toward the wall where the steel figures were standing perfectly still.

"Hm... It's all just a guess," I continued. "But it seems to me that the founder of our order’s avatar looked just like them. At the very least, he is commonly depicted in two forms — as a humble fisherman and a knight packed head to toe into plate armor."

"Uhhh..." the foxmaidens both drawled out, staring wide-eyed at the golems as if they were seeing them for the first time.

"You said forest and stone," Amber reminded.

"Yes," I nodded, not forgetting to keep an eye on the cliffs. "The Queen of the gnomes commands an avatar of stone."

"And the forest avatar?"

"I'm not certain it's an avatar," I hesitated. "But it looks a lot like one..."

"Pinebogey?" Amber asked, squinting.

"Exactly," I responded.

"Whew," Onyx exhaled loudly. "What a mess... One day you're living a quiet life and then ― pow! Your whole life gets turned upside down!"

Breathing a heavy sigh, I shook my head.

"I understand that all too well."

"Hrn," Gorgie interrupted and, with a dull growl, stared toward the cliffs where I guessed the kobold chief was hiding.

I must note that while we were speaking, the surrounding area was gradually filling up with wailing and shrieking. Seemingly, the troglodyte overlord had received reinforcements.

I took a glance at the castle's supply and gave a sigh of disappointment. We were down to just under half of what we had saved up over the last two days.

But alas, we could not feed more mana to the traps outside the walls now. We only had enough left to activate Barrier of Fire one time. And we shouldn't forget about the golems either. They would need mana, too.

Ugh, I guess we'll have to retreat. But it's no big deal. We'll come back better prepared. And with greater forces. We'll fill the castle's supply to the brim. Then no one will be able to smoke us out again.

My thinking was interrupted by the harn's growl.

"Look," Onyx whispered and raised a hand.

We turned our heads where she pointed.

"I don't get it," Amber said in puzzlement. "Is that what I think it is?"

"Looks like it," I said tensely even though I had no idea what the red fox was thinking. "Looks like they want a parley."

The kobolds had stopped shrieking and growling. An oppressive silence fell.

A small white spot stood out from the dark rock formations and started slowly coming toward the castle. With every step, the spot transformed, first into a barely distinguishable silhouette, then into a hunchbacked figure.

The kobold chief was coming to pay us a visit. White as chalk. Brittle and dry like an old tree. Unlike his fellow kobolds, he walked on two legs. And at that I could see that he was perfectly comfortable doing so. His angular body was covered with coarse fur. And when he came even closer, I could finally make out his long hair woven into thick braids. Seemingly, I was wrong about one thing. This was not a chief. It was a matriarch.

Stopping thirty paces from the castle gates, the kobold matriarch raised a hand.

"Alright then, let's parley," I muttered and headed toward the stairs.

Activating my avatar, I quickly went down. After that, back up on the wall, I stood for a bit sizing the old woman up. She was quite the hag. Level eighty-three. One should always be wary around a creature of that level.

The matriarch also turned her head toward me. Just like all kobolds she was blind, but lack of eyes didn't stop her from seeing me in a way.

After playing the staring game with the old woman, I leapt down from the wall and walked into the empty space. With my figures, a sixty-foot drop was nothing. And my shield was still just fine.

"So you have finally returned," the kobold matriarch rasped when I stopped a few paces from her.

Despite her respectable age, her mouth was packed full of sharp teeth. Her ears were long like an animal's. Sharp claws. A bony but sinewy body. A pair of stone growths in place of eyes.

After quickly giving the System permission to teach me the kobold tongue, I let out a short growl.

"Yes, we have." And added firmly: "And we do not plan to leave."

The matriarch breathed a heavy sigh and tilted her head to the side.

"You descend from the ancients," she said half questioningly half affirmatively.

"Indeed," I responded.

"I can sense much strange power in you. And it is multifaceted."

In response, I just shrugged my shoulders. What could I say? Let her sense. What do I care? She's got a pretty strange manner of speaking. It’s as if she's talking to herself.

"The world is changing."

There she goes again. And how am I supposed to react?

"What do you know about these lands, young hunter?" she finally asked a question.

"My brethren came here several centuries ago to close a passage to the Dark World," I quoted a historical guide.

"Indeed," she nodded slowly. "Those were frightening times. Bloodthirsty spirits from other worlds feasted upon our offspring. And what happened after the passage was closed?"

"War with your people," I responded.

"And my people lost that war," the matriarch uttered with absolute calm. Then added just as calmly: "And these lands fell to you."

I nodded in silence, but something was telling me that the blind old woman was somehow aware of my nod.

"Then through the centuries, the matriarchs of my people put your order to the test."

"As you tried to do just now?" I asked.

"Yes, such is our custom. We cannot abide the weak being above us. The weak must die. Such is the law."

"And you aren't bothered by all the dead?" I nodded at the bodies near the wall.

"I did not author our laws, and they are not for me to change," the matriarch answered. Honestly though, no matter how matter how she tried to hide her emotions, I could still hear the pain in her voice.

"You proved time and again that you are more powerful than us. And you have fully earned your title to these lands."

I didn't totally understand the purpose of her history lesson, but I sat and listened patiently.

"But then you left. Why?"

"In our time, we came up against a powerful enemy, much like yourselves," I responded, somewhat imitating her manner of speaking.

"But now you have returned," she said. "How did that happen?"

The strange conversation with the weird old woman was starting to get on my nerves, but my intuition was howling that I needed to let it continue. As if something very important would depend on my answers.

"I have brought the Order of Hunters back to life. And we are taking back what once belonged to us!"

The matriarch had no response to that. But suddenly I realized that something had changed. And to be specific, I could no longer sense all the strange hostile attention. As a matter of fact, the hordes of kobolds around me seemed to be gone.

"What's the matter?" I asked the old woman who was still standing opposite me.

"You have earned your title to these lands," she said.

Curious. According to the records on this scroll, these lands had been given as a gift by the gnomes. Seemingly, the kobolds do not consider the gnomes the true masters of the mountains. And thence their many centuries of hostility.

Anyway, why isn't she leaving? It seems the conversation is not yet over.

As if having read my thoughts, the matriarch started:

"My people grow weak, while our enemies grow strong. We are losing our lands. War is depleting my kind. My people need a break."

"So what is the matter?" I asked. "The mountains reach to the very ocean. Is that really not enough space?"

The matriarch exhaled loudly. And that breath contained so much pain that a shiver ran down my spine.

"There are enemies everywhere," she answered shortly. "We need a break."

And then it finally hit me! This old lady, who had just sacrificed several hundred of her kind at the walls of my castle, was hinting to me that I should let them "take a break" on order lands. Now there's a twist... I wonder how the gnomes will react. Though this is our land. And our title to it had been given in royal blood. Essentially, we can do what we like here.

"I understand what you are asking," I finally said. "But I need to hear it from you."

The old woman didn't have to think for long.

"I, Lu-Moa," she began solemnly. "Mother of the Stoneheart brood, ask you, Magister of the Order of Hunters, to take all my children into your lands!"
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"I HEARD YOU," I nodded to the old woman and, taking a look around the battlefield, continued: "Though the full meaning of what is happening evades my understanding, nevertheless. And when there's something I don't understand I start to get nervous. I don't like being a pawn in someone else's game."

"Tell me what's troubling you," Lu-Moa rasped.

"Pretty much everything," I responded. "I'm troubled by the ease with which you forget your children who just died."

I was speaking harshly, spitting out every word. This was no time for pomp. I was trying intentionally to flush the old woman out so she would show her true face. Meanwhile, I was ready to deflect her attack at any moment.

"What's bothering me," I continued. "Is the fact that this conversation could be nothing other than an attempt to distract me. Who can guarantee that our castle is not being flanked by your best warriors right now? After all, I know perfectly well that you have not sent your strongest here to do battle."

I didn't tell the matriarch that her warriors were in for a warm welcome. She would see for herself if she decided to attack.

"Your actions are beyond the scope of my understanding. The very fact that you are asking me for help after murdering your children, does not make sense in my head."

While I spoke, I was keeping a constant eye on the old lady's face. Either she's too experienced for such things to get to her, or it's a particular feature of the kobolds, but not a single wrinkle on her pale face twitched.

When I finished, the matriarch fell silent for some time. Most likely she was gathering her thoughts to formulate a dignified response. Or maybe she was just waiting to see if I was finished.

Finally, she started. Measuredly. Serenely. Letting me know that my tone and words had not hurt her.

"You mentioned my dead children several times. Don't waste time. Kobolds forget nothing. And I will not try to distract you. I have already admitted defeat. And you are right ― I sent the weakest of my children to storm your castle."

"Why did you throw them into a meat grinder?" I couldn't resist asking. "You can sense mana through stone. Why didn't you show them how to get around the traps?"

"The weak had to lay a path for the strong."

The old woman really knew how to turn the blood to ice in my veins.

"And was it worth it?" I frowned. "You lost almost four hundred warriors. By my peoples' standards, that's a whole army. But despite being able to sense the traps, you still forced your children to go to their deaths."

"You know little of my people," the old woman responded just as serenely. "This is a war for survival. The dead sacrificed their lives of their own free will. For the future of their brood. Ever since I sensed the supply in your castle, we started preparing to attack. We hurried here. But still we were too late. You were able to refill the supply and feed mana to the ancient traps. You are right, we could have gone around them, but then you would have had enough mana to activate the powerful spell contained within the wall several times."

While listening to the old woman, I found myself unwittingly admiring her children’s self-sacrifice. I was also frightened by her level of knowledge.

"The second wave of attackers," she continued. "Was supposed to provoke you to activate the spell in the wall. If the plan had worked, the castle's supply would have been drained of mana. And then the time would have come for our best warriors. But then you joined the fight and I realized that we would not be able to win. Not this battle, and not a war against your order. Even if my entire brood had come to this battle, you would have left with your life, only to return with backup. And that was the very reason I now admit defeat and ask you for help. So my brood may survive. For future generations. As a matter of fact, I am the first of my brood to do such a thing."

"Alright," I nodded and started to think out loud: "Let's say I believe you. What next? Why do you need my permission? After all, you have been living on these lands a long time."

"The gnomes," the old woman answered curtly, confirming my suspicions.

"The gnomes?" I asked, pretending not to understand.

"They grow stronger every year. In the last hundred years, we have lost a good deal of our lands."

"So what's the issue?" I asked in surprise. "Admit defeat and move on with your lives."

"Never!" the old woman growled and clenched her fists.

Woah! So there are the first emotions. And then she bared her fangs.

"Why?" I asked, paying no attention to the sudden outburst of fury and outrage.

"They are not capable of treating us like neighbors. To them we are savage beasts that must either be killed or kept in cages. And used to find gold and gemstones."

The old woman's fury rubbed off on me. Ugh... If someone finds out my attitude toward slavery, they can easily manipulate my emotions.

Quickly getting ahold of myself, I asked another question:

"And you think my order can protect you from the gnomes?"

"I'm sure of it," the matriarch nodded. "They wouldn't dare violate a treaty concluded so many centuries ago."

"So you know about the treaty?" I snorted quizzically.

"Yes," she responded. "These lands were gift from the gnomish king to your order for your aid in the war against Darkness."

"Curious," I muttered. "But then the kobolds do not recognize that treaty?"

"No we do not," the old lady confirmed. "But the gnomes do! The blood oath of an ancestor of the current King has bound their hands for all time. As long as the gnomish ruling dynasty remains the same, these lands will rightfully belong to the Order of Monster Hunters."

"Does that mean you've decided to pit me against the gnomes?" I chuckled. "Why should I quarrel with potential allies? I have a war with the Steel King on the horizon. And I would much prefer not to spoil my relations with the gnomish ruler for no particular reason. Not now and not in the future. And a dubious friendship with your brood, as you must realize, does not exactly rise to the level of 'particular reason.'"

Hm... Again not a single sinew on the matriarch's face twitched. Seemingly, the old woman was not all that easy to get to. Only mention of the gnomes was able to shake her. But she did understand what I was driving at. The time had come to negotiate.

At first, I thought she would offer help patrolling or even defending Order lands. The most I was hoping for was to get information about a gold or silver vein. To be frank, during my conversation with the matriarch, I figured I had already managed to read all the plusses and minuses of our unusual alliance. I did not want a quarrel with the gnomes but having the entire kobold brood in my debt would grant me access to many mysteries of the local caverns.

But the old woman managed to take me by surprise.

"In response for your help," she said dryly. "I hereby promise on your first request to tell you where lies the body of the Stone Snake, guardian of the Lord of the Deep."

It was hard to keep a calm look on my face after hearing that. The old woman had seemingly led with her trump card. The brood truly must have been on the verge of extinction.

I had never heard of stone snakes before. Much less that they had ever served as guardians. But everyone in my hometown of Orchus knew about the Lord of the Deep, ancient deity of the gnomes.

The master of the undermountain world. The bane of subterranean beasts. According to the legends I read in school textbooks, the Lord of the Deep was the very factor that kept our world from being swallowed up by the chaos of war. Who could have ever thought that those ancient old wives' tales would turn out to be true? Although... Why should I be surprised? After what I'd seen in the last year, it was high time I got used to this kind of thing. And now that it had come to that, I was myself becoming the hero of a future old wives' tale.

"The body of a stone snake?" I asked pensively, trying all the while to keep my voice even.

"Yes," Lu-Moa answered shortly.

I would bet my hand that the blind old woman could see straight through me.

"I have never heard of such a creature."

"And rightly so," she answered.

Was it just me, or could I hear mockery in her voice?

"Why might that be?" I frowned.

"The secrets of the subterranean world must remain hidden from those that dwell beneath the open sky."

"But nevertheless, you have revealed one of them to me."

"In payment for the life of my brood."

On the outside, I remained calm, but my heart was ready to jump out of my chest.

"Then tell me and I will decide whether your payment is worthy of the Order's aid."

The old woman tilted her head to the side as if looking deep within me. One more scant emotion. By all appearances, the information that was about to come crashing down on me would be far from rudimentary. And I was right.

"You know, you are the first mortal I cannot get a sense for."

Hm... The old woman's unexpected admission pleasantly surprised me.

"It's hard for me to even imagine how strong your Will must be," she let slip.

I just shrugged, saying nothing. I was not the one that had promised to share my secrets.

"So what's the deal with this stone snake?" I reminded her.

"In time immemorial," the old lady began after a brief pause, "when magic was only in its infancy and gods lived among mortals, the beasts of the Abyss decided to test the mettle of this world. A great battle began. In it, many heroes met their end. Strong were the fiends that emerged from the Abyss. But the gods of our world came out on top. The passage to the Abyss was sealed. In order to avoid another incursion, very powerful guardians were left to keep watch over the seal created by the Lord of the Deep."

"Golems?" I asked.

"I know not," the old woman shrugged her shoulders. "But in the tales of my people, it is said that the Lord of the Deep shared a fragment of his soul with his creations."

"They say the gnomes know how to create golems," I muttered out thoughtfully and somewhat out of turn. As an aside, my avatar of chaos was still active, which made my muttering come out like an animal’s growl.

After that, quickly finding my place, I asked:

"Does that mean you know where one of these golems lies?"

"Indeed it does," the old woman nodded.

"And given that golem was created by the Lord of the Deep himself, he must have spared no expense on materials," I continued reasoning aloud.

Lu-Moa nodded and started to rattle off a list:

"Its skin is black granite. Its bones ― smoky crystal, its blood ― fiery rubies, while its heart is lilac ice."

"I've never heard of such materials before," I said thoughtfully.

"And yet you use things made of them," the old woman scoffed.

"What do you mean?" I asked in surprise.

"Your supplies," she said. "One is made of a great many fragments of a guardian's heart, while the second is but a small droplet of its blood."

"That means," I whispered in shock. "Are you trying to say that mana crystals are made of lilac ice, while life crystals are made of fiery ruby? That means, smoky crystal..."

"Is what makes up energy crystals," the old woman finished for me and added: "Just so you know, you also have something made of black granite. It is used to create magic confinement crystals."

No matter how I tried to keep myself together, a fitful gasp gave me away lock, stock, and barrel.

"Well, how is that?" the matriarch asked derisively. "A worthy payment?"

Letting her jab go in one ear and out the other, I asked disinterestedly:

"And this stone snake... is it large?"

Shaking her head and pointing at something behind my back, the old woman responded:

"It will be the size of your castle at least."

I choked and cleared my throat. But that's...

"Honestly, it isn't completely intact," the old woman brough me from the heavens back to earth. "Over the two millennia it's been lying there, it's been disemboweled. But what's left will be enough for all the kings and princes of this world to squabble amongst themselves for the right to take its riches."

Thoughts started swarming my brain like angry, bothersome flies. Over the several seconds I spent feverishly digesting that information, the matriarch stood in silence, shifting from one foot to the other.

"Ahem," I finally came to. "You've given me a riddle. Now I don't know whether to be happy or sad. I'm not exactly aching to go to war with the entire world right now."

The matriarch just shrugged her shoulders as if to say, "I shared the secret with you. Now it's up to you to decide what to do with it."

"By the way," I frowned. "Why don't you take such vast riches for yourself?"

The old woman shook her head regretfully.

"Is it all that bad?"

"I didn't say that," she objected. "It's just that getting to its location requires careful preparation. Don't you remember where these guardians were placed? Correct. On the border with the Abyss. And now imagine the kinds of beasts that dwell there. I am an old woman. They're not for me to tangle with."

I didn't ask her where she'd learned that. It would be too much. And I had no doubts about the sincerity of her words. Such things are no laughing matter. Whenever a contract is concluded, the Great System will always punish a liar.

Now it remained to be decided whether I had any need for that agreement. Should I ask for time to think? No. My intuition is clearly against that. Something is telling me the second I mention putting it off the old woman will vanish.

And maybe that's for the best. I do not in fact want any problems with the gnomes. Giving shelter to their enemy would not be the best decision in that case. Beyond that, I still have yet to lock horns with the local ruler and assert my right to the lands and castle. As a matter of fact, if the old woman had offered me something of lesser value, I probably would have said no. But Bug take her! It was as if she could foresee that and had offered something I could not refuse.

And I will not!

* * *
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"YOU DID WHAT?!" THE foxmaidens asked me in near perfect timing.

The looks in their eyes ran the gamut from incomprehension to puzzlement, disbelief, fear and, strange as it may have been, admiration.

"I signed an alliance treaty in blood with the Stoneheart brood and gave them permission to live on Order lands," I repeated calmly.

"And how was it?" Onyx asked unexpectedly.

"More or less the same as swearing an oath," I shrugged. "The only difference is that the Great System took a drop of blood from each of us. And then, identical scrolls appeared in both of our hands."

After saying that, I showed them the small magical document.

While my bodyguards studied the text, I thought back on the blind old lady's reaction. Based on the heavy sigh, she couldn't fully believe we had reached an agreement. In the end, my decision had seemingly caught her off guard. Just before leaving, she gave me a special amulet I could use at any moment to summon her and, bidding me farewell, disappeared among the stones.

"Aren't kobolds enemies of the gnomes?" Amber finally spoke up. "But you wanted to visit their Queen. Or have plans changed?"

Just like me, her first thought was of conflict with the gnomes.

"Let them be hostile to one another!" Onyx objected confidently. "The gnomes are far away. But up here, there are kobolds hiding behind every rock. This way we won't waste mana on them."

Without waiting for her older sister's response, the spotted one looked at me.

"I'm sure our magister knows what he's doing."

"Indeed I do," I assured her. "But I'll get into the details later. Now we need to prepare for an encounter. Before she left, the old lady told me that a squad of gnomish scouts was on its way up here."

The subjects of the Undermountain King turned out to be less on the ball than the kobolds. The scout squadron only appeared at the castle walls four days after the troglodyte matriarch.

In that time, we managed to get quite well prepared. First of all, I sent for a squadron of twenty foxfolk from Foreston, five of whom were trap masters. Over the next three days, we practically didn't see them. They were out in the surrounding area repairing old malfunctioning traps of various kinds.

The others settled into their new digs, preparing to meet the gnomes. Basically, when the squad of thirty gnomes appeared at our walls, two of them mages at levels twenty-six and thirty-two, the castle's supply was full to the brim.

To avoid accidentally hurting our potential allies, I had to deactivate the majority of the field traps. Because of that, the gnomes got almost right up to the walls.

I must note that the pipsqueaks were being quite reckless. I'd even say they were acting like they owned the place. My soldiers also noticed that. They were particularly struck by the confidence with which the gnomes settled in right on top of our first line of magic traps.

While watching the scouts set up camp right on the toxic gas trap, I yet again felt happy that I had thought to deactivate them. The last thing I needed was another conflict out of nowhere.

The way the gnomes were behaving threw me off. They had seen the castle's closed gates. They could not have missed the archers in the towers or the line of golems on the wall. But meanwhile, they weren’t trying to come up close and have a chat with us either.

I then in my turn decided to behave similarly so I wouldn't ruin anything. Although fundamentally, as the landholder, I would have been within my rights.

The explanation for the gnomes' strange behavior came in the middle of the night when Gorgie got back from his rounds doing surveillance. He told me that another unit was approaching the castle. More numerous than the first. Beyond that, the harn had sniffed out mages, and he had also seen a few large horned beasts drawing heavy carts. I won't lie, the strange carts kept bothering me until the second unit finally arrived. And two days later, my curiosity was finally sated.

The gnomes were transporting disassembled siege engines.
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WITH THE ARRIVAL of the second squadron, the gnomes got to action. The camp filled with fussing and screaming. The focus of all the noise was a fat bald gnome with a fire red beard. Level forty, expensive clothing and armor ― all that spoke to the commander of this brigade not being a common citizen of the Undermountain Kingdom.

The bearded pipsqueaks proved to be quite the raucous bunch. All their fussing was accompanied by loud cursing, happy laughter, rattling of iron and singing of songs. Gnomish songs are a separate subject. I got the feeling they had special ballads for every circumstance in life. Especially popular were raunchy tavern ditties and military anthems.

When the foxfolk saw the gnomes for the first time, they watched all the action in the camp with massive interest. They were especially surprised by the wanton and happy mood of the warriors preparing to fight. If not for the armor and mountains of weaponry, one might think the pipsqueaks were getting ready for a celebration rather than to storm an impregnable fortress.

I have to give the gnomish commander his due. Despite his clearly high position, he didn't shy away from helping his troops. I noticed him sometimes holding up steel parts for siege engines and fussing around near big huge enforcers, checking their armor and weaponry. This gnome was trying to be everywhere at once. The only thing he had yet to do was make even one attempt to talk with us. He didn't even seem to have looked in our direction.

Before a day had passed, all around the camp was a barricade of huge steel stakes, and behind them loomed the fearsome siege weaponry.

After the second unit arrived, I was expecting envoys to be sent out at any minute. But time passed, and the gnomes kept ignoring us, which really surprised me. It was starting to bother me. At a certain point, I was ready to initiate negotiations myself. But then something happened that made me lose my cool.

It all happened a few hours before sunset. A rapid knock came at my office door.

"Come in!" I permitted.

The door slightly cracked open, and Amber's head appeared in the gap.

"There," she nodded behind herself. "Those guys are up to something."

"Well finally," I muttered in relief, getting up from the table. "Let's go."

When we got up on the wall, I was awaited by five foxfolk headed by Brown, my junior prior, who was in charge of the hunter unit I had transferred over from Foreston.

A tough stocky frame, broad shoulders, dark brown fur ― from afar the fox was vaguely reminiscent of a bear standing on his hind legs.

Brown was not related to Murk. He had been born and raised in a small hunting settlement to the east of Foreston. Thanks to his strength and quick wit, with time he had become the leader of his home settlement. Brown was a wise ruler, having turned what was essentially a small hamlet into a large village. And who knows? If not for the frequent blackblood raids, maybe this fox could have done even more.

As it turned out, the horde of blackbloods that stormed the walls of Foreston on that fateful day, had passed by Brown's settlement. Forewarned, the foxfolk had abandoned their homes and fled into the woods and, by the time they came back, there was practically nothing left. Their attempts to rebuild were not crowned with success. Exhaustion, hunger, and constant attacks by wandering hordes of blackbloods forced them to flee their homes for good. Then Brown heard what I had done for the northerners and led the remnants of his tribe to Foreston.

After being inducted into the hunters, Brown very quickly made a name for himself. Murk took notice and recommended him to me as an excellent commander. And so I got yet another junior prior who had chosen the path of trap master.

"What's going on down there?" I asked, coming up to the parapet and glancing into the fires of the gnomish camp.

"What you see," Brown shrugged his shoulders. "They’re kicking up a ruckus."

"And?" I didn't get it. "They're pretty much always being loud."

"This time it's different," Brown shook his head. "They're screaming their songs and clanging their weapons like normal, but the volume is higher. It's like they're doing it on purpose."

"Maybe they just drank too much?" Onyx suggested.

"Doesn't look like it," Brown objected. "Over there by the catapults is where it all started."

"Ah, right!" the spotted one exclaimed, up on her tiptoes and peering into the distance. "Is it finally happening?!"

There was so much joy and relief in her voice that Brown and I traded glances. And Amber, having noticed our reaction, gave her sister a slight tug at the elbow.

"What?" she came, indignant. "I'm sick of waiting! We're just sitting here listening to their drinking songs and we can't do anything!"

"What do you mean can't?" Brown chuckled, winking at me. "Unlike them, we actually can."

"Such as?" Onyx perked her ears up.

"Wel-ll," I drawled. "For one thing, those idiots managed to place all their siege engines in range of our Sticky Muck. It's one of our most powerful magical traps."

After saying that, in a sign of gratitude, I nodded at Brown. To which he gave a satisfied chuckle.

The spotted one shuddered and quickly turned toward the camp.

"Well, well!"

"And that isn't all," I continued. "Right beneath their camp, there are another three large traps we can set off. And they're even sweeter than the ones we tried out on the kobolds. The only thing is, as you understand, we cannot do that under any circumstances. At the very least not yet..."

"Yes, yes," the spotted one said, clearly imitating someone. "They are our future allies."

"Something's happening out there!" Amber pointed toward the gnomish camp.

"Someone's definitely stuck a twig into the anthill," Brown snorted.

"I think they’re preparing to attack," Amber uttered.

The gnomes were indeed demonstrating a never-before-seen level of activity. Their technicians were darting between the catapults in a no-nonsense manner while the crossbowmen were on the right flank getting ready to shoot. Meanwhile, just beyond the steel stakes there had appeared a formation of warriors holding wide body-length shields and packed into full-body armor.

A few seconds later, the wind carried a measured and rapid series of beats to our ear. The armored dwarves were singing a heroic war ballad and starting to bang their weapons on their shields.

"Am I the only one that thinks they're trying to draw our attention?" Amber asked.

Brown opened his mouth to answer, but suddenly shuddered and glanced at me in surprise. The thing was that a moment before, I had sensed a brief burst of magic.

"Did you feel it too?" I asked with a smile.

Brown quickly got himself in hand, bared his teeth predatorily in response and dashed toward the gap in the wall.

The foxmaidens looked at me baffled.

"What's up with him?" Onyx asked.

"Now I see what the gnomish commander was planning," I said, going off after Brown who had already raced out ahead.

"And what is it?" asked the spotted one, following in my footsteps and burning with impatience.

"Something the kobold matriarch wasn't bold enough to attempt," I responded. "He sent a small unit to sneak up on us from the gap in our walls."

If anyone else were in our place, they'd be focused on the noisy gnomes, but to the misfortune of their commanders, our trap masters had managed to install an alarm network around the castle outside the walls. Gorgie was also keeping a constant watchful eye on the enemy. Honestly though, this time he had not warned us. The squadron must have been well camouflaged by some magic spell or artifact. But they had not managed to fool the alarm network.

When we were twenty paces from where the saboteurs were about to appear, I was already completely ready. Activating invisibility and switching to magic vision, I spotted Brown's magic supply crouching behind a rock. Ten of his warriors were spread out along the viewing platform, standing still behind their cover.

At first nothing happened. We waited for a while. I had already started thinking the gnomes had abandoned their plan, but then the alarm network triggered again, and I heard some racket near the parapets.

As much as our guests may have been trying to stay quiet, they weren't exactly pulling it off. I was actually getting the impression that gnomes were physically incapable of walking without making noise. I found myself yet again surprised that this unit was able to sneak past Gorgie. By that time, I had just one plausible theory. The spell that was hiding them had simply run out. Based on the fact that we could see and hear our visitors perfectly, I was most likely correct.

All told, twenty soldiers had come around, and three of them were mages.

Not allowing our opponents to get comfortable, we all hit them with blots, which rendered them motionless in a split second. The mages earned the most "gifts." My warriors treated them to Mites, completely draining their magic supplies.

"Nice try, gentlemen!" I declared, strolling along the line of captives, who were tied up tight and laid out carefully on the ground. Before tying them up, they were completely disarmed and stripped to their skivvies.

"You cannot even imagine how grateful I am! Do not take this as mockery. I give you my word, you will soon understand what I'm talking about. And for now, you have the honor of being the first people to experience our castle's dungeon firsthand in many centuries!"

Running a gaze over the gnomes, who were staring at me wildly, I smiled sweetly and nodded to my warriors.

"And gentlemen!" I shouted at the gnomes my warriors were hauling away like sacks of turnips. "Try not to do anything stupid! You and your commander have already gotten on my nerves quite badly. Next time, I won't be so hospitable!"

Thanks to that attack, I also found out that there was a special dungeon in the castle cellars. Until that event, I hadn't considered such things. After all, no one was planning on killing the unsuccessful saboteurs. That meant they needed to be kept under guard somehow. Whereas the issue was easy to solve with simple warriors, the three mages could have been a lot of trouble after their supplies filled back up. I was still hoping for a bloodless resolution.

And so, fitfully thinking through options of where to keep the prisoners, I opened the castle map where I found that very dungeon, which turned out not to be a simple prison, but a magic one. Its walls were embedded with two spells. The first worked as a stone shield, whereas the second was something like my Mite spheres, slowly sucking the mana from the prisoners' magic supplies.

I must note that maintaining the dungeon in an active state came at quite a high cost for the castle's supply. Our magic prison was quite the voracious little beast. I think it's all down to the number of imprisoned mages. The more of them, the quicker the spell in the wall drains the overall supply. It wasn't so easy with the normal troops, either. As soon as they came to their senses, with complete disregard for all my precautions, they started testing the sturdiness of the dungeon walls. We had taken their weapons and amulets, but the physical abilities and skills stayed with them. Basically, from the moment they were put into prison, our captives were rioting and cursing out loud.

I didn't even consider admonishing them and asking them to behave more quietly though. Let them lose their minds a bit. I'd be losing my mind, too in their place. They'd just had such a difficult climb, and for what? So they could be easily and quickly scooped up like little children? No way. They had some steam to blow off. It also gave us the chance to test our prison.

Of course, I could have showed them the scroll conferring me the right to hold these lands, but I didn't think that would yield a positive result. I also opted not to show them the amulet the Queen of the gnomes had gifted me just yet. I didn't know how her relatives had taken her reappearance. What if my prior acquaintance with the gnomish woman, reawoken after many centuries of slumber, could turn out badly for me?

When we were back up on the wall, Onyx got impatient and asked:

"So what did you thank them for?"

"What do you mean?" I asked. "Thanks to these valiant warriors' deed, we can now have a calm conversation with their leader."

For the next few hours, practically until midday, the "concert" in the gnomish camp continued. The fiery red beard of their leader flickered by here and there. One minute he was driving something home to the commanders of the crossbowmen and the next he was clanging his poleax on his shield, setting an example for the other plate-armored soldiers. Then I watched him waving his hands around near one of the catapults. But there were also times when I caught him shooting pensive looks our way. Most likely, he was awaiting a signal from the saboteurs.

I wonder what their plan is. Why are they in no rush to attack? After all, a few catapult shots and crossbow volleys could distract us from the precipice and the troops clambering up its walls. Was he really hoping the saboteurs could take the castle all on their own? I had just one explanation. The red-bearded man wanted to keep his losses to a minimum. He had placed his bet on the invisibility spell cast by one of the mages. He thought that squadron could open the castle gates on the sly. He just keeps glancing over here a bit too often.

"It looks like he's losing patience," I said to Brown, standing next to me. "I think it's time to help him calm down."

The fox understood my intention and ordered the prisoners dragged up on the wall.

When the twenty bound troops were in formation on the parapet, on my command Gorgie gave a loud roar to attract the gnomes' attention. The harn had climbed over the wall before sunup. That glutton would never miss breakfast. By the way, when he smelled our captives, he was very surprised. From his hurried explanations, I learned that he had been keeping a close eye on that squadron, but at a certain point they simply disappeared. Ahem... A curious spell. I want one like it for myself.

The beast's loud roar drew the attention of almost all the gnomes. And when they spotted their comrades up on our wall, the camp flew into disarray. The red-bearded one had a hard time bringing order back to his warband. And after that something happened that I had long been expecting. Peace envoys were sent our way with the restless leader at their head.

He was making quick steps surrounded by a dozen armored soldiers covering their commander with body-length shields and stopping approximately where I had spoken with the kobold matriarch a few days earlier.

Turning his head as if looking for someone, the red-bearded gnome fixed his gaze on Brown. He clearly judged him to be the most senior.

"What happened to my warriors?!" The gnome demanded loudly and authoritatively.

Leaning my elbows on the parapet, I responded calmly:

"Can't you see, my good man? They're happy to have a glimpse of you!"

The red-bearded gnome frowned. Clearly both my tone and age had slightly thrown him off.

After noticing that he was just about to say something rude, I hurried to get ahead of him. Sure it was beneath my dignity, but I still decided to identify myself first.

"Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Eric Bergman! I am Supreme Magister of the Order of Monster Hunters. Now it's your turn, my good man. With whom do I have the honor of speaking? And for that matter, what do you think you're doing on our lands?"

After my introduction, the bearded faces of the gnomes drooped. The warriors started looking at one another in surprise. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed my prisoners' reaction. After sitting a while in the magic pit, they had noticeably calmed down. Clearly that was more than enough time for them to discuss the situation they'd gotten themselves into. I'm certain the mages had already realized that we were no simple treasure hunters. Based on the conversations Brown's troops had overheard, that was exactly what they'd taken us for.

In fact, weighing all the reasons for that was not hard. The very fact that we had been able to activate the ancient mechanisms led to the right ideas. And so the captives had an emotional reaction to my speech.

The red-bearded one though seemed to take the bit between his teeth. Oh how he went red in outrage.

"I am Toggy Yojel! Ruler of Clan Black Axe! And all the lands you see around you, suckling babe, belong to me!"

Hm... That was about what I was expecting.

"Well this scroll says the opposite!" ignoring his commentary, I shouted back, waving the scroll.

"That might as well be a napkin for all I care!" Toggy Yojel was clearly set off. "Power is on my side! One swipe of my hand, and my catapults will turn this place to smithereens!"

I stroked my chin thoughtfully. Power you say... I'll show you power. He got to me.

"Good man!" I squinted and said. "Catapults you say? You wouldn't happen to be referring to those unsightly contraptions, would you?"

After saying that, I gave a showy wave of the hand and mentally ordered the castle's supply to feed the Sticky Muck trap. Before the red-bearded gnome could respond, he was distracted by panicked screams from the camp. The gnomes all turned together to the noise and, over the next few moments, watched their siege weapons start to slowly sink into the magic quagmire.

I meanwhile hopped onto the edge of the parapet and activated avatar of chaos. When the transformation was complete, I jumped down.

I must give the armored soldiers their due. They reacted instantly, piling together into a dense formation, putting up their axe and sword bristles.

Stepping toward the peace delegation, I noticed that Toggy had taken a battle horn from his bag. Now he would try to send a signal to his soldiers in the camp.

"Don't even think about it!" I barked loudly, which made the gnomes all shudder. "You'll only be killing your own warriors! The traps where they are stationed are even more deadly!"

To my surprise, Toggy believed me and slowly put the horn back in his bag.

"Read this!" I barked and extended the scroll to the red-bearded gnome.

The head of Clan Black Axe spent a few seconds mulling it over, then made up his mind. The wall of shields split, and he took a step forward. Accepting the scroll, he slowly unfurled it, looking at me gloomily from beneath his bushy brows. I could tell by his eyes that he had seen avatars before.

Reading over the ancient treaty several times, Toggy handed me back the scroll.

"So it's a blood oath then," he muttered unhappily. "I admit you have a stronger position. But I have someone to stand up for me!"

I took a heavy sigh. Stubborn bastard.

"You think you'll be allowed to take these lands so easily?" Toggy asked with arms akimbo. "You attacked the wrong guys! You can't even suspect what our Queen will do to you. Gallia Longbraid will crush you to dust!"

Upon mention of the Queen, all the gnomes puffed up like fighting roosters. Clearly, she had shaken things up down there. Now that was good news! With a sigh of relief, I deactivated my avatar, which came as a great surprise to Toggy.

"Gallia Longbraid is not likely to do that to the man who returned her to life," I said with a broad smile, showing the stunned Toggy my personal friendship amulet from the legendary Queen.
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THE JOURNEY TO STENBORG, capital of the gnomish kingdom, went on for eight days. We could have easily cut it in half if we had gone on our own. But as soon as Toggy Yojel found out we intended to meet the Queen, he immediately offered us his company.

I had no choice but to agree. I was of two minds about it though. On the one hand, it would be beneficial to have a chat with a member of the gnomish elite, but on the other hand, who knows what these unpredictable guys have in mind? In any case, I am laying claim to his clan's lands. Plus I destroyed his siege engines. I'm sure the temptation to settle the score on the way would be great regardless of the friendship amulet from the Queen and all Toggy's assurances I would not be harmed.

I left Brown in charge, giving him complete access to control the castle in advance. Beyond that, I changed the portal settings. Now warping would not require my personal presence. And the passage could be used by any hunter regardless of rank with the mana from the castle’s supply.

The first days underway were slightly tense. The gnomes were clearly not happy to have us. Meanwhile, most of them were not shy about loudly voicing their opinions. The mental faculties of the clan leader also came up on several occasions. By the way, both the elite and common soldiers were doing so.

The gnomes responsible for the catapults were most indignant. Toggy reacted calmly to their rampant freethinking. Seemingly he didn't even notice it. Only one time did he have to slightly rein in the siege engineers during our first break, declaring the loss of the valuable weaponry to be their fault. And for the record, I was there for all of it. Need it be mentioned that I was having a hard time keeping a stony expression on my face?

At first it all had me tense. I had to constantly stay on my guard. I was ready to activate shields and attack at any time. The foxes were particularly nervous. They just couldn't make sense of the way the simple soldiers were treating their commander. During a break, when Toggy and I were sitting at a fire, the straightforward Onyx told him as much right to his face.

Surprisingly, the red-bearded gnome was not offended. He even seemed to enjoy the spotted one's frank demeanor. With a loud guffaw, Toggy explained that in gnomish society hiding one's feelings was not accepted. The right thing to do is to have everyone say how they feel, concealing nothing. They don't particularly care for reserved types. If someone is keeping mum, they must be plotting something nasty.

There are of course times when it's better not to say anything. For example, no one would ever dispute a commander's order. Something like that could make one lose their head. But in every other way, the gnomes were quite a freedom-loving people, respecting power and bravery. I realized that back on the first day we were travelling together. As it turned out, despite all the groaning and unhappiness, my actions were perceived as logical and sensible.

We also found out that Clan Black Axe found their way to our castle walls by coincidence. Toggy Yojel's small army had been summoned by Gallia Longbraid and was on the way to Stenborg. This was the first royal summons of all gnomish clans in several centuries.

Beyond that, it was implied that the old King had not done so because it would have been impossible. The gnomes had long been bogged down in internecine wars and didn't give a crap about the King, who had squandered his former power. As an aside, he was a distant great-great-grandson of Gallia Longbraid.

But after miraculously appearing out of nowhere, the legendary warrior Queen was able to force the clans to declare a temporary ceasefire with her battle cry and have them all send representatives to the capital.

When Toggy mentioned that, I saw excitement. For the first time in many centuries, something happened which the gnomish minstrels had probably already started composing new heroic legends about.

I also realized that no one was planning to attack us. The gnomes were practically burning with curiosity. The whole squadron already knew about my conversation with Yojel at the castle walls. They were particularly interested in my part in bringing their Queen back to life. I had to share a few cursory details with Toggy. I was sure the shrewd gnome would put that information to good use. I figured what he learned from me was worth losing a few catapults. I read all that on his happy face when I finished my tale. To be honest, he tried to get more out of me, but I decided to cool his jets, arguing that the Queen might not like some of her subjects knowing too much.

Stenborg was impressive. A huge cliff city with towers, fortress walls and castles looming above it. They seemed to grow up from the ground itself. From far away, the city looked like a giant ant hill. Stenborg made the Steel King's capital look like a small provincial town.

Toggy enjoyed the look in our bulging eyes. I must note that we had become close to a certain degree over the last seven days. He had even invited me to visit his home, and I promised to come meet his family.

I responded in kind, to which he gave a loud belly laugh as usual.

"An invitation to visit my own lands!" he said, shaking his head.

"Make peace with it," I replied. "And forget about those lands."

Once in the city, which we were granted unimpeded access to, we parted ways quite warmly.

"See you in court!" Toggy Yojel smiled, extending a hand.

"Not planning on giving up?" I chuckled, replying with a handshake. "My scroll not impress you?"

"I already told you what you should do with it!" the red-beard gnome whinnied cheerily. "I need a court decision. When I win, I will bring an army to smoke you out of that castle."

"You'll lose," I chuckled back. "The Order will not back down."

"I can tell you come from mining stock!" Toggy nodded respectfully and slapped me on the shoulder. "In any case, I need a court decision I can shove in the King's face. He was the one who saddled me with those lands. Only then will he give me different lands. After the favor our clan did for him, we weren't expecting to be defrauded like this. Though I hardly blame him... How was he to know the dead order would suddenly come back to life? In any case, you'll have to settle it with him. And for now, as we agreed, for the duration of the trial ― a truce."

"A truce," I nodded.

"And don't forget!" he shouted off after us. "You promised we would go hunting together!"

"I remember!" I waved a hand goodbye.

"He wouldn’t be so nice if you hadn't made a show of power," Amber muttered, walking along next to me.

Ever since we got inside what was referred to as the upper city, the red fox was visibly nervous. Despite the fact that there were creatures of all kinds in Stenborg, starting with orcs and ending with elves, my bodyguards were subjected to particular attention from passers-by. I figured it was because the foxfolk were thought to have died out long ago.

Onyx meanwhile liked what was happening. She was practically basking in the attention of the city dwellers.

"You know, I found him amusing," the spotted one objected. "Though I agree with you, sister. Gnomes respect the language of power. I wouldn't be surprised if we have to go to war with the King now, too."

"Now that is unlikely," I objected. "The current ruler is a descendant of the one that signed this agreement. I would not want to go defying blood magic if I were him. It would be easier to gift Toggy another tract of land than to bring down the Great System's wrath on you and your kin."

And so we walked down the main street, throwing out short phrases and admiring the monumental gnomish architecture.

The closer we came to the royal palace, the more often we got stopped by local guards. But the personal friendship amulet from the legendary Queen worked wonders. I noticed that unlike Toggy and his troops, people here treated the artifact with respect. I had to be happy about that. Clearly Gallia had gotten a firm grip on power quite quickly. And no wonder. Based on what Yojel had told me, the current King was a weakling.

We were not allowed to enter the palace. At first, the amulet's magic didn't work. But we were given a very polite explanation of how to get inside his Majesty's chancery, and there the artifact would allow us to skip the line to request an audience with the Queen.

We didn't think the line would be all that serious until we got to the chancery, though. It was a massive building that looked most of all like the temple of some warrior god and was surrounded by a huge crowd of supplicants. There were all kinds there, too. Gnomes, orcs, goblins, elves, ogres. Merchants, nobles, warriors, mages. All of them were impatiently awaiting a meeting with the King. I was quite sure that, if not for his reborn granny, we wouldn’t have been seeing so much action.

There were young gnomes wearing dark frock coats darting down the line. After asking the visitors a quick question, they would painstakingly jot something down in a small notebook. One such gnome stopped a step away from us and asked a question to a tall, stately elf. The subject of the forest king gave the pipsqueak a haughty reply. And after the clerk made a quiet declaration to him, the elf became loud and indignant.

"But that's a whole five months away! I cannot wait that long! This is an outrage!"

"Alas," the clerk shrugged his shoulders. "His Majesty is very busy."

And, losing interest in the puffy-cheeked elf, the gnome slipped over to us.

"Sirs, your names and the purpose of your visit?" the clerk asked in a weary voice without looking at us, preparing to take something down in his notebook.

"Eric Bergman, Supreme Magister of the Order of Monster Hunters," I said quietly but with dignity. "And these are my companions, Amber and Onyx from House Ice Fang. The purpose of our visit is simple. To meet with her Majesty Gallia Longbraid."

After saying that, I set my amulet gently on the gnome's notebook.

I should note that after my introduction, a space opened up around us. Everyone fell silent, struck. I could practically feel their dumbfounded gazes with my skin.

The clerk shuddered twice. First when he heard about the Hunters, and second when he saw the amulet on his notebook. But I had to give him his due. He got himself in hand quickly. His experience was palpable.

"Sir Magister," he said with a respectful bow. "Right this way."

"Thank you, my good man," I nodded, and the crowds stared at the clerk with loud whispering.

Inside the chancery building we were handed off to another clerk who, after a respectful bow, led us down a series of wide tangled corridors.

The chancery was like a beehive. Gnomes in identical dark frock coats were darting here and there paying no attention to anyone.

A few of them graced us with intrigued glances, but very soon lost interest and hurried off to attend to their affairs.

Going up a wide set of heavy stairs to the third floor, we found ourselves in a wide empty room. The clerk accompanying us suggested that we get settled in the armchairs positioned near the large fireplace. Then, after saying someone would be with us shortly, he quickly left the hall.

Before an hour had passed, the door at the far wall flew open and through it came an old gray-haired gnome. Introducing himself as her Majesty's personal secretary, he told us that the Queen could not meet with me personally right now, but she would be happy to see me here in the palace at tomorrow's gathering of clan leaders. Beyond that, the old gnome told us that three rooms had been booked under our names in the most expensive hotel in the capital and that, after meeting the Queen, we could stay there as long as we liked.

A fancy carriage took us to the hotel, and from its windows we took in the sights of the capital city. The gnome accompanying us, as if foreseeing our desires, ordered the carriage to drive through the whole downtown.

"It's no treehouse, but it'll do," Amber commented, casting a scrutinizing gaze at the snow white six-story hotel building.

Onyx wanted to respond to her sister, but got distracted by an enraged woman's cry:

"You!"

I turned and met eyes with the young woman walking decisively in my direction. Her tar-black hair was put up in a tall intricate style. Her face was warped by a furious scowl. Her gray ice-colored eyes were burning with hate. I recognized the woman right away. The air magess from the Labyrinth of Fright. Her intentions were clearly grave. She was coming to kill. An air blade even formed in her hand. Her level was up slightly since our previous encounter. Now she was thirty-four.

"You!" she practically spat out. "Peasant! Pitiful worm! You die today!"

Amber and Onyx reacted instantly. Standing in front of me and covering themselves with magic shields, they got ready for a fight. A commotion was suddenly starting in front of the hotel.

"Litzia!" A loud masculine cry from the right caused the enraged magess to freeze in place. "What do you think you're doing? Calm yourself at once!"

"Father!" the woman snarled with pain in her voice, still drilling into me with her eyes. "This is the man who slayed Taylielle."

Finally, a few men emerged from the crowd. I counted four. All mages. From thirty to fifty-eight in level.

The gray-haired tall man with aristocratic facial features who the woman called "father" burned me with his gaze. In an instant, I saw comprehension and then judgement in his dark gray eyes. All of their chests bore telltale emblems from the Order of Mages. Well alright then. I was bound to run into them sooner or later.

"Sir Magister!" the gnome accompanying us appeared to my right. "Is everything alright here?"

After my nod, he turned his head toward the mages.

"Gentlemen!" he shouted out harshly. "I hope I don't have to remind you that the use of combat magic in the capital is forbidden! Just now you nearly violated the law! Beyond that, you have insulted a personal friend of her Majesty Gallia Longbraid!"

The black-bearded gnome said all that with his chest puffed out proudly and his right leg planted out in front.

Our escort's words didn't bother the mages in the least. Yes, brother. This is the Order of Mages. They don't give a crap about who your Queen is friends with. They are accustomed to fear and respect.

"Oh!" the gray-hair feigned surprise. "The thing is, my good man, that my daughter has recognized this boy as the murderer of one of our brethren!"

The crowd began to hum indignantly.

"I'm sure you’ll forgive her outburst. After all, she lost not only a brother mage but a fiancé as well! And as for the insult. I, Ansel Silras, Magister of the Order of Mages, am prepared to face the insulted party's challenge! If of course he wishes to defend his honor!"

The gnome, who had defended us so zealously, shuddered and glanced at me guiltily. Yes, boy. You've been caught dead to rights. I can’t wriggle out of this duel now. I am a magister of the Order. I cannot leave an insult unanswered. And to be honest, I don't want to. Enough. I'm sick of running. Time to show the world what the Monster Hunters are made of!

The gnome made for a pitiful sight. The Queen wouldn't be giving him a pat on the head now. After all, he had seemingly just caused her personal friend to be killed. In fact, I read all that on his suddenly pale face.

Also, the people out there are whispering and looking at me with scorn. And rightly so. I had murdered the fiancé of such a pretty and unfortunate young woman.

Okay then, let's help the poor girl out.

With a smile and a wink at the sad gnome, I placed both hands on my bodyguards' shoulders. For the record, after I brought up their figures another few levels, they could have taken down all the mages standing against me just fine. The warrior women stepped aside obediently, letting me go ahead.

"Oh!" I imitated the gray-haired magister mockingly. "The good mage is either intentionally leaving out the truth, or poorly informed!"

The crowd fell silent.

"The thing is, it wasn't me that killed the fiancé of this sweet young lady and another three of his buddies. It was my tamed beast."

After saying that, I activated my summoning amulet.

The scaled monster appeared out of nowhere and gave a loud growl, making the crowd gasp and take a step back. Gorgie, sensing the fury taking root in my heart, had his bristles up. Tilting his big huge head to the side, he bared his teeth. Meanwhile, his tail kept lashing at his armored sides. The gnome that brought us there was watching the bone spike's every movement, dumbfounded.

I meanwhile continued.

"And he did that because he doesn't like it when people try to sneak up on his master from behind like cowards. And really, who would like such a thing?!"

The last question I asked the crowd, meanwhile noticing that a few of them were nodding back at me.

"But the good mage is right about one thing!" I turned to the magister and looked him coldly in the eyes. Was it just me, or was he slightly shivering? "I did in fact murder several of his brethren. What else was I supposed do?"

I spread my arms and laughed.

"The valiant mages were out to have a good time. They tracked down some little kid. Surrounded the house where he was hiding. Then demanded he come out, give up all his loot and, with his hands in the air, meekly accept death. How many of you were there again? A dozen, does that sound right?"

Squinting as if trying to remember, I turned to the magess who was frozen like an ice sculpture.

The crowd started to seethe.

"Twelve against one!"

"Hrn!"

"Sorry, brother!" I patted the harn on his neck. "Twelve against two. Not bad odds! Isn't that right, my good valiant mages?!"

The gray-haired magister seemed ready to turn me to ash with his gaze. He was not accustomed to such theatrics. I was seemingly the first person to ever stand up to him.

The other mages were clearly not aware of the magister's daughter's adventuring in the Labyrinth of Fright. But I must give them their due for the restraint. They were just casting the odd sullen glance at their leader, not even looking at his daughter. And meanwhile, they clearly hated me. The crowd had already rendered a verdict on them and, to put it lightly, it wasn't pretty.

"And as for the insult!" I shouted out loudly. "Mister Silras, I would be happy to teach you, or your brethren better manners whenever is most convenient!"

I met eyes with the magister and realized he would not be giving the pleasure of killing me to anyone else.
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"I WILL PUNISH that scoundrel!" one of the mages shouted out and took a shaky step forward.

"Allow me!"

"He will answer for what he said!"

The mages accompanying the magister, tripping over one another, were offering menacingly to punish the young upstart. I.e. me.

"No!" the magister cut them off, his chin jutting forward proudly. "I will take care of it myself. I will force this peasant to fall to his knees and beg for mercy before he dies!"

"Father!" the black-haired magess exclaimed and grabbed the gray-haired mage by the hand. "Let me take revenge for Taylielle!"

Ansel Silras glanced at his daughter.

"No!" he repeated firmly, letting go of her hand. "This worm has insulted a magister of the Order. His death will serve as a warning to all who would dare defy us!"

The mage was speaking calmly but loudly so everyone around would hear. The clever fellow was probably using a mind control ability of some kind. Just how the crowd fell silent in an instant. And after all, a second earlier, they were completely on my side. They had clearly remembered who the foolish boy had dared to talk back to. Here and there I caught sad and sympathetic looks directed at me. Seemingly, as far as they were concerned, I was already as good as dead. A level fifty-eight mage against a zero. Pf-f... Of course they thought that!

Watching the touching family scene in silence, I decided to dump some more fuel on the fire.

"Good sir mage! If I'm understanding you correctly, you have decided to accept my lesson!"

The magister's face turned crimson.

"Duel!" he declared, finally getting a grip on himself. "At once!"

After those words, the mage turned his back to me and hurried away from the hotel with a proud gait.

I traded puzzled looks with the foxes and just about shouted a taunt at the departing mage.

But fortunately, our gnomish escort stopped me.

Seeing the incomprehension on our faces, he explained the basic idea of what had just happened at half voice.

"Duels whether magic or not are not allowed outside the Dome."

"The Dome?" I asked.

"A special protective structure, inside of which we hold the annual mage competitions and, as I'm sure you've realized, duels. The Dome is encased by a powerful magic shield that protects spectators from the magic used in fights."

"I understand," I nodded. "Then we should hurry. Otherwise the good magister might think I'm afraid."

As we walked toward the Dome, we managed to gather a whole procession of onlookers. And top billing in the show, naturally, was taken by Gorgie, who was walking at my side. Passers-by stopped and pointed fingers at him. Curious heads craned out of windows. Questions rained down from those walking behind us, asking who we were, where we were going and what exactly was going on here.

Taking advantage of the opportunity, the gnome accompanying us addressed me quietly.

"Sir Magister! I am sorry it turned out this way. I'm sure there's still a way to avoid dying..."

I chuckled.

"My good man, you have yet to even introduce yourself."

The gnome gave a slight shudder and a curt bow.

"Forgive the oversight! My name is Tod. Tod Belvokrut. I am assistant to her Majesty's personal secretary."

"Hm... Is that so? You're a Belvokrut then. What a surprise."

The gnome frowned.

"May I inquire what you find so surprising, Sir Magister?"

"I know another Belvokrut," I explained. "He and I met in Ironville. He is my personal attorney."

"Ironville?" Tod raised his brows in surprise. "Are you telling me you're a client of Madi's?"

"Indeed," I nodded. "Dare I suggest that he is a relative of yours?"

"Indeed he is!" Tod smiled openly. "We are first cousins on my father's side. I think you'll be happy to learn that Madi is currently here in Stenborg."

Now that was simply excellent news! I really hope Madi has a message for me from Midori!

Meanwhile, Tod's face turned gloomy again. He must have remembered he was leading me to a duel to the death. Based on the sour expression, he didn't have much faith in my victory.

"Mister Belvokrut!" I addressed him with a smile. "I appreciate your concern. You mustn’t blame yourself for what happened. First of all, this unpleasant encounter was bound to happen sooner or later. Secondly, I am obliged to respond to an insult. And third, where did you get the idea I was planning on dying today?"

After saying that, I gave an approving smile.

"Don't write our magister off for dead so soon!" Onyx threw in her five copper. "You'll see. He'll surprise you yet!"

I should note that neither my assurances nor the spotted fox's words did much to convince the gnome. He just frowned. He must have taken my speech as an attempt by a young mage to conceal fear before dueling against a more powerful opponent.

The Dome turned out to be an amphitheater of colossal dimension. It was grandiose and monumental just like all gnomish structures.

I activated Scolopendra's Sixth Sense and just about went blind from the magic light surrounding the stone arena. When my eyes got adjusted somewhat, I got a better view of the marvel. I'm afraid to even imagine how much mana it must take to maintain such a shield.

The amphitheater was engulfed in a colossal ball of magic with variously colored lights flickering here and there on its surface. Later I discovered that two mages had fought in the arena just before we showed up. The flashes of light we were seeing from outside were their spells being absorbed by the dome.

By the time we walked up to the gates leading into the arena, the duel was over. On the sand in the middle of the wide circle with his arms to the sides, lied the vanquished mage. Over him stood the victor, stumbling in exhaustion.

"Elves," Tod muttered at half volume. "They come from two warring clans. Whenever they meet on neutral territory, they issue a challenge to one another."

"I always thought the elves lived in their forests in peace and harmony," I said thoughtfully.

"Yeah, my foot!" chuckled the gnome. "The Kingdom of the Elves is a real viper pit. A collection of a few dozen clans that have been at war with one another for centuries."

Meanwhile, the elf that had won the skirmish bowed respectfully to his opponent and slowly headed our way.

On the way out of the gates, just a few paces from me, he stopped short and turned sharply.

Our eyes met. A look of disbelief was frozen on his pale exhausted face. His light green eyes grew wide in astonishment.

The people crowded up around us were entertained by the elf's reaction. They all thought the forest mage was shocked by my beast. But I understood perfectly well what made that elf stop and stare at me. He could clearly sense the magic of the seeds. That put me slightly on guard. Until that point, my Will was doing a fine job masking the magic flickers of the little gluttons.

There were many elves in Stenborg, but only this one had been able to sense anything. And no wonder ― at the end of the day, the guy was level seventy-three.

The elven mage wanted to say something to me but failed. Ansel Silras was already standing in the arena and shouted out derisively:

"Hey, peasant! I hope you haven't had a last-minute change of heart!"

I cavalierly let the mage's words go in one ear and out the other. Removing my traveling cloak and bag, I handed them to my bodyguards. Amber was noticeably worried though she was trying her very best not to show it. Onyx was also on edge, but it was more anticipation of the great show ahead than fear of an inglorious defeat.

As for Tod though, it was hard to look at him without feeling pity. The poor guy was down in the dumps. He was glancing from side to side nervously as if expecting to see someone. His hands were slightly shivering, and his broad forehead was getting sweaty.

"Sir Magister!" he made a final attempt. "Are you sure we shouldn't just try to make this all go away?"

"Are you that concerned for the Magister of the Order of Mages?" I joked.

But the gnome just gave a sidelong smirk. Seemingly, I had only made things worse. His temples and nose had started to sweat, too.

At first, I thought I should leave well enough alone. Let him twitch a bit. At the end of the day, I'm the one going into the arena to fight a magister of one of our world's most powerful orders. After all, logically, if anyone needed reassurance, it was me. But then I reconsidered.

Walking up to Tod, I placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned in slightly, saying at half voice:

"Mister Belvokrut, I'm glad you're here. Keep a close eye on what's about to happen. Very soon, the world as you know it is going to change. We stand on the verge of a great upheaval. And right now you are about to see something no one has done for a long time. Let’s say the Order of Mages is a tiger. Well, I'm about to poke its nose."

I was speaking slowly and deliberately. I was not joking or smiling. I was looking straight into the gnome's flaring pupils without blinking. When I finished, I slapped him on the shoulder.

"Get a good seat, Mister Belvokrut!"

After that, I nodded encouragingly to the foxes, pet Gorgie's broad forehead with my palm and stepped into the arena.

Beyond the magister, there was an old slouching gnome in there who I had not noticed before.

Without any pleasantries, the old man rasped out:

"Sir mage, how would you like to pay?"

"Pay?" I asked.

"Yes," the gnome sighed wearily. It seemed like he had heard this question several thousand times before.

"The apparatus, sir mage," he pointed an old hand at the arena and amphitheater. "Must be maintained somehow. And so I ask. How will you pay for use of the Dome?"

"What are my options?"

Another weary sigh.

"Mana, gold, silver or other valuables," the old man uttered by rote.

Well, mana is not an option. I have a duel ahead of me. I'll have to go with gold.

"I choose gold. What's the going rate for a duel these days?"

"A magic one costs a hundred gold," the gnome declared with a stony face.

I whistled. Shook my head. But in silence, I counted out what he asked for.

"Alright," the old man nodded when the pile of gold had disappeared from his hand. "You will commence upon my signal."

The magister, who had been watching me in silence until then, squeezed out through his teeth:

"Get a move on, old man! I do not intend to spend all day here. I have lots more to do in town."

The slouching gnome shot a malicious look at the mage and muttered something to himself, then headed toward the exit.

While walking past me, he threw out:

"Good luck, lad!"

"Thank you, mister!"

While the old man trudged to the exit, I took a look around. Seemingly, our duel had drawn the interest of the city dwellers. The first rows of the amphitheater were gradually filling up with viewers. Meanwhile, shrewd merchants selling all kinds of foodstuff were running down the rows. I could hear loud shouts about bets being taken. They've got a pretty good racket going. I wonder if anyone will dare place a bet on me.

"Enjoy the last seconds of your life, peasant!" the mage shouted loudly from twenty paces away. "But before you die, you'll have to kneel and beg forgiveness!"

"Yeah, I've heard that before! You're repeating yourself, sir mage! Looks like I was right about you ― the memory problems are hard to miss!"

Based on the laughter from the stands, they could hear us perfectly. The people seemingly enjoyed watching me not trying to humble myself before my obviously stronger opponent killed me. They must have taken my tale about wiping out a dozen mages for boasting. And if anyone would be betting on me now, it would probably only be for how long I would last.

"Worm!" the mage hissed out. "You will die a long and torturous death!"

"Maybe so," I shrugged. "But it definitely won’t be today. And you're gonna wish you said goodbye to your daughter!"

The mage's face contorted into a scowl of fury. At that very moment, the gnome caretaker of the Dome gave his signal. The duel had begun.

Activating chaos shield, I chuckled and shouted:

"Alright then, let's see what a Magister of the Order of Mages can do!"

Ansel's thin lips spread into a slanting predatory smirk. He waved a hand and before my eyes came a familiar notification that I'd deflected a mental attack.

"Okay, sir mage!" I shook my head. "I expected more creativity out of you!"

A buzz of surprise spread over the stands. I saw that the people couldn't understand what had just happened. They were all just trading glances and shrugging. The magister and his lackeys though were clearly perplexed.

After a brief pause, the magister tried to take control of me again, but to his great surprise, nothing was working.

"So that's how you're used to fighting!" I shouted in disappointment. "Forget about mental magic, sir mage! That’s clearly a weak point of yours. Show me something more impactful! I’m going to have to rattle your cage a bit!"

After I said that, I sent a few ice arrows at the mage, which sank straight into his magic shield.

Hm... He surprised me. He actually protected himself.

For the next few seconds, I sputtered like a fish on a griddle, deflecting the infuriated magister's magic attacks.

I was intentionally waiting to attack with my powerful spells even though I could have finished the fight a few times already. It was important for me to see what a Magister of the Order of Mages could do. After all, very soon I would have to fight others like him.

After only a minute, I realized this magister was no match for me. Sure, his level is high. And yes, his spells are impressive. He's probably wearing magic artifacts. But all of that means nothing in comparison with the experience I had gained from daily fights against enemies that surpassed me in strength and level.

"Sir mage!" I shouted at the panting magister. "I still want to see something more impactful! By the way, you clearly don't have enough battle experience. You rely too much on purchased tablets and essences! You should have spent more time using your skills in battle with powerful enemies!"

The magister was tired. It was obvious from his shaking hands and legs. He was still raining down various whirlwinds, air rams and spears on me, but his casting was too slow and clumsy. It was no trouble for me to dodge his attacks. As a matter of fact, my chaos shield wasn't even down by a quarter. If the Order of Mages are all such chumps, they’re in serious trouble. Seemingly, Midori was telling the truth. The Order is mired in corruption. Leadership positions are simply occupied by the highest bidder. And now I am facing off against the fruit of that rotten system.

He was puffing. Heaving. Turning red. Hissing in fury. Dripping sweat. But he just couldn't show me anything.

The stands were roaring. The viewers, not realizing what was going on and why I was still alive, reacted to Ansel's air magic with shrieks of delight. But after a little while, they started to realize that the fearsome magister of the Order of Mages was quickly running out of steam. The impudent kid meanwhile, who was supposed to die in the first few seconds of battle was fresh as a daisy. They had also seemingly realized I wasn’t giving it my all. I was already overhearing shouts saying things like, "come on, kid, finish him off already."

I could see the mages' gloomy faces. They had long since realized what was happening. Litzia had spent the whole duel standing with her right hand pressed up to her lips in silence.

Time to put an end to this slapstick comedy routine. I had seen all I wanted.

"Sir Magister!" I shouted. "Just so you know, I don’t want to spend the rest of the day here. So, seeing how you just won't get started, I have no choice but to get the ball rolling!"

After saying that, I summoned my chaos avatar. My body quickly started to change. With a fearsome bark, I activated fiery paw. My hands were enshrouded by a chaos-altered flame.

When the transformation was complete, I went racing forward. Casting a ram ahead of me, I sent a few chaos arrows off after it. The lilac wave of the spell made contact with the magister's air shield. The mage's defenses held out, but the hard push knocked him off his feet. An instant later, lilac arrows slammed into the wall of air. With a loud crack, they broke into hundreds of small icy shards.

He didn't get dazed, but I wasn't expecting him to. It was enough for me to break my opponent's concentration.

One more jump and I was at the mage's side. Pulling out Spike and Dragonfly, I started to quickly hack away at his air shield. I could have kept my distance and thrown mites and blots at him then, after the shield dropped, use ice spear or stone spikes, but I wanted to test myself in close combat. There was no doubt I could use the experience.

My opponent's shield didn't hold out for long. It took only a few blows reinforced by my physical abilities.

Knocked off his feet, the magister was rasping heavily and trying to stand back up. The right part of his face was coated in a veneer of red. His right hand was hanging limp. His once manicured gray beard was soaked with thick blood. Turning onto his right side, he somehow propped himself up on his right elbow and glanced at me.

What happened to the proud aristocrat that promised to force me to bow at his feet? Now I saw only an old man losing his mind in fear.

A cryptlike silence hung over the stands. I caught them by surprise again.

"Father!" a woman's cry broke the silence. And in it was so much bitter sorrow that I had to strain myself not to turn around.

"You really should have said goodbye to your daughter, sir mage," I barked and raised Spike for the final blow. I was not planning to take mercy on this ugly bastard.

"Stop!" a booming male voice like a thunder strike made me turn around.

A procession of three gnomes scurried out of the wide-open gates.

"In the name of the Queen!" the gray-bearded gnome out in front shouted. "Sir Supreme Magister, I ask you to stop! We know we are violating the rules of the duel, but her Majesty Gallia Longbraid would like to ask you yet another more favor! Do not kill this man!"

Stopping five paces from me, the gnomes made deep bows and awaited my decision.

Woah! To Bug with this duel. The Queen is asking me a favor! Not ordering but asking. Such a thing is only possible in one case as far as I know. A Queen can only ask a favor from an equal. And though I was most likely losing out on an iridescent tablet by sparing his life, I was getting something much bigger. Recognition.

After deactivating avatar, I said with a smile:

"Gentlemen! If her Majesty needs this man's life to be spared, I would be happy to oblige."

Then, not taking another glance at the vanquished mage or the Queen's messengers, I headed for the exit as the crowd roared.
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"SO, WE MEET AGAIN," said Gallia Longbraid, sitting in a big plush armchair.

Now I see why her personal secretary had sidelined Tod, who was still in shock from the duel, to accompany us from the amphitheater to the very door of my hotel room.

"Greetings, your Majesty!" I said with a smile a bow. The foxes stayed outside with our other escorts.

As an aside, getting to the hotel was no simple task. The crowd was roaring and cheering. I was greeted like the hero of an ancient legend. Those who had bet on my victory were particularly fired up. I was afraid to even imagine how much they made.

Need it be said that the elf awaiting me patiently after the duel was shoved out of the way by the jubilant masses? But before he got lost in the crowd, we managed to exchange a meaningful glance. Sooner or later, the elf would find a chance to speak with me.

As for the mages accompanying the magister, I lost track of them after the duel. Honestly though, I was able to sense a wave of negative energy from the side of the stands where they had been watching the fight. The poor excuse for a magister's daughter was probably trying especially hard to burn a hole through me with her gaze.

The Queen of the gnomes nodded at the seat opposite her.

"Take a seat. We're alone here. Speak simply, like friends should."

"Thank you," I nodded and plopped down in the seat, unable to hold back a sigh of relief.

"Ansel run you ragged?" Gallia asked mockingly.

"Oh come now," I waved it off. I was not feeling up to adopting a more informal tone. "I'm simply enjoying a bit of comfort after a long journey. And as for the magister... He has a long way to go before he can approach the level of your Majesty's chancery."

Gallia gave a loud guffaw and slapped her palm on the armrest of her chair. The last thing she looked like now was a queen. Relatively simple and comfortable scout gear. Fire red hair tucked beneath a hood. She was clearly trying not to stand out.

Since our last meeting, Gallia was only looking better. A healthy blush had appeared on her once pale cheeks. Skillfully underlined blue eyes, full crimson lips, cute freckles, an expressive face ― her uncanny beauty was captivating. Out of the blue I was reminded of how she looked when I found her in the Labyrinth of Fright. The only reason I was able to maintain self-control was my high Will.

"I was told about your duel," the Queen told me after she finished laughing. "If you’d been up against one of the Order’s Executioners instead of that chump, I'd have had to save you."

Sitting more comfortably in the chair and placing my arms on the armrests, I answered casually:

"I once saw several Executioners engaged in a fight before. I already have a basic idea of what they can do. Believe me, I'll be able to catch them by surprise."

"I'd like to see that."

"Somehow I'm sure you'll get that chance."

"I think so, too," Gallia agreed and her face went dark. "I'm sure they'll try and goad you into another fight. The Order hasn't been humiliated like that in a long time. By the way, let me apologize again for stopping the fight and depriving you of the loot you were legally entitled to. I will compensate you..."

"Your Majesty," I softly interrupted. "I trust that you had good reason. There’s no reason for compensation. We are friends after all."

The Queen gave a noble nod. It was clear that she liked what I said.

"I'm glad you didn't act stubborn and met me halfway. Ansel Silras is not just any old magister. He is the Order of Mages ambassador."

"Is he really?!" I asked in surprise. "I hope this duel won't ruin your relationship with the Order."

"Quite the opposite," Gallia shook her head. "I managed to prevent the death of the ambassador, who by the way, incited the conflict. Beyond that, the Order will find out about his daughter's behavior as well. Basically, I'm sure his rival brethren will try to take full advantage of his error. That means you have done me another favor, Supreme Magister!"

"That's why we're friends, your Majesty!" I tilted my head slightly. "Though the duel was by chance."

"Is it true that you took down a dozen mages in the Labyrinth of Fright all by yourself?" the Queen asked unexpectedly.

"First of all, I was not alone. I had my pet," I clarified. "And second, the magister's daughter and another two mages managed to escape with their lives. And third, in comparison with the other stuff I saw in the Labyrinth, fighting twelve wannabes is a footnote."

After saying that, I stretched my legs wearily.

"And what exactly did you see there?" the Queen asked languidly.

"The downfall of King Nidas."

The Queen's mood changed in an instant. Her eyes narrowed, her jaws tensed up, and her fingers squeezed into the armrests. Gallia now looked like a panther getting ready to pounce.

"Say what you just said again," she squeezed out of her teeth.

"I saw the necromancer attack on the ancient capital of Darta, Solenholm. Basically, I was a witness and to a certain degree participant in the beginning of the Age of the Dead Wars. I must note that the history books I read in school about those times should all be thrown in the trash."

My tone was calm, sitting relaxed as ever in the armchair. But at any moment I was ready to deflect an attack. Now her turn. On our first meeting, though it served as a starting point for an amicable relationship, we didn't have much time to talk. I'm sure my showing up here as magister of the Order of Hunters came as a healthy surprise to her, though she was trying very hard not to show it.

"So you know everything?" she asked, tilting her head to the side.

"If you're referring to the fact that an ancestor of the current Steel King conspired with the necromancers to attack Solenholm then, while storming King Nidas’ palace, opened a dark portal and summoned ghastly beasts that obeyed him unquestioningly? Then yes. I know everything."

"And what are your thoughts about that?" the Queen was practically boring into me with her gaze.

"What do you think a Supreme Magister of the Order of Monster Hunters should think about that?" I answered with a question and, adding a chill to my voice, said: "But that isn't what matters. What does the legendary warrior Queen Gallia Longbraid think about it?"

Upon hearing that, the Queen relaxed and, sitting back in her armchair, gave a happy smile:

"I see you’ve got quite a lot of nerve."

I shrugged and smiled back:

"It's not so much that I'm like this, your Majesty. Life is like this."

"I mean, to just show up in the heart of my kingdom and declare that a good chunk of my lands belong to you. To destroy every catapult of one of my clans. To get into a duel with the Order of Mages ambassador. Did life force you to do all those things?"

Adapting to the Queen's mocking tone, I responded:

"Indeed it did, your Majesty! Though honestly I do have some slight corrections."

"I would be curious to hear them," Gallia laced her fingers together with her elbows propped up on the armrests, then sat her chin on her fingers. Her brows went up, there was mockery in her eyes. I found myself unwittingly admiring her beauty.

"The whole issue, your Majesty," I started. "Is that I don’t need to declare that the lands belong to me. Because according to this treaty, our Order has owned them for a long time."

After saying that, I took a scroll out of my ephemeral pocket.

For the next minute, the Queen studied the ancient treaty carefully and, once finished with her reading, said thoughtfully:

"Ahem... There's no getting out of this. The court will side with you. I'll have to gift Toggy Yojel another tract. Ah, what bad timing."

"By the way," I pretended to have just remembered something important. "This is not the only scroll I brought."

The Queen clearly did not appreciate the news.

"Also in royal blood?" she asked, without particular hope in her voice.

I nodded and extended another two scrolls.

After reading them through, the Queen gave another muted curse.

"Another two clans!" she muttered in dismay.

I could see that Gallia was truly upset. There's no fooling my Will. Seemingly, she'd had it up to her neck with these scrolls. Especially given the timing.

My intuition was telling me that it would be best for me to take the first step in this situation.

"Your Majesty, if this is so important to you, I can keep these two scrolls under wraps for a bit."

Gallia looked me in the eyes as if trying to find a catch.

"What's in it for you, Sir Magister?"

"You called me a friend. This is my attempt to repay you in kind."

"I thank you, Master Eric!" she uttered after a brief pause. "You have yet again done me an inestimable favor. I will not forget this. Now is my turn to repay you in kind. Before I continue, I need to know if you have any specific requests of me."

"I do, your Majesty," I said, not beating around the bush.

"I'm all ears."

"Am I understanding correctly that these magical weavings around us are some kind of special spell so no one can overhear us?" I asked, leading a pointed gaze around the room.

"Yes, you are," Gallia nodded. She looked puzzled though. I wonder why. Not expecting me to see the spell?

"All the better," I said and continued: "As you've probably already guessed, I came here a few days ago from the Dark Continent."

"That was not hard to tell," Gallia nodded at the door, hinting at my bodyguards on the other side. "Foreston, right?"

"You are correct."

"And your wooden friend was able to plant the Heart of the Forest."

"Indeed," I responded. "I'm sure your scouts have already reported to you that all forest dwellers have heard its Call by now."

"I'll do one better," the gnome smiled. "That news sent shockwaves through the entire world. Are you now allied with the Forest?"

"Yes," I answered shortly.

"And who are you allied against?" she asked, looking me searchingly in the eyes. "After all, such alliances are not concluded just because."

"The Order of Hunters, just the same as Forest, has but one enemy ― Darkness."

She caught my clear hint about the Steel King. My openness threw her off slightly. Let's see your face when I play my main trump card.

"Sir Magister," Gallia chuckled. "Are you trying to say that you came here with the intention of establishing an alliance with me as well?"

Nice move. Before making her decision, she wants to hear more. Easy.

"Oh come now, your Majesty," I responded in the same spirit. "How could I possibly draw you into this war?! Furthermore, I know that many gnomish clans live happily on the lands of the Steel King."

I noticed the gnome's jaws start to grind. You do not like him. Oh you really do not like him!

"Do you believe that Egbert the Seventh has followed in his ancestor's footsteps?" the Queen made another attempt. Seemingly, she sees me differently now.

"I do not simply believe it ― I know it for a fact," I responded calmly. "Otherwise why did he send me to the Dark Continent?"

I noticed Gallia's cheeks go pale. She was clearly not expecting to hear something like that. My response had seemingly left her dumbfounded.

Getting her emotions under control, she slowly spoke every word and asked:

"Are you claiming right now that Egbert the Seventh personally sent you to the Dark Continent?"

"Precisely," I answered. "He managed to capture me, the only Monster Hunter in the world. Then he gave me a song and dance about the importance of the struggle against Darkness and sent me across the Dead Ocean to revive the Order of Hunters. Meanwhile, he took care to keep a close friend of mine as an insurance policy. But, by the will of the Goddess Fortuna, the warriors he sent to accompany me fell into a blackblood mother's trap and perished. Ever since then, I've been acting independently, following my own interests."

"You contradict yourself," the Queen continued to play.

"How?" I asked.

"You're claiming the Steel King has gone down the dark path of his ancestors. But at the same time, you're saying he made an attempt to revive the dead order, which is a sworn enemy of his dynasty!"

"Ah, that's what you mean!" I shook my head. "That's actually the most interesting part. But before I continue, I would like to talk a bit about the purpose of my visit to your city."

With a few uncomprehending blinks, Gallia frowned. She clearly was not expecting such an abrupt transition.

Meanwhile, as if nothing had happened, I continued:

"After your miraculous return to life, and remembering your promise, I came here so you could help me secure a meeting with someone."

Gallia cleared her throat in embarrassment and waved a hand.

"I'm listening, Sir Magister. I'm just wondering who you want to meet if you need a Queen to relay the message!"

She clearly did not like the change of topic. And it was taking all her might to prevent an outburst.

"Gramner the Fourarmed. Keeper of the Caverns."

Seemingly, Gallia wanted to say something but choked. While she drew air into her lungs and turned red, I decided to seize on her setback.

"Look, your Majesty," I said and two small eggs the size of quail eggs appeared on my hand. "As you'll have already realized, these are fiery whipsnake eggs."

Gallia stared dumbfounded at the treasure lying on my outstretched palm. With a loud exhale, she slowly stood up and craned her neck.

"But where did you get them?" she whispered in a daze. "Fiery whipsnakes vanished from our world long ago... That must mean that you..."

"Yes," I confirmed her theory. "By the way, this story is in some way linked with you as well. While travelling in the other world, I came upon an anomaly created by Jorogumo. She managed to take control of a Heart of the Forest. You can only imagine what became of that location. The way it worked out, I ended up helping a Woodwose get rid of the Black Widow. While gathering fireflowers for a potion, I discovered an abandoned clutch of fiery whipsnake eggs."

"So then what do you want the blacksmith for?" Gallia asked with unexpected calm. While I told her of my adventures, she got herself together. At the very least externally. Honestly though, the look in her eyes made me think otherwise.

"I want him to let me use the Forge of the True Flame. I want to give life to unique pets, which I hope will help me in the war against my enemy."

Gallia plunked into her seat and, sitting back, stared thoughtfully at me.

I followed her example and also kept quiet.

Finally, the Queen spoke up.

"I'm tired of playing word games and beating around the bush! I simply don't have the time for it. Now you'll have to answer all my questions. Need I remind you that your answers will define whether you live or die?"

Finally, her Majesty made up her mind. Despite the fact that she was an ancient primordial, she was first and foremost a gnome. And gnomes, as everyone knowns, prefer to speak frankly. I should note that she was doing an admirable job holding back, but there's no fighting blood.

"I hear you, your Majesty," I responded calmly. Meanwhile, I was ready to unleash all my killer spells at any moment, which the self-confident gnome didn't even suspect I had. Even if she were thrice primordial, she'd have to give it her all to defeat me.

"Uh, no," she shook her head. "Not so fast. First you must swear to tell the truth. And as you understand, the oath must be in blood."

I was expecting something like that, so I responded:

"I agree, but on one condition. The oath must be reciprocal."

"Did I already tell you that you have nerve?"

"Many times."

"What if I don't agree?"

"Then you will lose a loyal friend and powerful ally," I said, finally slipping into a more informal tone. "And if you think you'll be able to stop me, you're deeply mistaken. As you realize, I did not get the Black Widow’s heart just for standing on the sidelines."

After that, looking around the fancy room, I added with a sigh:

"Ah, I feel bad for the hotel. After all, we're gonna reduce it to smithereens. There won't be two stones left to stack."

Gallia snorted. She seemed to like my nerve. And that was what I was hoping for.

"Who can guarantee me that you are not a spy of the Steel King and you came here to provoke me into a conflict?"

"There's only one way to check," I shrugged.

"U-ugh!" she chopped the air with her hand. "Then let's find out!"

For the next few minutes, we discussed the terms of the temporary agreement. We agreed that the oath would remain active for five minutes. That would be enough to dot every i and cross every t.

"Is everything you've told me so far the truth?" Gallia started.

"Yes," I replied and heard a sigh of relief.

My turn.

"Are you preparing for war with Egbert?"

The Queen's brows shot upward. I saw worry in her eyes, but also hope.

"Yes," she responded. After a moment's thought, she asked:

"Is it really so obvious?"

"To me, yes. Can you help me with Gramner?"

"That depends on how our talk ends," she replied.

"Fair," I said. "Your turn."

Time was running out, but she had yet to ask the main thing.

"Do you know why the Steel King wanted to bring your Order back?"

Finally.

"I'd have told you that without swearing an oath. He didn't want to bring the Order back. He wanted me to become a magister. He was after the Steel Crown, an artifact that can give him power over otherworldly creatures."

"Oh gods!" Gallia sighed and looked at me with pleading in her eyes. "Tell me he failed!"

"Don't worry. I made sure he didn't get his hands on it."

The gnome breathed a sigh of relief and covered her red face with a hand. After that, coming to her senses at the last minute, she asked one final question:

"Why were you willing to share this secret with me? You must be fully aware that you took a risk."

"You know perfectly well that there was never any risk," I smiled looking into her wide-open eyes. "Without suspecting it, you gave me a hint in the Labyrinth."

"What hint?" she asked with incomprehension.

"Your glowing armor. Your second avatar. You activated it before you left."

"I still don't get it..."

"The thing is my Mind score has gone up a lot since then. As a consequence, I started remembering many things I had long forgotten. For example, episodes from my childhood or conversations with my parents. As you know, fresher memories are more intact. One of them was of a redheaded warrior woman wearing glimmering armor and riding atop a huge flying gryphon."

Gallia turned beet red, then gave a broad smile.

"You saw me at the battle of Solenholm."

"Yes," I smiled back. "And I realized I had found yet another ally for the upcoming war against Darkness."
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MY CONVERSATION with Gallia drew on until midnight. Before signing the treaty, we had lots to discuss. And of course to tell one another about ourselves. The Queen listened to my adventures attentively and tried not to interrupt. She was particularly interested in Master Chi's conversation with his mage buddy. When I got to my imprisoner's execution, she took it as self-evident.

"The council of the Order of Mages," she said, "pulls up any disobedience by the root and turns it to ash. There's a reason Grand Magister Shitang is popularly known as the Black Spider. The strands of his web reach every corner of this world."

"And what about the Emperor?" I asked.

"A puppet of the mages," Gallia waved it off. "The Steel King is the only one to stand up to them in all this time. And now he's even trying to bring your homeland of Taria to its knees."

"I've heard he isn't finding much success."

"Indeed," she snorted. "Your prince's betrothal to Egbert's daughter is on the verge of breakdown. Shitang is pushing his own son to marry the princess."

"You think he'll pull it off?"

"I don't see why not," she shrugged. "It wouldn’t be a bad tradeoff. Stephane the Second, your wimpy King has long been under Shitang's looking glass. If the magister's son does become Princess Anna's husband, he'll still never be king. But their children will be heirs to the Steel Throne. That will give Egbert influence in both the Order and Taria."

After saying that, Gallia chuckled.

"Shitang and his magister buddies think they'll be able to control the Steel King so easily. Dolts! They're crawling straight into the monster's jaws! I wouldn't be surprised to hear Egbert arranged this whole fuss with the betrothal on purpose. And the magisters took the bait."

I stroked my chin.

"The way you said that, for some reason, I believed it right away."

The Queen laughed.

"Although I am a warrior and was never really Queen for more than two years, I have seen lots of palace intrigue in my relatively long life."

"So, you're saying Shitang's spiderweb is everywhere?" I asked. "Even here?"

The gnome snorted angrily.

"Isn't it obvious? When I returned, I found only a semblance of a king on the throne. It's hard to believe my blood flows in the veins of that nonentity! His court was ridden with spies like fleas on a stray mutt! I'm surprised he wasn’t overthrown already. Although, what's so surprising? They didn't overthrow him because he's a spineless weakling. They're all comfortable with such a king."

"I assume," I chuckled, "that with your return the situation has changed drastically?"

"You can say that again!" Gallia smiled in satisfaction. "First of all, I kicked out the Fradian ambassadors, and along with them the gnomes they had bribed. Honestly though, I did make their families stay here as a guarantee the traitors would keep their heads down. Then I curbed the elves. I advised them to restore order in the forest before reaching their tiny grubby hands into our affairs again."

"I've heard things are quite turbulent in their kingdom."

"That's putting it lightly," she said with schadenfreude. "Shitang has caused some real mischief there. He played on the pride and arrogance of the elven aristocracy. And now they've been cutting each other down for several years in interclan wars."

"Before my duel, there was one between two elves..."

"I know," the gnome sighed. "A very foolish duel. I admit, I was really counting on those two. But you see, their duty to their clan left them with no choice..."

The way she said the last part, it was like she was imitating someone. Then she added:

"By the way, I was told that Tananth from Clan Crimson Leaf was asking about you."

"Most likely he could smell this," I said, showing her my little gluttons.

Seeing the two seeds in my hand, Gallia gave a loud hiccup.

"You're just full of surprises," she said with a hoarse voice, rubbing her throat but not looking away from the seeds.

"You do understand after all..."

"Of course," I interrupted. "Like none other. Believe me, I have experienced the full power of the Heart of the Forest firsthand. Jumping ahead a bit, I can say that no one other than me can give these seeds away. If someone takes them from me by force, they'll be in for an unpleasant discovery. These two gluttons have worked up a healthy appetite and would be all too happy for a chance meal."

"Does that mean you were just testing me?" she asked mockingly.

"To a certain degree, yes," I admitted. "And you handled it honorably. But I also wanted to show you that your new allies have a few trump cards up their sleeve."

The gnome gave an open smile and said:

"You know, before you showed up, I didn't have a single ally."

"And what about the heads of the clans you're putting together?"

"That isn’t until tomorrow," she responded. "But now I have a powerful ally today! Beyond that, not everyone is going to like what I'm going to do tomorrow."

If not for the clan council, we would have gone on for a long time, but alas, a cautious knock at the door and the appearance of the royal secretary interrupted our interesting discussion.

"I expect to see you at the council," Gallia reminded me, leaving my room. Once on the doorstep, she suddenly stopped, turned and said:

"I almost forgot! I wanted to ask you how you managed to put an end to the kobold attacks. Those brutes are quite stubborn."

I breathed a fated sigh. Oh well. And it got off to such a good start. But I decided to tell the truth.

"It was actually quite simple, your Majesty," I shifted back to an official tone in the secretary's presence. "I approved their matriarch's request and allowed her brood to live on my lands."

The ever-stony face of the royal secretary stretched out in surprise. He even dared glance at me. I saw disbelief in his eyes.

The Queen then on the contrary gave a satisfied grunt and, shaking her head, stepped over the threshold. Once out the door, I heard her say derisively:

"The nerve on this guy!"

* * *
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THE CLAN COUNCIL STARTED at midday, and I was invited. It reminded me most of all of a huge bazaar. The heads of several dozen clans and their companions were shouting loudly, drinking like fish, slamming their fists on the tabletops, and dragging one another around by the beards. Basically, they were trying their best to project importance and demanding they be treated accordingly.

The foxes and I watched the whole circus with intrigue. Need it be said that neither me nor my bodyguards had ever seen so many elite gnomes before?

It was like Gallia could see the future. The gnomes did not like her suggestion. And that's putting it lightly. The whole issue was that Gallia Longbraid had summoned all the clan leaders to swear an oath of loyalty to her. And it would not have been a huge deal, but she demanded the oath be sealed with blood magic.

The Queen sat on her throne next to her taciturn descendant, watching the proceedings with a barely noticeably smirk. I should note that she was also right about her royal relative. He reminded me most of all of a frightened rabbit, his eyes open wide and watching the mad gnomes. Indeed, cowards like him were easy to control.

When passions had somewhat subsided and all the shouting had fizzled out, Gallia seized on a pause to give a fearsome and impassioned speech.

Listening to her, even with my Will level, I felt a chill run down my spine on several occasions. Don't even get me started on the others in the room. In the dead silence that hung over the emerald chambers, the Queen's words fell like giant boulders.

The Queen was talking about herself. She told the story of a primordial that had dedicated her entire life to the fight against Darkness. But then one day, she fell in love with a mortal and became his Queen.

The good times did not last long for the couple. Conspiring with their enemies, Grumma Mother of Kings waited for an heir to the throne to be born and then did away with the highly powerful bride. She gave a generous dose of poison to her son the King, as well. From that very moment, all power was concentrated in the hands of the Mother of Kings. Need it be said that after her death all subsequent gnomish kings were not exactly shining beacons of independent rule?

By the will of the Goddess Fate, the situation in the gnomish kingdom changed. Just when the Queen was telling the tale of her miraculous rescue, all the council attendees' attention turned to me. I should note that their gazes harbored various emotions ranging from delight to hate. I understood that for weak clans, this day gave hope for gaining power in the future, while for the strongest it meant they would have to share. Need it be said who they blamed for the unpleasant changes?

I also saw Toggy Yojel. His happy face was glowing like a polished copper basin. By the looks of things, beyond haters at her Majesty's court I would also find allies.

Gallia Longbraid's impassioned speech came to an end. A moment later, all the gnomes in the hall kneeled in silence. Then after all the formalities with the oaths had been observed, the legendary warrior declared that very soon the Kingdom of the Gnomes would be going to war with Fradia. Much to my surprise, no one was bothered by that. Seemingly, the gnomes were expecting nothing less from their Queen.

And the morning after the council, as promised, Gallia brought me to see the Keeper of the Caverns, Gramner the Fourarmed.

* * *
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THE LEGENDARY BLACKSMITH dwelled on the very lowest level of the gnomish caverns. On the way down, the Queen and I only exchanged a scant few phrases. We went down just the two of us. I should note that no gnomes were particularly raring to come with us. And so I also left the foxes up above.

It was clear that the Queen was not too excited to visit the location. Her upset tone also told me she did not especially get along with Gramner. I was hoping her mediation wouldn’t work against me. I had to say that theory out loud.

"Oh, no need to worry about that," she muttered. "That old geezer owes me bigtime. He still has much to repay for his past mistakes."

The farther down we went, the gloomier Gallia became. Contrary to all the rumors about gnomes, no one had resided on the lower levels of Stenborg in ages. As if having read my thoughts, the Queen said with sadness in her voice:

"These halls were once teeming with life. Whoever would have thought these areas would have been abandoned some seven hundred years later?"

After the final tunnel, we found ourselves in a large cave. Switching to magic vision, I looked around intrigued but, other than stones that looked like melted wax, I didn't notice anything out of the ordinary. I was forming the impression that no one had visited this cave in a long time.

"Are you certain he's still here?" I asked with doubt in my voice. "It has been seven hundred years, after all."

"Yes," Gallia responded, staring tensely into a dark passage in the opposite wall. "He already knows we're here."

The Queen's words made me tense up. And a few minutes later, I heard heavy footsteps. Based on the sound and slight tremble of the earth, the legendary blacksmith was not a small man.

"Try not to make any sudden movements," Gallia cautioned. That just made me more worried.

With every footstep, the earth shook harder and harder. Small pebbles were pouring down off the ceiling and walls.

For reassurance, Gallia placed her right hand on my shoulder.

A moment later, a huge slumping figure darted out of the darkness opposite us.

When I got a good view of the man standing before us, I felt beside myself.

He was a big huge kobold the size of a fully-grown troll. Long clawed paws, dark wiry hair on his neck and shoulders, bald as a cue ball, stony outgrowths instead of eyes and jaws packed full of sharp teeth ― at the very least, now I could understand why Gallia was so hesitant to come down here.

"Would you just look who came to visit!" the giant kobold roared out mockingly. "Out of the blue, her Majesty needs old man Gramner again!"

"Don't flatter yourself!" Gallia answered him in kind. "If not for this one, you'd still be all alone in your burrow!"

After the gnome nodded at me, the kobold's head turned my direction.

As soon as that happened, the system told me that someone was trying to perform mind control on me.

"Oh really?" Gramner barked in surprise, wrinkling his sloped forehead. From his mouth, it sounded like praise. And rightly so. The very ancient primordial was not able to break my Will.

His level, like Gallia's was hidden, but I suspected the two demigods were capable of a lot. So I was happy to catch the legendary blacksmith by surprise.

"What made you bring this strange human down to see me?" Gramner addressed the Queen.

"I'm repaying a debt!" Gallia said firmly and stared maliciously at the kobold.

"And where do I come in?" he rumbled out. "What makes you think Gramner the Fourarmed is obliged to repay your accounts? As a matter of fact, I don't even understand why I'm still talking to you! Ever since you became Queen, you forgot about our friendship and abandoned me down here for seven hundred years!"

After saying that, the elder primordial turned around and wanted to stomp back into his lair. He was letting us know the conversation was over.

The Queen scowled and hissed some ancient curses through her teeth that were beyond my comprehension.

"So that's all it is?!" Gallia shouted at his back. "You didn't like the fact that an elder primordial fell in love with a mortal?! And you decided to get rid of both of us by placing one of your blades in the hands of a murderer?!"

The kobold, who seemed quite sluggish before, turned sharply and barked in outrage:

"What are you saying, wench?! How could I do such a thing?! I promised your father to take care of you!"

"Looks like you forgot your promise!" the gnome screamed through indignant tears. She now looked just like a little girl. "I spent seven hundred years languishing in the Labyrinth of Fright with a dagger in my chest! Can you guess what dagger I'm talking about?!"

Gramner shuddered and whispered out, stunned:

"It can't be..."

He seemed to understand everything in an instant. Ah, too bad that dagger had disappeared. Apparently, it was made by Gramner the Fourarmed himself!

"She wouldn't have had the grit..." the blacksmith continued babbling. "She said it was for something else... I couldn't say no to your mother-in-law..."

"Heh!" the Queen laughed angrily through tears. "The old and wise Keeper of the Caverns was fooled by a mere mortal!"

Gramner softened up right away and slowly fell to his knees.

"Did you really think I'd forget you?!" Gallia continued, finishing him off. "Did you really never once consider over all that time that something might have been wrong?! Did your pride and resentment make you blind?!"

"She came by a few times," the old man rasped. "She brought your son down for me to see. She said you disappeared after the King's death."

"After that brute murdered him!" Gallia shouted out with pain in her voice. "Do you understand?! Her own son! If not for your dagger, I would have torn her to shreds with my bare hands! The lower halls are empty now! Gnomes are living on the surface! The current King was a puppet in the hands of the Steel King! Do you think I'd ever have allowed such a thing?!"

The old man covered his face with his hands. His shoulders began to shake.

"This man found my sarcophagus, yanked the dagger from my chest, then gifted me a new heart and brought me back to life," Gallia broke the silence. "The way I see it, I'm not the only one who owes him."

Gramner slowly placed his hands on his knees and lowered his head in resignation. An instant later, I realized the elder primordial was bowing to me. Upon recognizing that fact, a chill ran down my spine.

A sudden elbow to my side made me shudder and turn my head. Gallia, her eyes gone wide, nodded a few times in silence toward the stock-still blacksmith. That was her signal that I could start talking.

I took a few steps toward Gramner and pulled the whipsnake eggs from my backpack. But before I could say anything, the old man got out ahead of me.

"You want to hatch your snakes in the True Flame?"

"Yes," I answered firmly.

"Alas, but I cannot help you," the old man shook his head contritely. "The gods have cursed me. And now I know what for. The Forge has gone cold. The True Flame went out many centuries ago."

How could that be? Was there really no way?

"Now that I can help with!" I heard Gallia say triumphantly.

Gramner shuddered and lurched forward. I also turned.

In the Queen's hand there was a fire red crystal the size of an apple. I could practically feel the heat coming off it with my skin.

"I'm sure the Breath of the Abyss can help you start a spark of the True Flame!"
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THE WHOLE WAY BACK up to the surface, Gallia didn't utter a single word. Once on the upper levels, when she invited me to eat lunch in her office, I decided to start a conversation.

"Why didn't you stay?" I asked. "After all, you both clearly have things to discuss."

"We need time to digest what happened," the Queen responded thoughtfully. "You must understand that until today I thought Gramner knowingly took part in a conspiracy against me. And he spent all that time sitting in his caverns fuming at the entire world. Beyond that, he is after all a kobold. He didn't particularly relish going to the surface before."

"Strange," I shrugged. "After my talk with the matriarch, I got the impression the gnomes and kobolds, to put it lightly, don't get along."

"That's now," the gnome breathed a heavy sigh. "It all used to be different. We were once good neighbors and allies. My father and Gramner were the best of friends. Then our two raced got embroiled in a foolish war, making the gnomes and kobolds into implacable enemies. Many primordial pointedly refused to take part in that conflict on both sides. We continued to maintain friendly relationships, and later paid the price."

Gallia chuckled sadly.

"You'll scarcely believe it, but I never had a clue I would become a warrior. My father, along with his brothers and sons were a family of jewelers. Along with Gramner, they created true masterpieces. Ever since I was a child, I was planning to follow in the footsteps of my forebearers."

She spent a bit of time in silence, then continued with pain in her voice:

"But our neutrality, as you see, did not go unnoticed. The primordials that started that war exacted cruel revenge on those who did not wish to support them. My whole family died. The Fourarmed meanwhile was spared and later raised me as his own daughter. And that made him an outcast among his own kind."

With a sip of wine from a silver goblet, Gallia gave a crooked smile.

"Naive old man. He thought I would forget about revenge. He even tried to share the secrets of his craft with me. But I let him down. Stealing a weapon he created, I ran off to the boundary with the Abyss and dedicated a few years of my life to hunting beasts. And then, having honed my strength, I went up to the surface and slayed all those that murdered my family. And that's how the story of Gallia Longbraid the warrior begins."

The Queen's story was interrupted by a knock at the door. After receiving permission, servants entered the office with new dishes on trays. While they set the grub on the table, Gallia and I kept silent, each thinking about our own thing.

Waiting for the servants to leave the office and close the door tightly behind them, I asked:

"That stone... You knew it would be needed, didn’t you?"

"Of course," Gallia nodded. "As soon as I got back to Stenborg, I realized the True Flame had gone out. The whole issue is that the city's supply is directly linked to the Forge of the True Flame. And that made me realized that old man Gramner had been left jobless. He's too weak to go down to the border with the Abyss nowadays. But that is the only place Its Breath can be found."

"Clever," I chuckled. "You repaid me and did yourself a favor at the same time."

Cutting a big piece of meat off a pork shank and tossing it onto her plate, Gallia shrugged her shoulders:

"Sure, why not? It all worked out for the best in the end!"

"Are you sure?" I asked with doubt in my voice.

The thing was that our farewell with old man Gramner felt rushed. He took the artifacts in silence and flitted off into the darkness of the tunnel. Honestly though, he did mutter at the end that I should come back in thirty moons.

"Completely!" the Queen threw out. "You'll have your pets, but you'll have to wait. By the way, I myself would like to see what comes of it. I hope you know what you're doing. Fiery whipsnakes are unpredictable beasts. If something goes wrong, you'll have to kill them before they get strong enough to do real damage."

Catching a scrutinizing look from Gallia, I said firmly:

"You can be sure. I didn't come this far to lose now!"

* * *
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AFTER THE MEAL WITH the Queen, I went back to the hotel to find Madi Belvokrut waiting for me in my room. The foxes were warned in advance that the gnome could appear at any moment. Furthermore, they were instructed to keep him around by any means necessary until I showed up. And so when I entered the room, I found Amber and Onyx distracting the red-bearded private attorney with tales of their life on the Dark Continent. Apparently, he had never seen foxfolk before, and so he was listening to my bodyguards' prattle with his mouth agape. By the way, his cousin Tod was also there. And he was spellbound, too. The stare he was giving them. I didn’t blame them. Onyx was giving a colorful retelling of the blackblood assault on Foreston. I wasn't worried the sisters might tell them something they shouldn't. They're smart girls. They know when to hold their tongues.

My entrance was not noticed right away. I had to clear my throat loudly to draw attention.

"I'm guessing you've been spreading our order's secrets left and right then?" I said loudly with a jocular tone.

The gnomes turned their heads my way at the same time, then quickly got up and both gave deep bows.

The sisters also got up and, with a short nod, left the room at once. Their movements were calm and deliberate, letting me know they had done an A plus job on my assignment. With a grateful nod to them, I took a step toward my guests.

"Oh come now, Sir Magister!" Madi said, adopting my tone. "We're only paying tribute to the courage of your warriors!"

Tod kept silent, but by his cheery gaze, I could tell that the gnomes' attitude toward me had changed drastically. It isn't hard to guess why. The recent duel. Plus I had seen Belvokruts at the clan council. I'm sure the elders had already informed the others of my role in bringing the Queen back to life. I won’t lie. I was happy it all turned out this way. I was really hoping for a good relationship with the clan. I had lots of work for Madi.

"Nice to see you again!" I extended a hand with a broad smile.

"You too," Madi responded simply but sincerely and squeezed my hand.

"Tod, thank you for setting up this meeting," I nodded to the assistant to the secretary and turned to Madi: "I was happy to hear you were here in Stenborg on business."

With a gesture, I asked the gnomes to sit. Following my invitation, they lowered down into their seats.

"Alas, Sir Magister," Madi sighed. "There is no business. That was just an excuse for our ill-wishers. Actually, in light of recent events, we had to wrap up all our affairs in Ironville and leave Fradia in a hurry."

"I understand," I shook my head. "I'm sorry you had to do that. All the more so given I am to a certain degree at fault."

The gnomes traded concerned looks.

"Sir Magister," Madi said indignantly. "I admit, the Steel King had a good relationship with the gnomes. And until the council, the order given by the miraculously returned Queen, to put it lightly, angered me. But when we found out the price she and the King paid seven centuries ago, we saw the situation in a whole new light. As a matter of fact, there is not a single common gnome that could not see what the current royal dynasty had become. We are sincerely happy to have our legendary ruler back! All of us, our clan in particular, believe that she will lead our people back to their former greatness. And if I have to pick up a battle axe to fight shoulder to shoulder with my Queen, I will do so without a second thought! So you shouldn't feel sorry. For most of us, what you did was a great deed. I am sure minstrels will compose ballads about it."

At first I thought they were making fun of me, but the longer Madi spoke, the more solemn his tone became. I had never seen him this way before. I truly must have done something of great significance for these gnomes.

"Frankly, I'll be up front," he continued. "Not all the clan leaders welcomed your participation. They will never say so out loud, but I'm sure they will attempt to harm you. So I wanted to give you some advice."

"I'm listening."

"Leave Stenborg for a while. Until the wave of resentment dies down."

"Thank you for the advice," I nodded. "I'm not scared of a couple ill-wishers, but I really will have to leave your capital. But before I do that, I wanted to offer you long-term cooperation on our prior terms. I'm certain that what I have to offer you will repay your losses in Ironville and then some."

Madi perked up his ears. And Tod, understanding that this was a conversation that did not concern him, slowly got up and, saying goodbye, made a tactical retreat.

When the door had closed behind Tod, Madi took a plump leather bag from his purse.

"Before we get started, I want to give you your share from the sale of the dark beast and her egg. There's fifteen and a half thousand gold here. I've already taken my twenty-five percent."

"Thank you," I nodded. "Excellent work. I've heard vivid descriptions of the looks on the late Papa Gino's creditors' faces when you showed up on his doorstep."

The gnome was clearly flattered.

"I was just doing my job," he waved it off.

"So then, coming back to work," I got straight to business. "Take a look at these."

I set five scrolls on the table.

Madi started reading. The more he unfurled each scroll, the more his face stretched out in surprise.

"Are these what I think they are?" he asked, dumbfounded.

"Yes," I nodded, watching his reaction with satisfaction. "Three of the scrolls are contracts giving property to the Order. The other two are about deposits in local banks. Let me warn you right away that I have an arrangement with the Queen about two of the land grants. I am not planning to make them public just yet. But as for the land where our castle is located, it will soon be the subject of a court case with Toggy Yojel. Let me warn you that her Majesty knows about the upcoming litigation and is willing to grant Yojel a different tract of land. As for the banks, I haven't been to them yet. And so I put my complete faith in you. If of course you agree to work for me."

Madi chuckled.

"If someone were to tell me that a kid would come to the doorstep of my office at level zero and one day present me a contract worth several tens of thousands of gold, I never would have believed it."

I chuckled back.

"Mister Belvokrut! You are significantly underestimating your future profits. These five scrolls are but a drop in the ocean."

"Are you saying...?"

"The Order of Monster Hunters is a wealthy organization. The Foreston vault is practically full to the brim with scrolls like these."

The gnome grunted quizzically and stroked his beard in thought.

"If what you're saying is true, my office will become one of the most influential on this continent."

I squinted slightly.

"I'm curious. What do you say to opening an office on the Dark Continent? In the center of Foreston."

Madi gave a loud hiccup and said solemnly:

"I'd have to be an idiot to turn down such a prospect!"

"Alright then, let's shake on it!" I smiled.

When we got up to squeeze one another's hands, the gnome suddenly came right up close to me and whispered almost into my ear:

"A certain Midori asked me to give you a message."

I got on guard. A chill ran down my spine. Really?!

"These were her exact words," Madi continued. "'I found him. I'll be waiting in Kerlin.'"

* * *
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NEED IT BE SAID THAT after getting that message from the dryad I was ready to leave the capital of the gnomish kingdom that very hour and race headlong to the opposite end of the continent?

She did it! She found Mee! Midori had given me a clear indication that he was being held in Kerlin, the second largest city of my native Taria. Kerlin was the King's summer residence. I wonder why the Bug they brought Mee there.

But no matter how much I wanted to fly off to rescue my brother, I had to stick around in the capital of the gnomes for a few more days.

First of all, I met Gallia another few times to discuss our next moves. Second, the heads of a few of the clans wanted to establish a relationship with me. Ignoring them would have been truly criminal. And of course there were constant interactions with Belvokrut. Madi dove headlong into his work. The shrewd gnome had inked merger agreements with four small offices. He was preparing for great things and naturally needed helping hands. I had to be there for all those meetings. Having the Queen's savior around clearly simplified Madi's job.

In the end, I was only able to return to our castle five days later. And there was another surprise waiting for me there.

There was an elven travelling tent setup not far away from the castle walls. As an aside, unlike Toggy Yojel, the owners of this tent had taken our traps into consideration.

According to Brown, our visitor had shown up two days before. He was behaving peacefully and quietly. He was polite and considerate. Not rushing to get into a conflict.

Before leaving, I had given the foxfolk clear instructions not to attack without good reason, so they just let the elf set up his tent in peace. Beyond that, after introducing themselves to one of the leaders of the elven clan, our unexpected guest asked permission to wait here until my return.

Based on the emblem of red maple leaves sewn onto the tent wall, I already had an approximate idea of who had come after me.

I had no reason to fear the elf, so as soon as we reached the castle, I set off with Gorgie to greet the unexpected guest.

The elf was already standing outside the tent and smiling welcomingly.

"Sir Supreme Magister, my greetings to you!" he bowed respectfully when I came to a stop five steps from him. "My name is Tananth. I am heir to Clan Crimson Leaf. Please forgive my impudence. The thing is that I tried to meet with you in Stenborg a few times but alas, I couldn't pin you down. I understand I was taking a risk by coming here uninvited, but nothing else came to mind."

"You are correct, your Highness," I responded with a light bow, catching the elf by surprise. Fortunately, Gallia had explained to me how to address the heirs of elven clans.

"You took a risk coming here. If not for an order I gave, my warriors would have had to attack you. But now that you're here, I suppose your reason made it worthwhile."

I'm sure that most elven aristocrats, famed for their arrogant mannerisms, were they in Tananth's place, would have long since lost their cool. But the prince was cut from a different cloth. Gallia had also told me that.

"You have my gratitude!" the elf said sincerely and waved a hand toward the small table and two folding chairs. "Allow me to invite you to share a feast. I have brought with me a bottle of floral nectar gathered from the valley of the yellow ferns. I'm sure you'll appreciate its flavor. Furthermore, it is just the thing for restoring one's strength after a long journey."

"Thank you," I nodded and sat at the table.

"No need to worry about level, either," the elf assured me, pouring the bright lilac liquid into silver goblets. A pleasant floral aroma immediately wafted over the table.

When I picked up the goblet, Gorgie shamelessly sniffed its contents. After that, with a few snorts, he laid down at my feet.

I saw a puzzled look on the elf's face and shrugged my shoulders as if apologizing for my pet's behavior. But in fact, Gorgie was acting on my mental request. Courtesy is one thing, but I was not too hot on the idea of being poisoned. The harn showed no concern, so I decided to take a sip of the much-praised elven wine.

As soon as the slightly sweet liquid hit my tongue, a system message came before my eyes telling me that my energy and life supplies were one hundred percent full.

"An amazing beverage!" I praised the refreshment.

"I'm glad you like it," the elf responded.

"Your Highness," I began after a brief pause. "Please forgive my lack of restraint, but I would like to get straight to business. In light of the current situation, every minute of my time is worth its weight in gold."

"You realize why I am here then, don’t you?" the elf asked me.

"I think so," I agreed. "But I'd like to hear it from you."

"The Call of the Forest, which many of us sensed... You're linked to it in some way, right?"

"Let's say I am. And?"

"I'd like to hear the details," Tananth requested. And it was a request. Not a demand. If it had been, the conversation would have ended then and there.

I also understood that the prince of one of the most powerful elven clans could become an ally. What mattered now was conducting the negotiations properly.

"A Heart of the Forest was birthed on the Dark Continent," I responded with no further details.

The elf breathed a sigh of relief and smiled happily.

"Who is the keeper?" he asked.

"A primordial," I responded curtly and asked: "You'd probably like to know why the Heart of the Forest wasn't brought to the elves."

"I know the answer to that question," the prince surprised me. "As a matter of fact, giving the Heart of the Forest to the elves would have been a grave error."

Now that I was not expecting at all. I thought the prince would get straight to convincing me otherwise.

"I see surprise on your face," he laughed.

"You can say that again," I snorted.

"My people, mired in internecine wars, forfeited the right to keep a Heart of the Forest a long time ago."

"Are you saying...?"

"Yes," he interrupted me. "The last keeper was an elven prince. And he put his personal interests above those of the Great Forest!"

The prince's cheeks showed a blush. A flame roared to life in his eyes. This elf was clearly different from the rest of his kind.

Giving him a bit of time to come back to his senses, after a brief pause, I said:

"You have yet to say what made you want to meet with me."

The elf turned his head. In his big eyes, I saw pleading and hope:

"My people are bogged down in wars and senseless oaths. Before your duel, I killed a man who could have become my friend! Many of my people tire of the violence and cruelty. The Call of the Heart of the Forest changed everything! We want to join It! And I am here to ask you for help!"
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"I'M ALL EARS, your Highness! I promise to do everything in my power."

I set the goblet back on the table and got ready to listen.

Prince Tananth fumbled a bit. He was clearly searching for the right words. But in the end, he found his footing.

"As I already mentioned, our state has turned into one big battlefield. Just in the past year, six clans have ceased to exist. Elves slaughter elves. And the scariest part is that I do not see an end to the hostility."

"Your Highness," I said with doubt in my voice. "Don't get me wrong. I promised I would try to help, but I have no desire to get involved in your clans' wars, much less the resources."

"Oh come now, Sir Magister!" the elf threw up his hands aggrievedly. "I am not trying to suggest you join the war on my clan's side. If that's how it came across, I beg forgiveness."

"Then what do you want from me? What aid are you talking about?"

The prince rubbed the bridge of his nose bitterly.

"Let me try to explain. The thing is that our clans are not only the ruling families. They also have servants. And there are common elves living on clan lands. As subjects of the King, they have become hostages to the interclan wars. His Majesty, as you understand, ceased caring about his poor subjects long ago. The ruling dynasty won't lift a finger if they don't stand to gain."

I frowned.

"Your Highness, you've only confused me more..."

The elf took in a deep breath as if he were about to jump into water.

"In the name of aristocrats who are concerned by the present situation, I beg you to take a hand in the fate of these unfortunate souls!"

The surprise actually made me clear my throat.

"Could you perhaps put it a bit more clearly?"

The elf lurched forward.

"We beg you to allow the unfortunates to live on your lands. For the most part, they are women and children. At present they are outcasts who eke out a miserable existence."

I scratched the back of my head in puzzlement and asked:

"How many refugees are we talking about?"

"A few thousand," the prince answered quickly and stared at me in expectation.

Trying to hold back my worry, I cleared my throat. But as bad luck would have it, my throat was parched. Slowly lifting my goblet off the table, I took a sip and just about winced when the sharp floral scent struck my nose.

"Your Highness," I said in an even tone. "You must understand after all, that you cannot be suggesting I take part in the process of luring subjects of your King off his lands. Everything that is happening now will look like a provocation."

The prince sat back in his chair.

"Sir Magister, you needn't fear his Majesty's ire. He has no sway over the Call of the Forest! All those who go to join you will in fact be following the Call."

Well-reasoned.

"Let's say I agree," I shook my head. "What exactly would you expect from me?"

The prince stroked his chin thoughtfully. I was getting the impression this escape plan for several thousand elves had been thought up recently.

"The thing is that to organize such an expedition we will need lots of time and resources," he began, staring at a fixed point. "First of all we must find appropriate ships to cross the Dead Ocean. Most likely, we will not be able to bring them all across at once. And once on the Dark Continent, the refugees will need food and protection. By that part of the plan, if you are to agree, you'll have to take over."

"Yes," I nodded. "The Dark Continent isn't exactly a great place to go wandering. That many elves will surely draw the attention of all predators in the area. On top of that, Foreston is quite far from the coast. And the refugees will need something to eat and drink for the whole time."

Hm... And he doesn't yet know how the foxfolk elders will react.

Hmm... The conversation with Prince Tananth was making me think hard. His tale of the forest state had fundamentally altered my understanding of elven life. Instead of squads of elven rangers, I was offered part in an extremely dubious and risky scheme. But the Goddess Fortuna had again smiled upon me. I had a trump card up my sleeve.

By the way, for some reason I had recently been getting a lot of such requests. First the kobolds, and now the elves. Things were not progressing at all the way I imagined.

"And still I ask, what made you come to me?" I said. "After all, you would be able to handle this without my participation. There are many ways of reaching the Heart of the Forest without going through Foreston."

Despite the abrupt shift in the conversation, the prince answered immediately. Evidence of his experience communicating in aristocratic circles.

"I can sense the power of the Forest which called us within you. You are in some way linked with Its Heart. But I don't understand how that is possible."

After that, with an open smile, he added:

"Beyond that, you're a Monster Hunter! Who doesn't know the legends of the mighty guardians that kept our world safe from invasion by dark beasts? The ancient tales say the hunters of ghastly monsters always come to the aid of the weak and needy."

"Is that so?" I chuckled. "And I'm guessing they do all that selflessly?"

The elf, still smiling the same way, shrugged his shoulders.

"The legends, alas, do not mention that. But those are fairy tales. You and I live in the real world."

"Correct," I nodded. "And in the real world, one can never forget self-interest. Don't get me wrong, your Highness. I am not trying to get rich off your compatriots' sorrow. But as you rightly noted, we do not live in a fairy tale. I must understand why I should take such a risk."

"What do you want for your aid?" the prince shifted to a businesslike tone. "Gold, artifacts, land?"

"How about military aid?"

"Not possible," the elf shook his head. "My clan..."

"We aren't talking about your clan right now," I interrupted him. "You said there is a group of aristocrats with an interest in helping the refugees escape. Dare I suggest, your Highness, that among them there might be such powerful mages as yourself?"

"So the rumors about the upcoming war and your alliance with the Queen of the gnomes are true?" the prince muttered out wearily and, standing up, added coldly: "Think you could seize the chance and draw me into the conflict? Sorry. For a moment I thought I was speaking with an honorable man!"

Striking! Just a second ago, I was talking to a kind and open guy. Now before me stood an ice statue at a half-turn reeking of cold scorn. I could practically feel his menacing aura in my skin. Gorgie, who had been lying at my feet peaceably all that time, suddenly jumped up to defend me against possible attack.

I must give the foxfolk their due. There were already a few soldiers racing our way already headed by my bodyguards.

I had to give them a signal to stop. Gorgie gave a dull growl then also stepped aside, keeping his eye on the elf the entire time.

My actions slightly baffled Tananth. He was clearly ready to attack.

To be frank, I liked the elf and his reaction. Gallia was right. He was worth doing business with.

"Your Highness," I said calmly. "Now I must ask your forgiveness for the fact that my words gave rise to a misunderstanding between us."

"What do you mean?" the elf asked just as coldly.

Our eyes met.

"You're right. We stand on the doorstep of war. But I am not suggesting you take part in it."

The prince gave a crooked smile.

"And what about the military aid you mentioned?"

I tilted my head to the side and chuckled back.

"I need it for something else."

After saying that, I took out the friendship amulet the Great Tree had given me.

Upon noticing the artifact, Tananth shuddered. I then meanwhile continued.

"You asked me for aid. I consider saving your compatriots fleeing war a worthy cause. Beyond merely helping you, I can make your job significantly easier."

A barely visible glow appeared on the elf's pale cheeks.

"What do you mean?"

"For instance, I could make it so you don't need ships. And you won't have to risk the lives of those elves by sending them on a journey across the Dead Ocean."

The prince's brows crept upward.

"But that isn't the most important thing now," I said, getting up off the chair. "For me, it is crucial to know whether you and your allies are willing to earn back the right for the elves to keep a Heart of the Forest!"

"But you said It already has a keeper?" Tananth lost all his coldness.

"Well, whoever told you there's only one Heart of the Forest in this world?" I asked, opening my hand and giving a chuckle.

I already knew what was coming next. And Tananth of Clan Crimson Leaf did not let me down. Upon seeing the little seed in my hand, he fell straight to his knees. Tears streamed down his cheeks and a rapturous smile appeared on his lips.

* * *
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THOUGH I WAS IN A RUSH, I had to spend almost two whole days in the castle before returning to Foreston.

The issue was that I had brought a few gnomes from Madi's office with me from the capital. They were supposed to handle provisions for the local garrison, both rations and other necessary items.

The gnomes were given a small building in the inner courtyard. A few hours later, there was a colorful banner over its front door telling all who wished to visit that there was a branch of Madi Belvokrut's office here.

In the evening, the happy gnomes told us that all hunters in the castle were invited to a small party in honor of the opening of the first office on order territory.

Brown, after getting the go-ahead from me, announced the celebration to his soldiers. Other than the sentries, of course.

At first, the gnomes and foxfolk were restrained. To put it bluntly, they were shy around each other. But gradually, the gnomish ale gained ground and an air of happiness took over the castle courtyard. Naturally, they were all under the watchful eye of Brown, whose rank I by the way raised to senior prior. In fact, I felt ready to make him a magister, but I decided to take my time.

First of all, Murk was supposed to be the first promoted to magister. That would be most proper. And second, such an important event needed to be celebrated with all the Order's soldiers and under more solemn circumstances. Naturally with rewards and bonuses.

While I was gone, Brown had made great strides. He repaired another couple magic traps and, most importantly, created a dozen new ones. There was no way not to be happy about such progress. So I came back to Foreston in quite high spirits.

My visit to the gnomish kingdom had in fact gone better than I was hoping. We settled into our lands, I made an alliance with Gallia, came to an agreement with Gramner and, best of all, the dryad had found Mee!

And another thing... I would not be going to the Stone Forest alone, but with a few dozen elven mages. Tananth, Prince of Clan Crimson Leaf, had seen to that.

Foreston greeted me with springlike warm weather and important news. A large warband was headed our way from the steppe.

After a brief greeting, Murk told me that.

"Were you able to see who it was?" I asked, sitting at the desk in my office.

"Not yet," Murk responded, sitting in an armchair opposite me. "They're still far. And I forbid my scouts from taking such a risk."

"How long have you known about the threat?"

"Three days now," he answered.

"Why didn't you tell me?" I asked in surprise.

"We only realized they were coming for us today. At first we thought they were just passing through."

"I see," I nodded. "When do you estimate they'll be here?"

"They'll enter the forest tomorrow night."

"Any news from Pinebogey?"

"No," Murk shook his head. "But the main supply is always full."

I smiled.

"That's good. It means he's doing just fine. I think as soon as they hit the forest, Pinebogey will find out."

Murk proved right. The unknown enemy's army reached the forest by nightfall the next day. Or rather, not the whole army, just an advance party of a dozen troops.

Despite the elders' pleading, I headed out to meet our uninvited guests myself at the head of a small squadron of scouts. By the way, speaking of the elders, recently the heads of the houses had changed their opinion of the Order for the better. They seemed to have gotten used to the fact that I was in charge of their home city and, essentially, their people. And most importantly, it seemed to have finally hit them that I was not planning to harm the foxfolk. Quite the opposite in fact. I would do everything in my power to ensure they prospered.

While I was gone, the number of those wishing to be inducted had increased noticeably. At this rate, the Order would slowly absorb all the clans. I couldn’t say whether that prospect scared the elders, but at the very least they didn't show it.

Surprisingly, Murk had mostly good things to say about their young scions. They were bending over backwards to prove themselves, competing with one another to do so. And now they were all begging to take part in the foray beyond Foreston's walls.

The plan of attack against the unknown enemy's advance party was simple — first surround them, then attack. If possible, take a few prisoners.

Because we sent out the clan's best scouts, the first part of our plan went like a knife through butter.

But when we were ready to attack the enemy, having them surrounded on all sides, the second part of the plan had to be changed at the last minute. Because I had finally realized who we were dealing with.

The halflings had come to pay us a visit.

I should note that, despite their excellent equipment and decent levels, the halflings did not look well. They were worn out. And a few even had bandaged wounds.

That detail made me think. I was not particularly knowledgeable about the art of war, but even I understood that advance party troops should not look so ragged. In other words, if this was how their scouts looked, I was afraid to even imagine what was going on in the warband overall.

The halflings, as they say, we took warm. They didn't even have the strength to properly defend themselves. To be frank, I was quite tense when I saw the state of affairs. Something was spinning around in my head, but I just couldn't figure out what it was.

The captive halflings were in no rush to share secrets. Their hands and legs tied up, they were pressed up against one another and shooting us angry looks with their heads downcast.

We realized they would soon send another party out to find the missing halflings. And then there would be no avoiding bloodshed. I did not want war with the halflings, so I had to hurry.

"As you must have realized already, this is our land!" I turned to the captives. "You came to us without warning and uninvited. I do not know why you are so far from your homeland, and I want to try to figure it all out the nice way. Without spilling blood."

The most senior looking halfling's mouth was not bound, which he took no delay in using:

"What’s in it for you? Why didn't you kill us?"

"For now, I do not consider you enemies."

My response bewildered the senior halfling as well as his underlings. They clearly were not expecting to hear such things out of me. What they’d seen already probably seemed odd enough. Beginning with the huge scaled monster and ending with the kid the foxfolk all obeyed unquestioningly.

"We don't have much time," I said. "I can't make you talk without torture, but there is a solution I hope will satisfy both of us."

When I mentioned torture, a few of the halflings shuddered. I understood that sooner or later we would get them to talk even without it. But alas, time was not on my side. I had to take a risk.

"Listen up and listen good," I turned to the scout commander. "You will go back to your superiors right now and tell them what happened. Then tell them I want to talk to Elun. Or his brother Edal or Lem."

"Who are they?" the halfling asked in surprise.

"They lived in the south of the valley," I answered. "Their settlement recently suffered an attack by draks. Those three know me. Have one of them come for the rest of your comrades."

The gray halfling frowned. And, seeing his doubt, I added:

"If you do everything right, we'll definitely be able to avoid bloodshed. But I warn you! If your commanders try to play any tricks, you'd better not come into this forest. Because the only thing you'll find here is death! And now go. And make it snappy."

I should note that the halfling took my words with the utmost seriousness. Saying farewell to his comrades and promising them he would be back, the halfling raced off toward the main army.

With one eye on the quickly retreating figure, I turned to Gorgie:

"I hope nothing happens to him on the way. I think it would be best if you secretly look out for him."

The harn sniffed in agreement and dashed off after the halfling.

We had nothing left to do but wait for the halflings' envoy.
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THE HALFLINGS ARRIVED by noon the next day. A hundred troops led by a scrawny dark blond pipsqueak.

But alas, no matter how closely I stared at the faces of the approaching warriors, my memory stayed silent. Their faces were not familiar.

Gorgie, the foxes and I met the envoys at the forest's edge. The rest of my warriors had taken positions among the trees and bushes. At any moment, a wave of arrows and offensive spells could come crashing down on the newcomers.

The squad stopped fifteen paces away from me. Looking them over, I concluded that I had guessed right. They all looked approximately like the troops from the advance party. As if they had all fought a battle very recently.

The sight of a kid with a pet monster and two forest warriors clearly put the incoming halflings on edge. They pointed their fingers at us and nodded in perplexity. In an instant, the once more or less organized unit turned into a mob. Despite the fact that some of them had fairly high levels, it was clear we were dealing with common agriculturalists.

Their leader meanwhile, along with ten troops surrounding him, were clearly from the military class.

Two figures stepped out of formation and came decisively my way. They were the leader himself and the commander of the advance party who I had used as a messenger.

Stopping five steps from us, the puny halfling was first to start the conversation.

"I was told you took my warriors prisoner." he said in a firm voice. "I have come to collect them!"

"Were you told my terms?" I asked.

The dark blond one shot a gloomy glance at the scout commander and responded:

"No need to worry. We bear no ill will towards you! But the people you wanted to talk to are not among us."

"That’s too bad," I sighed. "They are the only halflings I know."

"You said they lived in the south of the valley."

"Yes," I nodded. "We were in their settlement a few weeks ago, but we didn't find anyone there. Based on the tracks, the people of their village went southeast."

The halfling leader cursed out angrily.

"So they got out here, too..."

"What are you talking about?" I asked in surprise.

Ignoring my question, the dark blond halfling stared at me through bushy brows.

"Why did you attack my warriors?"

"Because they came onto our land," I shrugged.

"How can you call it your land? You're not a foxman."

"Because this land and forest never belonged to them."

Based on the way the halflings traded surprised looks, my response dumbfounded them.

Not wanting to torture them with guesses, I wanted to introduce some clarity into the issue, but Amber got out ahead of me. She announced solemnly:

"These lands have always belonged to the Order of Monster Hunters! And you are now speaking with its supreme magister."

The halflings traded glances again.

"So the rumors about the hunters are true?!" the halfling leader exclaimed after a moment of confusion. "Are you the one who destroyed the Snake Den?!"

"Yes, I am," I responded calmly.

"And the Queen of the draks?" he asked with hope in his voice.

"Dead," I responded curtly and asked a question: "So the prisoners of the draks made it to safety?"

"Yes," the dark blond halfling smiled for the first time since we started talking. "Word of their miraculous escape spread very quickly through the valley. It even reached our domain!"

"Does that mean you are not from the valley?"

A shadow crept over the puny one's face.

"No. We call the Blue Mountains home... Or rather, we did..."

Hm, now that is curious...

"If I am not mistaken," I decided to clarify. "The Blue Mountains are on the other end of the continent."

"Yes, they are," the unit leader breathed a heavy sigh. "We are far from our native lands."

Hitting me with a scrutinizing gaze, he added:

"And we do not intend to stop. We want to reach the other side of the river."

Now there's some news. I wonder what made so many people leave their homes, go across the valley and even try to get to the other side of the river.

"You are aware that the opposite bank is teeming with blackbloods?"

The halflings traded sullen looks.

No, they are not. Seemingly, their plan had just crashed and burned. Oh the sour looks on their faces.

"The forest on that side of the river is not the safest place either," I poured oil on the fire.

The dark blond halfling lowered his head and thought. Meanwhile, the commander of his scouts shot a burning look at his leader. His gloomy gaze did not seem to contain particular hope.

Finally the commander came to after his unhappy thoughts and raised his head.

"Sir Magister!" he addressed me. "My name is Loth. By a whim of terrible destiny, I am now in command of our journey. All those who once gave orders to me have either died or are near death. I am but a common soldier, forced to take the burden of responsibility for my tribe of several thousand. Our city was destroyed. We were forced to flee a terrible enemy who followed us for an entire month. By the looks of things, they finally left us alone just seven days ago. We ask that you allow us to stay here for a time so our women and children can regain their strength and heal their wounds. I swear that we wish no ill upon you. We are merely fleeing from disaster!"

* * *
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ONCE BACK IN FORESTON, I called an emergency council session, where I told everyone what happened and announced my intention to help the halflings.

Surprisingly, all the elders supported me, which looked somewhat suspicious. But their explanation was heartening. They said the halflings and foxfolk had never been hostile to one another. Some remembered a time when the two groups even had some semblance of a trading relationship.

The number of refugees didn't bother anyone either. Though that made perfect sense. After defeating the horde of blackbloods, three thousand halflings, most of them women and children, didn't scare anyone.

The elders were concerned by another aspect. And specifically, the news of the unusual enemy the halflings were fleeing. One question just kept coming up. Might the refugees have led a new enemy to our very walls?

While the elders were guessing, I knew for certain that there was no avoiding an encounter with this uncanny foe. And I also realized that the Steel King had already made his first move. The thing was that, after hearing a detailed description of the beasts that attacked the halflings, I unmistakably recognized them as those very giant bats I had come up against in the Labyrinth of Fright.

Nure-onna had mentioned that King Egbert had primordials in his service. Seemingly, I now knew their identity. The necromancers had not been wiped out. They were simply lying low under the wing of the Steel King. A few of them had clearly been on the Dark Continent all that time and gradually accumulating power to create an army of flying necromorphs. I wouldn't be surprised to find out my brother had come up against them specifically.

Given that, I needed to hurry to get Mee out of captivity.

The closest portal to Kerlin was in Stonetown. That meant I had to make another visit to the caverns of the Crooked Mountains.

Before getting underway, I conducted a solemn induction ceremony for my new magisters Murk and Brown.

That was followed by a big celebration and nearly everyone in the city came. Despite my rush, I still had to spend another day there.

I should say that the Great System dumped a big development point bonus on me for the two magisters. Soon they would come in very handy.

I assigned Murk to deal with the halflings and prepare Foreston for an attack of giant flying bats. And I no longer had any doubt the flying necromorphs would be coming here sooner or later. Beyond that, I assigned Murk to warn Pinebogey, while Brown was to inform the Queen of the gnomes.

Naturally, I was not expecting the attack to come soon. As a matter of fact, I was not expecting it for a few months. The issue was that, in Loth's words, the average level of the brutes that attacked them was approximately fifteen or twenty. The ones in the Labyrinth of Fright were around fifty. That led me to believe whoever was commanding the bats had set them loose for a specific purpose — to eat their fill and bring up their levels. That meant I still had time. But nevertheless, I had to hurry and get ready for the upcoming fight.

This time, despite all the objections, I set off without my bodyguards. They weren't going to give up so easily, but then had to resign themselves after hearing my explanations. Taria was no place for nonhumans, much less foxfolk. If I were to show up in my hometown of Orchus accompanied by two foxmaidens, the whole country would hear about it in no time. I had no choice but to go incognito. And it would have been hard to think up better camouflage than my plain boyish looks.

There’s no reason to lie about the fact that I was nervous about stepping into the portal. I was basically returning to the place where my new life had begun.

* * *
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STONETOWN GREETED GORGIE and I with cryptlike silence and desolation. Strictly speaking, it was exactly the same as we had left it. With one small difference. Now I had access to all the location's settings.

The portal I hadn't even guessed at a year ago was directly beneath the armory.

The city's magic supply was practically empty. The only thing it still had power for was keeping the magic door out to the caverns in passive mode.

While strolling the streets of the dead city, I was keeping a close eye on Gorgie's emotions. I had pictured his return to his native environment many times before. In my imagination, the harn was often overcome by forgotten instincts and wanted to stay. But my fears were not justified. Gorgie was acting like nothing had happened. All he did was find his old markings and refresh them.

I don't know if that was habit or a side-effect of the summoning amulet but essentially Gorgie's home was my home. And vice versa.

Taking a close look at the armory, I found nothing. By the way, the bank under the ruins was also empty. My predecessors must have left this place in no great hurry, deliberately emptying out all their hiding spots.

Essentially, Stonetown held nothing of value to the Order now. The only thing coming to mind was that I could resettle some kobolds here if such a thing proved necessary. According to a contract I dug up bearing the blood of a forebearer of the current King, the whole Crooked Mountains were Order property.

Everyone says there's nothing of value left in these caverns. But that's according to humans. I wonder what kobolds would have to say. I'm sure they'd find some way to surprise me.

Before leaving Stonetown, I dumped thirty thousand mana points into its supply. That would be enough to keep the magic door in working order.

Plus I was not suffering from a lack of mana at the moment. That was because I had been able to fill out my crystal reserves in Stenborg, bringing up the capacity of all my supplies. One of Madi's assistants found crystals for me. Thanks to him, I got some pretty snazzy new stuff. Though it did come at a cost because crystal prices were through the roof. Demand clearly outstripped supply.

Despite the deficit on the artifact market, my mana supply was now up to eighty thousand points. My life supply was at six thousand, while energy had gone up to eight and a half.

Beyond that, I had gotten some more ephemeral pockets. Ah, it's nice to have money to throw around! But having money is useless when there's nothing to buy. For example, trying to buy tablets and esses was a total flop. No one was in a huge rush to part with those. Or so the merchants said at the very least. Madi's assistant explained that people were expecting prices to rise.

On the lowest level of the caverns, Gorgie gave a loud and fearsome roar. It was his way of saying he was back and ready to take on any creature that dared challenge his right to the territory.

Reflecting off the walls, the roar flew up to the ceiling and rolled down the tunnels and caves.

At first nothing happened, but eventually we heard a brute roaring back. Based on the sound, the beast that had accepted Gorgie's challenge was somewhere very far away.

Ahem, how dramatically things had changed. Who would have thought Gorgie and I would dominate these caverns absolutely?

"Well then, shall we head for the exit?" I asked the harn, taking the first step. "By the way, I can find my own way here. If you want to take a little stroll, go ahead."

"Hrn," he lit up and, jumping forward, disappeared into the darkness of the tunnel.

Unlike our first visit to this place, my journey now was more like a careless meander through a royal garden.

First of all, I now had a detailed map showing all the ways up. And second, the great variety of creatures these caves had formerly hosted were nowhere to be found. That was thanks to Gorgie. He scared them off. And here I was hoping we could do a little hunting. The only thing left to remind me of the former danger were the omnipresent toxic mushroom patches which, I gave a wide berth.

Thanks to the map, it took us just two days to reach the surface, and I spent them practically all by myself. Gorgie, unfailingly finding me when I stopped to take a rest, came back only for a few quick tasty meals. And meanwhile his snout looked so satisfied, that I could only guess what he had been doing all that time. It wasn't that hard to figure. I wouldn't be surprised to learn that the cave harn population was up quite a bit after our visit.

All that time, I was just trudging down unfamiliar tunnels. I was not able to revisit the scenes of my past glory. The exit would lead me out not far from Skorx's camp though. I would definitely pay that place a visit.

As I walked the path leading to the camp, I got cold feet. But a few seconds later, my Will crushed my anxiety.

When I reached the doorstep of the Marked One's base, I realized that everything was different there, too. At the same time, Gorgie came back from scouting with a derisive report that there were just a few weak bipeds. I was reminded that Skorx was only level fifteen, as were all his scouts. I wonder if they're here now. Or will they be underground? Heh... They're still looking for their temple.

The scout camp greeted me with muck and dilapidation. Even before it was never exactly a shining beacon of cleanliness but now the place looked most of all like a dump.

Ordering Gorgie to stay back amongst the stones, I headed to the nearest tent, which looked like a hovel made of dirty old rags. In fact, there were around ten such tents here. Skorx's main tent I did not see. However, the dirty barn for storing dead scouts' ragged garments was still there.

Changing direction, I walked up to a big rock I had once hidden behind while wiping away tears and promising myself to get revenge for Crum.

Setting a hand on the boulder's scratchy surface, I covered my eyes. A year later, I was back. Everything that once scared me now seemed meager and wretched.

Swallowing a lump in my throat, I took in a lungful of air and looked around. There was a person puttering around next to one of the tents.

Little. Narrow shoulders. Shorter than me by a head. Wrapped up in shabby gray rags. Level five.

He didn't notice my coming. And no wonder ― my Marauder cloak was excellent cover, keeping nearly anyone from seeing me. I had to throw back the hood so they could see me. For good measure, I dug the tip of my boot into the ground.

Upon hearing the sound, the man shuddered and raised his head. A grubby ten-year-old boy looked up at me in fear.

I smiled welcomingly.

"Hello. Who are you?"

Finally overcoming his surprise, the kid shrank and practically whispered back:

"Lola..."

Hm... A girl.

"And what are you doing here?" I asked my next question.

"I live here," she answered quietly and added: "With my aunty."

Then she found courage and asked:

"And who are you, mister?"

"Just a traveler," I answered, continuing to smile. "I came here to check up on old friends."

The girl looked around puzzled. It was like she was seeing the place she lived for the first time. It was clearly my outfit that threw her off. Despite my attempts to select the most basic travelling garb from the magister's wardrobe, all this poverty made me look like a rich man.

"You have friends? Here?" Lola asked in surprise, confirming my guesses.

"Yes," I nodded. "Skorx, for one."

Upon hearing the name of the mine steward, she shuddered, but then sighed with pity:

"Mister Skorx died in the caverns. Seven months ago."

I gave a thoughtful snort.

"Well there you go. And Lee the healer?"

"I don't know anyone by that name, mister," the girl shook her head quickly. Meanwhile, a short funny braid poked out from under her tattered gray kerchief.

"I see," I muttered. "So, you say you live with your aunty?"

"Yes," the girl nodded energetically. "But she isn't my aunt by blood. I just call her that."

"And where is she?"

"Here," Lola nodded behind herself. "Lying down in the tent. You wanna say hi? I'm sure she'll be happy to have a visitor!"

I was somewhat sheepish.

"Maybe she's asleep. I don't want to bother her."

"Don’t worry about it, mister!" Lola waved it off. "She's already up. Let's go!"

Still struck by the little girl's simple-minded enthusiasm, I walked after her under the tent flap.

When my vision adjusted, I glimpsed a small woman's figure atop a pile of rags. On first glance it was obvious that this woman had not gotten up from her ghastly rag bed for a long time. I got the impression some huge monster had chewed her up and spat her out. Her left arm was missing below the elbow. Her gray face was one solid scar. Ahem, even my spell couldn’t help her.

When I leaned over the unfortunate woman's face, her right and only eye slowly opened up. And at that very moment, I recognized the woman. The one who had left me to die in the caverns and whose lessons were the reason I initially survived.

"Hello, Miri..."
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"LOLA, KIDDO, get out of here," Miri said to the girl. "I need to have a chat with this gentleman."

The quiet gurgling wheeze bore little resemblance to her voice as I knew it.

Lola stared at me with her eyes open wide. She was seemingly surprised that I knew her "aunty."

Her so-called aunty meanwhile wasted no time. Her right arm moved a bit, and out of the corner of my eye I spotted a knife in the pile of rags.

Continuing to smile good-heartedly, I waited for the tent flap to close behind the little girl. Then, with a sharp kick, I quickly knocked the knife out of her hand.

"Miri, Miri..." I shook my head. "I see you expect only one thing from those that have made your acquaintance. I'm not the least bit surprised, though."

"Who are you?" she rasped out angrily. Meanwhile, she was casting a sidelong gaze with her one eye at the now distant knife.

"Now that really hurts," I crossed my arms on my chest. "I thought you'd at least remember me."

"I don't..." Miri started but trailed off. Her eyes went wide. She recognized me. She must have spotted my level.

"You!" she rasped out with strain, clenching a rag she was using for a blanket in her hand.

"Took you long enough!" I smiled and crouched down near her on the ground.

"You look different," she said slowly.

"I see you, too have changed," I sized her up showily.

Miri crowed drily. Must be how she laughs now.

"By the way, what did this to you?" I asked and added: "Actually no, just a second... I can guess..."

I stroked my chin thoughtfully.

"Was it a cave worm? No. You wouldn't look like this. It obviously couldn't be giant rats, vipers or other little stuff. A muckwalker? Wait! Did a gulper get you in the end after all?"

As I spoke, Miri's lone eye stared at me, awestruck.

"By the way, where are your buddies? I would love to have a talk with them."

"They're all dead," she replied quietly. "And you're right. It was a gulper. It caught us in an ambush. Chad was first to die. Then I took a hit."

"And why are you still alive?"

"Dag gave his life to distract it."

"And how did you get to the surface? I mean, with such wounds..."

"While the brute swallowed Chad and Dag's bodies, Lola pulled me away. Then spent a few days dragging me to the surface."

"What about the smell of blood?" I asked in surprise. "You'd have both been eaten on the way. Actually wait... You had the gulper's mark on you! That's why nothing else touched you. The beast itself then must have been afraid to stray too far from its clutch. That wasn't a trap. You just disturbed its lair’s alarm threads."

"How do you know so much about gulpers?" I heard surprise in Miri's rasp.

I chuckled and opened my hand. A lilac magic haze wrapped around my hand.

"I can make a lair just like it. In fact, I can do a lot of things now."

Staring transfixed at the petals of the magical flame, Miri slowly looked behind me and shuddered. Her already ugly face was warped by a mask of horror.

"Hrn?" Gorgie inquired.

"Everything's fine," I waved a hand reassuringly without turning.

"Lola!" Miri rasped out.

"Calm down," I said. "She's next to another tent now. She didn't even notice a thing."

The harn snorted at my back and his head disappeared again.

"H-how?!" Miri said, hiccupping.

I chuckled.

"You won't believe it. It's all thanks to you. By the way, what was Lola doing in the caverns?"

Miri lowered her head.

"A-ah, I see..." I nodded. "Ironic, isn't it? You were leading yet another little girl to the slaughter, and she saved your life. Is she even aware?"

Miri looked up. Our eyes met. Hm... Unexpected. She knows, she knows. And she's still taking care of the woman who used her as live bait. This world never ceases to surprise me.

"How did you survive?" she whispered, and at that very instant it dawned on her. "You found the ancient temple!"

"Temple?" I snorted. "So that's what you were looking for. Though it occurs to me that Skorx must have known more than you."

Miri froze breathless. I meanwhile continued:

"All that time you were looking for Stonetown. An ancient city belonging to the Order of Monster Hunters."

"The dead order..." Miri whispered, dumbfounded.

"I admit, you've caught me by surprise again."

"Who are you?" she asked unexpectedly.

I shrugged my shoulders. Why not tell her?

"I am the supreme magister of that same order," and standing back up, I added: "And by the way, this land and these mountains belong to me."

Miri quickly wiped away a sudden tear.

"Does that mean you're the one who killed Skorx?" she asked fatedly. "And now you've come for my soul..."

Oh, so that's what this is all about! You were here all this time for the Marked One’s sake. You kept carrying out his orders for him, too...

"No," I answered. "I found out he died from Lola. But as for revenge, I think the heavens have already meted out divine punishment to you and your murderous friends for all the innocent souls you led to their demise."

Miri clenched her teeth. A tear streamed down her cheek.

I was about to leave when she shouted out to me.

"Wait! Please hear me out!"

I froze in silence, waiting for her to continue.

"The girl," she rasped pleadingly. "She is a pure soul! I know you aren't like me... Don't leave her here! She's an orphan... Take care of her! The only reason I'm still here is that I didn't want to leave her alone..."

After saying that, Miri pulled her hand out from beneath the rags. She was squeezing a little flask in her hand.

"Is that what I think it is?" I asked.

"Yes," she nodded. "Viper poison..."

I tilted my head to the side and looked closer at the woman who I had been trying to find excuses for in my mind. But I just couldn't.

"You know, you managed to surprise me in the end. There still is something human in you... And you don't have to worry. I wasn't planning to leave her here. She'll be fine."

Miri breathed a sigh of relief and closed her eyes peacefully.

Then she raised the flask to her lips and, with a happy smile, drank it down.

"Please call her over," she rasped. "I want to say goodbye..."

* * *
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THE WHOLE WAY TO THE mining settlement, Lola didn't let out a single word. I just noticed her shoulders heaving from time to time. She was sincerely grieving the woman who was planning to betray her.

The weird thing was I had pictured meeting Miri and her buddies again many times. While I crept through the caverns all alone, I had cursed her with all my heart. When I tamed Gorgie, I dreamed of going back to the surface to kill them all. But with time, that indignance and spite had given way to indifference. In any case, Miri managed to surprise me in the end.

I didn't try to make Lola talk. Just when the outlines of buildings appeared on the horizon, I had to break the silence to explain to her how to behave and how to respond to peoples' questions.

Before entering the settlement, we dropped by the local cemetery. There, finding the old undertaker, I explained where to find Miri's body and handed him a silver coin for the trouble while Lola looked on gratefully. When the old man saw my riches, he assured us delightedly that he would take care of everything. With lots of bows and flattering smiles, the undertaker walked with us all the way out of the cemetery. All that time, he kept rattling off that we had nothing to worry about when it came to the dead body over and over.

This was clearly Lola’s first time being treated with such respect. Her head hung low as the old man spoke, and when he called her "miss" a few times in a fit of happiness, she turned red as a beet.

Finally leaving the graveyard and its somewhat annoying keeper, I breathed a sigh of relief. Then half an hour later, as the sun set, we entered the mining settlement.

Before showing my face in the local tavern where I was planning to rent us a room for one night, I had to make a couple additions to my wardrobe. I clipped a dark green beret on my head adorned with a silver pin shaped like a falcon feather. I donned a long dark cloak with fur trim. I changed my belt and sash for something more presentable. I pointedly placed Spike and Dragonfly in scabbards and clipped them to my belt.

Lola watched my transformation with her eyes wide open and clicking her tongue in delight. I wonder what she'll say when she sees me wearing the ceremonial supreme magister outfit.

Making sure it all fit me well, I pushed open the tavern door and, letting my little companion go ahead, stepped in after her.

The tavern greeted us with darkness and the dim light of a few oil lamps. I looked around the room. Almost all the tables were unoccupied. Just in the far corner there were three men sitting in silence and sipping the local swill from wooden mugs.

Despite the lack of visitors, there were nice smells coming from the kitchen. I heard Lola give a loud gulp.

"I think," I said, smiling at her. "That we've earned ourselves a tasty dinner. What do you say?"

She just gave an ashamed nod and lowered her head. Meanwhile, from under her brow, she was staring toward the half open kitchen door.

At the bar, we were greeted by a tall gaunt woman. Her attentive gaze first passed over me, then fell on my companion. Based on the surprised look on her face, the woman recognized Lola.

"Good evening, barkeep," I uttered staidly.

"Greetings, sir!" she bowed in response.

She had clearly taken me for the kind of person I wanted her to. Now I looked like the offspring of a well-to-do merchant.

"How can I be of service?" the barkeep asked respectfully. I already knew she owned the tavern, or rather was the wife of the man who did. It was all thanks to Crum's lessons while he dragged me around to all the settlement’s most important locations.

"My cousin and I need a room for one night," I declared.

"Little Lola is your cousin?" the barkeep asked, perplexed.

"Not exactly," I smiled and glanced at the girl who in her turn responded to me with an open smile. Just like we practiced. "To be more accurate, she is the niece of my first cousin once removed."

"There we go," the barkeep said a bit too appeasingly and added: "Of course we have vacancies. Ten silver coins and you can choose whichever room you like!"

If Crum could hear her now, he'd be stuttering. This lady was clearly giving at the very least triple her normal prices.

"Excellent!" I said unflappably and set ten silver rounds on the bar. After that, I added another two tenners and added: "And this is for a dinner for two and hot water for my cousin so she can get herself cleaned up. Beyond that, I would ask you to find two sets of good traveling clothes for the young miss. And another thing... Tomorrow morning, we'll be heading into Orchus. We need provisions for the road."

"O-of course, sir!" the tavern keeper exclaimed delightedly and started scraping the silver off the table with shaky hands. "Please don't you worry! My younger son will be out to show you all the rooms straight away. We can serve dinner now, but you'll have to wait a minute for the water and clothing."

I nodded demurely and, taking the confused Lola by the hand, followed after a gaunt tall kid.

As we walked, out of the corner of my eye I noticed the barkeep giving hand signals to the men seated at the far table. Welp... Everything was going about how I imagined.

Approximately an hour and a half later, a demanding knock came at our door. Finally! I thought they'd be coming in the middle of the night by then! Thankfully, our dinner was over and now Lola was behind a screen splashing away in a deep wooden tub. Next to it there was a stool and on it were a few towels. A bit further than that, a new set of girl's clothes was laid out in tidy stacks on a bench.

Of course, calling it new was a stretch. The tavern owner had clearly just selected a few items from one of her daughters' wardrobes. I didn't object though. First of all, the quality was decent. And second, the joy in Lola's eyes wouldn’t let me. By her standards, having lived the last few years in poverty, tonight was a fairy tale starting with the big dinner and ending in a clean, warm bed.

Warning Lola not to stick her head out, I opened the door.

On the doorstep stood an old one-eared acquaintance. Once Skorx's second in command, and now presumably in charge of this area himself, it was none other than Knud.

He hadn't changed a bit over the last year. He was still the same gaunt old man with greedy eyes. His thin lips stretched out into a fake smile, revealing a set of rotten teeth. With a sharp birdlike nose and greasy gray whiskers on his chin, he was just as vile inside as out.

Two soldiers loomed behind him. One of them I also knew. Flea the dolt. The second, who was youngest of the three, I was seeing for the first time. Need it be said that none of them recognized me?

Before One-ear could open his mouth, I preempted him.

"Ah-h! Mister Knud! Just the man I was expecting. Please, come in."

The head overseer's face stretched out in surprise. Before he had time to get his bearings, I grabbed him gently by the elbow and, continuing my glib welcome, dragged him inside. Flea and his partner, as expected, froze in confusion which I took immediate advantage of, slamming the door in their faces.

"W-who are you?" Knud finally asked, hiccupping in indignance. "How do you know me? And I'm curious. What need do you have for that girl?"

I feigned a sigh and rubbed my chin.

"I take it no one believed my story that she was my cousin... Ahem... But enough about that. You asked who I am. Let me respond. I am here on assignment from the Order of Mages. There’s no need for you to know my name. As for your identity, need I explain that we know everything about everyone?"

"But..." Knud had clearly started to come back to his senses. "The Order of Mages? Here in our podunk town?!"

"Keep it down," I menaced, placing a pointer finger to my lips.

An instant later, the old man shuddered, and his face was warped by a fearful pout. His widening eyes stared transfixed at the lilac magic flame enshrouding my right hand.

"Listen to me carefully, old man," I said coldly. "If the Order's assignment ends in failure because you can't hold your tongue, they'll send Executioners."

Upon hearing about the Order of Mages' punishment arm, Knud gave a loud hiccup and, rolling his eyes, went limp in my hands. Hm... Looks like I overshot the mark. Ugh! And there comes the smell... Abyss! Who would have thought such a grim man would be such a coward. Wincing at the stench of his soiled underwear, I gave the old man a few hard shakes. Strangely, it worked. Knud opened his eyes and looked at me blearily, as if he had no idea what was going on.

I opened the door and picked up the pants-shitter by the elbows, handing him off to his soldiers with disgust and, smiling carelessly, said:

"I'm glad we met, Mister Knud! Have a good night. I trust you won't be bothering my cousin and me again."

The old man gave a very rapid head shake and a low bow.

"Apologies for the disturbance, your Grace!"

Once the door was closed, I hurried over to open the window to air out the room. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Lola's little rosy face peeking out admiringly from behind the screen.

"So you’re a mage?!" she finally made up her mind to ask.

"Yep," I replied, plugging my nose and waving a towel. "Does that frighten you?"

Lola snickered into her hand.

"What's that about?" I snuffled.

"Your voice, mister," she nodded at my nose with a smile.

"Ah, yes. I see," I responded with a smile.

"I was also happy to see that guy afraid."

"Is that ugly bastard somehow connected to your parents' death?"

Lola shook her head and sighed sadly.

"No, but I saw how cruelly he treated the peons..."

A-hem... I should know.

"I promise," I said firmly. "Everything will be changing around here very soon. But now it's time to go to bed. Tomorrow we get underway."

An hour later, Lola was full, clean and happy, dozing away in her bed and clutching her new outfit. I waited for her breathing to settle, blew out the candle, activated canopy of invisibility and climbed out the window. I had a couple old friends I still wanted to pay a visit to before sunup...
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WHILE WALKING THROUGH the village, I tried to conjure my old concerns linked to this place, but it was no use.

I saw familiar buildings. I glanced at the faces of passers-by. A few I even recognized. But still nothing stirred in my heart. This was just another unremarkable little village filled with hopelessness and indifference. The only distinction between this place and the thousands of others like it throughout the Empire was that Crum and Happy had died here. The former had died after torture without betraying me, while the latter had fought to save my life.

I pursed my lips in anger. Today I would repay that debt.

Between the barracks where the peons were now sleeping there blew a cold night wind. As if anticipating what was about to happen, it was touching my face and hands curiously to try and learn more.

Just you wait, little wind. I just have to drop by one more place and then we can get started...

Once on the outskirts of the village, I stopped opposite an old abandoned barrack. It was even more dilapidated after the last year. It now looked more like a shapeless heap of rotten boards.

The omnipresent rot and dampness had penetrated the attic which was once Crum's warm and cozy little hideaway.

Standing in the midst of the dark little room, I looked around unhurriedly. Through the little window, which was once judiciously boarded up by its disciplined caretaker, that same curious cold wind came roaring in. It seemed to be asking, "what next?" The rags and moss had vanished from the cracks in the walls. It was as if someone had taken everything out on purpose. I wouldn't be surprised to learn that this place had been picked clean by lazy, greedy people searching for hiding spots belonging to me or Crum.

The table and chairs, as well as my pal's pride and joy ― a handsome plump chest with bronze bands, were all gone. What a shame... That was specifically what I came here for. I'm sure Crum would have wanted me to have the chest...

Taking a last look around, I breathed a heavy sigh and went for the exit. A nasty bitter lump got stuck in my throat. Fervent tears welled up in my eyes... And here I thought I was done grieving my friend. Apparently, this pain would be with me for life.

And there is the barrack belonging to Livid and his gang. How long I'd come to find it. It was still the place I dreamt of most of all. At first, I only had nightmares about running away full bore, but with time everything changed. I wanted very badly to come here and paint this place red with my enemies' blood.

Of course, I was aware that I was too late. Livid hadn't been here for a long time. The werewolf was probably already taking part in selection fights to prepare for the big games. But maybe I would still find the people who played an indirect part in Crum's murder.

Through the tin walls, I heard satisfied voices. Thanks to my new abilities, it was not hard for me to tell that there were now four convict laborers inside the barracks.

"Stay right there," I said quietly and, with a predatory smirk, put down my canopy of invisibility.

The shadow to my right gave a slight movement and snorted in agreement.

As always, the barrack door was not locked. And no wonder... The convict laborers had no one to fear. What peon would ever get the crazy idea to voluntarily sneak into the lair of the local shadow rulers?

This time, the convicts’ excessive self-confidence played a mean joke on them. Although to be honest, it would have taken something more formidable than a flimsy wooden door with a plank crossbar to keep them safe from someone like me.

"Knock, knock!" I said cheerily, opening the door and looking inside. "Are the esteemed swindlers and cutthroats at home?"

The conversation inside came to a sudden halt, and four stunned faces stared back at me. After a moment of silence, I heard a delighted voice.

"Bah! Would you look who it is! None other than Eric Bergman! Decided to come pay your old friends a visit?"

Despite the fact that the voice was very familiar to me, and in fact I never could have confused it with anyone else, it was hard to recognize the person speaking. Could it really be...?

"Frodi?" I asked perplexedly. "Is it really you?"

"Of course it's me!" he chuckled. "Have I really changed that much in the last year?!"

"You really have!" I scratched the back of my head. "What happened to your hair?! Why is it dark now? And all the ugly zits on your face? And your belly? Your eye color, too... You've grown up a lot..."

The convict laborers listening to our conversation all turned their heads toward their ringleader and looked at him in surprise. I had no doubt that Frodi had taken Livid's place. I was similarly certain that these flunkies still could not see the fink’s true face.

The new, or rather more bloated Frodi was no less surprised. He wanted to say something else, but I got out ahead of him.

"You know, I think I know what's going on here. It’s your charisma working on me. And your other tricks."

I must give Frodi his due for the self-control. He just guffawed loudly in response.

"I must admit, you always were a funny one! That's probably because of how stupid you are. You never should have come here, especially in such fine clothing!"

After saying that, Frodi shot a pointed wink at his flunkies. In their turn, they responded to their ringleader with a loud chuckle.

"By the way," he added. "Your stupidity was the undoing of both Happy and Crum!"

I shook my head and put down the plank crossbar behind me.

My move did not go unnoticed. The convicts' faces stretched out in astonishment. Most likely, they still thought they were stronger than me. And my bold entrance Frodi has easily chalked up to youthful folly. Dolts...

Turning around, I headed slowly toward the criminals sitting at the table. As an aside, Frodi was sitting on Crum's trunk. When we met eyes, he unexpectedly shuddered. I couldn’t say what he saw in my eyes, but he clearly didn't like it.

"Boys," Frodi hissed angrily. "Time to teach this little punk some manners!"

It looked like the thugs were waiting only for that. They sprung up from their seats and came waddling my direction.

When they were just ten steps away, they started to fan out. They wanted to cut off my retreat.

Continuing to walk casually, I raised my right hand and a few lightning bolts went racing from my fingers.

Without so much as realizing what had happened, the three criminals slammed to the floor like sacks of turnips.

One more swipe of the hand and their heads turned into a slurry of bone and brains. Just what I was expecting out of my ice arrows.

Frodi sat unmoving, staring captivatedly at the quick and bloody reprisal his henchmen suffered.

Stepping over one of the bodies, I winced in disgust.

"I guess your fighters aren't all that strong after all. And no surprise. The only thing you guys are good for is robbing the weak and helpless."

My voice made Frodi shudder. He quickly hopped down off the trunk and fell to his knees.

"Please, have mercy!" he squealed.

Up close he looked even more hideous. What happened to the cheerful smiling blond I met at first?

"Where is Livid?" I asked shortly.

"Bardan took him," Frodi responded quickly in a shaky voice and looked me in the eyes with hope.

"I know that already. Where might he be now?"

"I heard he has won a few selection matches so now they've probably taken him to Kerlin."

"Why there?"

"That's where they hold the last fight before the main games... Bardan wants to make a little extra cash on bets."

"What will happen after Kerlin?" I continued my interrogation.

"They'll head for Ironville," Frodi answered, somewhat calmer.

I stroked my chin thoughtfully. Well alright then... Everything is coming together very well.

Frodi thought for a second that he wouldn't be killed and crawled obsequiously in my direction.

"Eric," he sniveled ingratiatingly. "I beg you! Don't kill me!"

I tilted my head to the side. What a hideous bastard. He thinks I can't see the knife up his sleeve.

Pretending to be lost in thought, I patiently awaited the two-faced moron's next move. When he was just two paces away, Frodi raised his head. His face, covered in blackheads and pock marks, was swollen with fake tears. Our eyes met.

"I only spent a few days here," I said thoughtfully. "But it was enough for me to know that Happy considered you a true friend. Yet you didn't even raise a finger to help him."

Frodi's thin hands clenched into fists. His sharp knuckles went white. And a second later, the blade of a knife flickered in his hand.

To be fair, Frodi did catch me off guard. His jump was pretty fast. But not fast enough.

A step to the right. A short swing of my hand, and the tip of Spike, reinforced with Blade of Vengeance, easily slit my victim's throat.

Frodi took another few steps forward out of inertia then he collapsed to the floor in a bow. Immediately afterwards, a pool of blood started to form beneath him.

Standing a few moments in silence to give myself time to come to grips with what had just happened, I finally unfroze and walked over to Crum's trunk.

Tender running a hand over its bronze band, I whispered in a shaking voice:

"Not to take you would be a real crime. But I can't do it right now. Wait here until tomorrow..."

Giving the bulbous lid a reassuring slap, I headed for the exit paying no more attention to the corpses.

As soon as I opened the door, the curious wind was right on the scene. It swiped my hot cheeks impatiently and, tugging roughly at the bottom of my cloak, burst inside the barracks. I chuckled. The first witness of my revenge.

Throwing on my canopy of invisibility, I headed toward the tavern. I have nothing more to do here today.

Passing by Gorgie as he hid in the shadows, I quietly threw out:

"Remember their scents. They probably have hiding spots somewhere in the caves. When we come back here someday, we can check."

* * *
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MORNING OF THE NEXT day, we went down into the tavern's dining area to find a table decked out with a pure white tablecloth and weighed down with a breakfast fit for a king.

Upon realizing this abundant spread had been laid out for us, Lola gave a joyous shriek and climbed up on a chair next to the window.

The big dinner, warm bath and sleep in a real bed had done her good. Now that she was washed up, well rested and wearing new clothes, she looked like a different person.

For the record, the tavern keeper was behaving differently today as well. Oh the humility and subservience I saw in her eyes! By the looks of things, Knud had let out all his anger on her last night after soiling his pants.

Hiccupping and mixing up words, she tried to explain how wrong she was last night. As an apology, she brought over a big bale of clothing for Lola and two plump baskets filled to the brim with all kinds of provisions.

Taking an indifferent look at her unique form of tribute, I said:

"Sweetheart, you think you could tell me who I could hire as a coachman out here? I've heard there's a guy named Kril who does that kind of thing."

The woman shook her head and said with pity in her voice:

"Alas, sir, Kril left our village half a year ago."

"What do you mean?" I got on guard.

"He sold his home and moved with his family to Orchus," she responded.

"I see," I muttered to myself and added quietly: "He made the right move..."

"Excuse me, sir?"

"No, nothing," I waved it off. "Just thinking out loud. And what are we supposed to do then?"

The tavern keeper's gaunt face melted into a satisfied smile.

"You're in luck today, sir! A wagon has just come into our village from the estate of Mister Bardan. Bringing new peons."

There we go! Speak of the devil and he will appear.

"Great," I smiled. "And what is the driver called?"

"They call him old man Burdoc," the tavern keeper responded eagerly.

When she had left to serve the patrons at the next table over, I turned to Lola, who was tucking into an appetizing curd cake and winked at her in satisfaction.

After breakfast, Lola and I ambled over toward the barracks. As expected, there was a ruckus in the village. Naturally, I already knew the reason for it but, playing the curious gentleman, I stopped a passer-by and listened attentively to the recent news.

As I guessed, today's top story was the downfall of a local gang of convict laborers. Based on the happy faces I saw all around, no one was exactly going to mourn them.

When we got near the peon camp, there was a respectable crowd of onlookers already there. Everyone was loudly discussing what had happened. The predominating theory was that the convicts had pushed someone to the edge as always and finally paid the price. Three of the criminals' heads had been pulped and their ringleader's throat was slit. There were also some in the crowd who said Knud wanted to interrogate all the peons, but the entire village had risen up in face of the injustice and the old man had to back down. And rightly so. His masters wouldn't exactly be patting him on the head if he sparked a rebellion in the village.

After finding out from the onlookers that old man Burdoc and his wagon were currently in the peon camp, I headed for the gates. Lola, holding me by the hand as if nothing happened, walked next to me.

The gates were manned by Flea and another three soldiers I didn't know. There had clearly been some shuffling in the ranks of the overseers in the last year. And that's actually for the best. Less risk of being recognized. I had already spotted many familiar faces in the crowd, but none of them recognized me. At first, I was somewhat worried about my level but clearly I didn't need to be. Seemingly, the current me was very different from past Eric. Frodi was the only one who recognized me right away. Most likely it had to do with his particular set of characteristics and abilities.

Our path was blocked at the gates but, when Flea saw me, he let us enter the camp with all the respect he could muster then personally led me to the head overseer.

We found Knud at the convict laborer barrack. The bodies were laid out under the awning at the far wall. Inside the building it was very chaotic. The overseers were clearly using the search for clues as a pretext to loot the dead men's hiding spots. Based on their sour faces, no one had turned up anything yet.

Upon noticing Lola and me, Knud shuddered and looked down in embarrassment but then, getting himself together and constructing a semblance of a welcoming smile, he rushed out to meet us.

"Sir!" he said servilely. "What brings you out here?"

I looked around the camp with an air of boredom.

"You know, we're getting on the road. We heard a guy named Burdoc could be found here."

A look of understanding finally appeared on Knud's gloomy face.

"Ah, so you need a wagon!"

"Indeed we do, Mister Knud," I nodded with my arms behind my back. "Could you tell me where I might find him?"

"My assistant will bring you right to him," the old man sighed with relief.

He was clearly very worried that the fearsome mage might get an idea to horn in on his business.

"Let's go, sir," Flea addressed me respectfully. "The driver is in another part of the camp now."

Lola and I traded glances and I pointed furtively with my eyes at a pile of junk containing the bronze-banded trunk.

She gave an understanding nod and, following a prearranged plan, shouted out while pressing her hands to her chest:

"Dearest cousin! Look over there!"

I feigned impatience and turned my head where she pointed.

"Lola, kid, we've gotta go... We mustn't bother the kind sirs. They've got a job to do."

"Look at that trunk over there!" ignoring what I said, she kept admiring.

"What trunk now? What do you need it for?"

"What do you mean, cousin?" she said in surprise. "Madame Bernadette picked me out a lot of stuff! That trunk would be a great place to store it all!"

I gave a cartoonish frown.

"You know, you're right..." Then glancing at Knud, I said: "Hm... The young lady is right. Somehow I didn't consider that. How much do you want for the trunk?"

A greedy glow appeared in the old man's eyes, but a moment later it was gone. I could sense that his self-preservation had won the fight against his greed.

"Oh come now, sir! Don't you worry about such trifles! Be assured, my people will bring it to the tavern straight away."

I nodded soberly at the old man and, still holding a satisfied Lola by the hand, followed after Flea. I was also glad we'd made it in time. I could have taken Crum's trunk last night and hidden it somewhere to pick up on the way, but I decided not to risk it. The trunk was just too conspicuous. Many like Knud had probably seen it in Frodi's barrack. In order to avoid questions and suspicions, I decided it would be best if Knud gave me the trunk himself.

Trading glances with Lola, I nodded gratefully, which made her smile even bigger.

Well, alright. I'm done here. Next destination ― Bardan's estate.
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WE SPOTTED BURDOC'S gaunt hunchbacked figure from afar. He was standing next to a short-statured man with a potbelly who was sticking out his lower lip and trying to convince the old coachman of something. Burdoc, his head bowed humbly and his shoulders tight, was giving the occasional shudder after especially sharp outbursts.

I remembered the fat guy. His name was Prochorus. According to the dearly departed Crum, in the ranking of local scumbag stewards, this man occupied the honorable third position after Skorx and Knud. Prochorus was in charge of the provisions storehouse. He was greedy and ruthless. Many peons had starved to death because of him. The stockman then, based on his plump, rosy cheeks, had only ever heard about hunger secondhand.

After he finished scolding the old waggoneer, Prochorus walked off with two loaders dragging a box of some kind into the warehouse.

And so, when we got up to the wagon, Burdoc was standing alone. Holding a small gray rag in his shivering hand, he wiped his wrinkled and tired face.

Over the last year, the poor fellow had grown very thin and defeated. His level was still nine. Obviously all his esses and tablets were going to cover debts.

"Burdoc!" Flea shouted menacingly, making the old man shudder in fear and turn our direction. "Old fool! We've been looking all over camp for you!"

I clenched my teeth in anger and exhaled imperceptibly. That idiot Flea was flexing his muscle in front of me. He wanted to prove that he was doing the utmost to cater to my every whim.

The old man stared half-blind in our direction then, clearly having recognized Knud's sidekick, gave a deep bow. On his narrow back I saw long, ruddy brown scabs. There was no need to explain what had left the wounds. By all appearances, the poor bastard got another lashing. But surprisingly, he had survived again, a fact which made me unspeakably happy.

I had a hard time resisting activating a healing spell.

Just a little patience, old man. It'll all be over soon...

Flea wanted to say something else, but I stopped him with a hand wave.

"Enough, good man. We can make it from here. You may go about your business."

Flea gave a servile nod and hurried toward the convict laborer barracks. He must be afraid the convicts' stuff is gonna get split up without him.

Seeing his wide back retreat, I turned to the old man. He was still bowing.

"Mister Burdoc!" I smiled and turned to him. "Please look me in the eyes. It's not very nice to speak with the top of your head."

The old man slowly and cautiously straightened up, looking at me unconfidently.

Hm... He didn't recognize me either.

"How may I be of service, sir?" he sputtered out.

"We’re looking to leave this place and head for Orchus," I answered. "Right now, you are the only person who can help us."

I nodded significantly at his wagon with two horses harnessed to it.

"But," Burdoc began apprehensively. "I cannot bring you to Orchus. I am a peon of Mister Bardan. So all I can do is bring you to his estate."

"Excellent!" I smiled. "That's at least something. I would be incredibly grateful if you did us that service. When do you set out?"

"Tomorrow at dawn," the old man responded. "The horses need rest."

"Sounds good to me," I nodded. "Then tomorrow, if you're not opposed to a bit of company, we'll be waiting for you next to Madame Bernadette's tavern. For baggage, we'll have a small trunk and two baskets of provisions."

"I would be incredibly happy to have nice traveling companions," Burdoc responded more confidently. He must have already realized that no one was planning to yell at him.

* * *
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"HRN!" GORGIE GROWLED warily.

"I can see that it's deep," I muttered to myself.

We were standing in a huge cave split down the middle by a massive yawning crevasse. Standing on the edge of the howling fissure, I stared gloomily into the darkness. That was where my friends' bodies had been thrown on Livid’s order.

The Maw of the Demon made as big an impression as ever. Its primordial might made me feel like a tiny insignificant bug. No. There was no way Crum could have survived. There was no sense in going down to check. His remains had probably long since been picked clean by subterranean scavengers.

Rest in peace, my friends. It won't be long now before I get revenge for you.

I gave a deep bow to the crevasse, bidding farewell to the departed, then turned around and headed for the exit.

I had less than an hour left before sunup. I needed to hurry.

It had been four hours since we left the mining settlement. In all that time, old man Burdoc hadn't let slip a single word. If memory serves though, he used to be quite a talkative guy.

Now though, he just sat on his driver's box and drove his horses in silence. To my eye, the old man had a few reasons to be acting that way.

First of all, he was clearly thrown off by my appearance. Expensive clothing. The respectful attitude of the overseers. All that spoke to Burdoc's passenger being quite well-to-do.

Second, he probably didn't want to open his mouth because of the two riders Knud sent to escort us on the dangerous journey.

Well and third, over the last year, any number of things could have happened. Sometimes, peoples' personalities change in even shorter timeframes.

Lola, by the way, was not talking either. She clearly did not like our escorts. Later, she quietly explained to me that one of the riders had whipped a peon half to death in front of her. And a little while after her father died, the same man had brought her to Miri.

Overall, when we were past the dangerous section and Knud's henchmen said goodbye and headed back, she breathed a sigh of relief. And another few minutes later, something happened that explained Burdoc's behavior. The cart slowly drifted onto the roadside and came to a stop, then the old man fell onto his back in silence.

When we hunched over him, he was unconscious. He was also burning up. I loudly drew air into my nose and cursed out angrily. Of course. The smell that had been bothering me for a couple hours now. It was the smell of putrid wounds!

I quickly turned the old man onto his stomach and ripped his shirt open from the back.

Seeing the tear wounds oozing pus on the old man's skin, Lola shouted out loudly and turned away for a moment. Then, grabbing me by the hand, she pleaded:

"You are going to help him, sir, right?!"

"Everything's gonna be fine," I tried to reassure her and added: "While I tend to his wounds, you go tie the horses up on that tree, then start a fire."

Lola nodded eagerly and dashed off to do as instructed. Better to have her doing something than pitching a fit.

Meanwhile, Burdoc's breathing slowed. The old man seemed to be on death’s door.

I gave an angry snort. No, the bony hag won't be taking you away today. You've got a lot of living left to do. Because I want you to!

First of all, I activated Forest's Blessing. Then I dribbled two drops of satiety potion into the old man's mouth. After that, I moved his body, which was surprisingly light as a feather, to the middle of the wagon where the hay was thickest.

Meanwhile, Lola did everything I said and a little while later my nose was struck by the smell of smoke from a recently started fire.

"Look at that!" the girl exclaimed, all red from running around. "He's coming to life before my very eyes. Sir! You truly are a great mage!"

Wiping the sweat off my brow, I breathed a sigh of relief. Just a bit more and the old man would have been dead... I suddenly felt bad for not noticing his suffering yesterday. I was afraid to even imagine how he spent the previous night. Poor guy...

My fists clenched, I breathed out loudly through my teeth. If whoever did this to the old man crossed paths with me now, it would be my pleasure to turn the scumbag into ash!

"What is going on with you, sir?" Lola jumped back from me in fear.

I turned my head, driving off the sudden attack of rage and smiled:

"Don't pay it any mind. Sorry I scared you... I just remembered one of my spells. I don't think whatever torturer beat this old man would like it very much..."

Lola, seeing that the storm was passing, came up close again.

"Based on your face, sir, it must be a very fearsome spell."

"You are correct. And by the way, I told you to get used to calling me your cousin. We have a long road ahead of us."

"Sorry, s... hm... cousin."

"Now that's better," I nodded, then added while looking at the sun: "Seeing how we’re stopped anyway, let's have lunch."

Lola nodded happily.

"An excellent idea, cousin! Madame Bernadette's basket smells so yummy!"

* * *
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"WHAT IS HAPPENING TO me? Where am I?"

Those were the first words Burdoc spoke when he woke up a few hours later.

He was sitting in the wagon turning his head all around like a surprised owl.

"Calm down, Mister Burdoc! You're doing just fine!" Lola exclaimed and waved a hand at the old man, inviting him to join us next to the fire. "Come over here! You need to eat something!"

Burdoc, still not understanding what was going on, slowly climbed off the cart and came strolling our direction. Around halfway, he suddenly froze and groped for his back in perplexity.

"Wait a second..."

"Mister Burdoc, how are you feeling?" I asked and added: "You really scared us."

"The pain is gone..." the old man whispered, baffled. "But I... I was..."

"My cousin healed you!" Lola told him, jumping down to the old man to take him by the hand. "Let's go, you need to eat. We have plenty of food."

The old man, staring stunned at our faces, came closer to the fire and, encouraged by Lola, plopped down on a thick mat. In his hands, as if by magic, there appeared a bowl full of hot porridge topped with greasy slices of ham.

Coming to his senses a bit, Burdoc sputtered out:

"You healed me? Are you saying...?"

"Yes," Lola interrupted him. "My cousin is a great mage! He saved your life! In just a few hours your ghastly wounds became nothing but pink scars."

Burdoc quickly shot to his feet and gave a deep bow.

"Good sir mage! I thank you for saving my worthless life! You should not have done that! I’ll never be able to repay you!"

"Don't say such foolish things, Mister Burdoc," I waved it off with a smile. "It's the least I can do after everything you’ve done for me."

A silence came over the bonfire. The old man and girl stared at me in astonishment.

"Everything I’ve done for you, sir?" Burdoc asked with a shaky voice.

"Approximately one year ago, a kind old man picked up a nulled orphan in Orchus," I began to speak, staring into the fire. "The goddess Fate saw fit for that boy to become a peon. Having lost his family and home in the same day, he was scared and distraught. But the kind old man did his very best to reassure the boy. After that, the old man's wife, Aunty Agatha fed the boy a hot bowl of stew before bed. I can still recall its fantastic flavor. You warmed my heart when the things I needed most were human attention and warmth."

The more I said, the more the look in Burdoc's eyes changed. His lower jaw crept down.

"Eric?" he whispered in astonishment. "Eric Bergman? Is that you? So you survived?"

"Yes, Mister Burdoc," I nodded. "The Goddess Fortuna has blessed me with her smile many times. And now I am here to ask you one simple question."

"Question?"

"What do you say to you and Aunty Agatha moving out of here to somewhere nicer...?"

Upon hearing the news that I wanted to repay his debt and that of Aunty Agatha, old man Burdoc was left speechless for a long while. And when he found out I did not intend to abandon them to the whims of fate and wanted to get a little house for them and Lola, he began weeping bitterly.

After my conversation with Burdoc, who got better before my very eyes thanks to my potions and spells, I suddenly realized I would have to buy not two but three people out of Bardan's peonage.

On the way to Orchus, where Burdoc did bring us in the end, we drove past the buildings Jay's family called home. When I expressed a wish to see Jay, Burdoc looked surprised. It turned out that my redheaded friend, with whom I had escaped the caverns of the Crooked Mountains, and who went off to find her relative in the swamps, had spent almost the entire past year as Bardan's peon at his estate.

The news that she had to go back to that horrid place struck me. After all, I remembered perfectly well that Jay had earned enough esses and tablets to pay off her debt. As a matter of fact, after that, she'd have had enough funds to live a few years quite comfortably.

I was sincerely baffled. How could such a thing have happened?

Interrogating the old man led nowhere. He only knew that she had come back straight after Baron Corwin's raid was turned back. By the way, the conversation I overheard between Master Chi and his redheaded buddy was prophetic. The young Raven did get caught in Baron Berence's trap. After his death, a new day dawned in the Raven's nest. The ruler there now was a distant relative of the late baron. More pliable and yielding. The exact type of person the redheaded mage had mentioned. In other words, the Order had again come out ahead.

After delivering us to Orchus, Burdoc headed to Bardan's estate with my request not to tell anyone about our plan. Even Aunty Agatha.

I then booked the nicest room in the most expensive hotel in my hometown and, leaving Lola in charge, headed to see a private attorney.

The office treated me respectfully and promised they would arrange for the purchase without delay. The reason for their zeal was easy to explain. I had put on a new outfit just for this visit. I was now wearing an expensive dark blue justacorps with fur trim and silver embroidery on the chest, sleeves and shoulders. My wide-brimmed hat had a colorful feather. Soft leather boots fit my lower leg perfectly. My hands meanwhile were laden with several golden rings set with gemstones. Basically, I looked like a true aristocrat. By the way, my wish to remain incognito was taken with utter calm, understanding even.

After visiting the private attorney’s office, I decided to stroll through the city where I had lived my whole life.

Walking down familiar streets and past familiar buildings, I felt a sense of aching sadness gradually start to take hold. Those broad wrought-iron gates lead to Maple Park where my mom and I often went on walks together. And over there is the market square where they hold markets every year. We used to get all dressed up and go as a family. My dad would sit me on his shoulders so I could get a better look at the minstrel performances.

And my feet just so happened to take me straight to the alley my old house was at the very end of.

As always at this time of day, it was deserted, so a young man walking all alone did not attract attention.

The closer I came to my house, the more my heart started pounding in my chest.

And there it is... My parents' home... Its warm cozy walls. The second story windows open wide. It's like my mom is cleaning right now and airing out all the rooms. A familiar chopping sound in the yard made me shudder and walk fitfully forward. I lost my breath. I felt a lump in my throat. It was only thanks only to mind-boggling exertion that was I able to stop myself before I went too far.

In the yard, sitting on a bench next to the porch was an unfamiliar man who looked to be around thirty. A black beard, broad shoulders, level twenty-five. He also had scars on his face and forearms that most likely spoke to a military background.

In his powerful hands was my father's hatchet. My dad used to love using that little thing to chop kindling from big logs to start a fire.

I could feel my jawbones grinding in my temples. This stranger dared to touch my father's tool! A flame of rage and fury was lit in my chest. I had been planning to buy my parents' home back from the bank for a long time. I had dreamt many times of the moment when I would walk through the front door. And now on a bench my father had sat on, there was some stranger crafting something with his favorite hatchet!

I was about to cross the street, but suddenly stopped short.

The front door peeked open, and a young woman appeared on the porch. She was small and waifish. Her blue eyes were aglow with happiness. Her light hair tangled together with the rays of the sun.

With an awkward gait, she came a few steps down and placed her thin dainty palms on her man's broad shoulders. The sullen bearded man raised his head and his harsh face suddenly lit up with a happy, warm smile. Then, taking a closer look, I realized what he was making and why the woman was moving so clumsily. In the freshly carved details I recognized the features of a baby crib.

I took a step back. The rage and fury slowly turned to vapor. And I started thinking normally again. After watching the couple a little longer, I breathed a heavy sigh and closed my eyes. At that very moment, I said goodbye forever to that home. Now it would host another family...
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THE MISSION TO BUY the peons’ freedom was a success, but only partially. The private attorney I had hired and sent out to Bardan's manor was only able to bring old man Burdoc and his wife Agatha. He was not able to buy Jay. In the words of the private attorney, chief steward Ing said only Bardan could handle Jay’s case, but he was not there at the moment.

The clerk explained to me in an apologetic tone that sometimes such things happened. Especially with young and pretty girls. Their masters were not eager to let them go, often putting up all kinds of obstacles. For example, in Jay's case there had been an incident. She had been accused of theft. I remembered her telling me about it. She was simply set up. Even if she had enough money to pay back her supposed crime, her master had to personally investigate in the presence of a judge. And given all local government employees were in Bardan's pocket, it didn't take a genius to guess how it would end. Jay's status would change. From a debtor, she would be made a criminal.

While I listened to the private attorney, I was clenching my teeth. It was a miracle Jay had survived the caverns of the Crooked Mountains and avoided an encounter with Baron Corwin's death squads. But what good was that now? To get mired back in a pit of debt? I would have to pay a visit to the estate myself.

After taking his fee and handing me all the corresponding documents, the private attorney left with a bow looking self-satisfied. I could see that he was worried about Jay. Naturally, not for her sake, but by the prospect of losing out on a portion of his fee. But when I paid for all three regardless, he breathed a sigh of relief. To be frank, I didn't have to. I would have been within my rights to hold back the final third. But I stood to gain nothing from ruining my relationship with this attorney's office. Who knows? Maybe I'll have to deal with them again in the future.

After the clerk took his leave, a timid knock came at my hotel door. Upon opening it, I saw Burdoc and Agatha in the doorway. The whole time I had been talking to my private attorney, the old folks were standing meekly in the corridor. When I realized what was going on, my cheeks went scarlet with shame. Somehow, I didn't realize that these people, accustomed to serving lords their whole lives, would treat me the same way.

Mentally cursing my stupidity, I looked awkwardly embarrassed and hiccupped, inviting the old folks into my room and offering them a seat on the soft sofa.

Need it be said that such respectful treatment caused them great embarrassment?

Gingerly sitting on the edge of the sofa with their hands on their knees, they stared at me with fear in their eyes.

Sitting on the armchair opposite, I gave an embarrassed smile:

"Before we start the conversation, I want to apologize for making you wait outside. I am very embarrassed..."

Burdoc and Agatha exchanged astonished glances.

"But sir!" the old man started, but I stopped him.

"Don't call me that. All my close acquaintances just call me by my name."

"But, sir," Aunty Agatha tried to softly object. "How dare we?"

"Well why shouldn’t you?" I smiled. "From this day forward, you are free. Here are the documents attesting to that..."

After saying that, I extended them two scrolls saying their debts had been completely paid off.

The old folks took the scrolls with shaky hands and delved into reading.

Aunty Agatha was first to finish. She quickly raised her head and glanced at me in disbelief.

"But why?" she asked, her voice quavering. In her eyes I saw fear, embarrassment and hope.

"It was so much money!" Burdoc supported her.

Ah, if only you knew how much gold I had in my accounts at the gnomish banks. Madi had probably already started terrorizing their owners about the centuries worth of accumulated interest.

But I had to agree with Burdoc if I looked through the eyes of last year's Eric Bergman. It really was a tidy sum. As it turned out, the old folks owed Bardan a total of almost four hundred gold. In the end, I uncovered what it was all for. Debt for a healer and accidental property damage like a cracked wagon wheel or a horse with a broken leg. The old folks were supposed to pay for everything out of their own pockets. Burdoc then also suffered whippings. Naturally, the steward jacked up prices several times as well, thus practically making the poor folks into slaves. I sensed a wave of impatience for the upcoming hunt run through my body. Ing really should have let Jay go. Then he'd have gotten away with it. But now I'd have to pay that scoundrel a visit.

"Forget about the money," I answered and added firmly: "And going forward, I ask you not to bring it up again. Take me at my word ― I am a man of fairly great means. And as for your question of why, the answer is simple. Because I want to and I can afford it! Because I live in a world where throwing away people who once treated me with compassion is an unpardonable offense!"

* * *
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BARDAN'S HOME HADN'T changed a bit over the past year. In that time, I had seen a good deal of buildings of all shapes and sizes, and I had to admit: the lanista's residence was impressive. Thick walls, three stories, steel grates on the windows, a stone fence, a dozen level-fifteen guards. It was the most defensible location in the area. There was no way not to be happy about that. After all, this land belonged to the Order of Monster Hunters. I was actually curious about what Bardan would do to avoid losing his property. That I would not allow him to stay was already settled. But that was for the future. Right now, my mission was to get Jay out of here.

I arrived at his estate in the middle of the night and, right on cue, the moon hid behind a cloud. With my canopy of invisibility, I didn't care about light, but Gorgie, despite all his camouflage could have been noticed. No one is immune to random chance after all. I did not want to take a risk and leave tracks where I didn't have to. But now, with the moon on our side and the dim light of a few streetlamps casting shadows more than lighting things up, the harn could behave more freely.

Quietly climbing over the fence, I headed toward the familiar barrack where I had once spent a night before being sent off to the mining settlement. Finding the darkest spot between two barns, I activated the summoning amulet.

"Can you smell her?" I asked Gorgie, who appeared a step away from me. I didn't doubt for a second that the harn would remember Jay's scent.

He loudly drew in air and a second later gave an affirmative growl.

"Excellent!" I praised. "Then lead the way!"

We didn't have far to go. The harn led me to the back door behind the house. Slowly turning his head, Gorgie pointed his nose at a small window on the first story.

I took a look around. By all appearances, that wing was all for the steward and senior servants. And I should also note that everything around seemed pretty desolate. Looks like all the flunkies were away with their master. Only a few servants had been left behind at the estate, along with the steward himself and some guards. And the guards, by the way, were being pretty careless. Seemingly, none of them believed anyone would get the crazy idea of sneaking onto the property of the local kinglet. I'm sure there will be big changes here after my little visit.

"Hrn," Gorgie said quietly.

There we go... There was someone else in the room with Jay.

"Alright then. Let's have a look," I muttered, and grabbed the door handle. To my surprise, nothing was locked. Someone had clearly forgotten to turn a key in their hurry.

Shrugging my shoulders, I stepped across the threshold and found myself in a wide long hallway that ended in a set of stairs leading to the second story.

There were a few doors to the left and right, as well as hallways leading to other corridors.

Slipping gracefully around my left side, Gorgie moved out. Once in the middle of the hallway, he ducked under an arch to the right and snorted at me. As if to say, get a move on. And I did.

A minute later, we were standing next to a cracked-open door behind which I could hear a muted voice. Despite how much time had passed, I recognized it. It was none other than Ing the chief steward. Based on his vocal timbre, he was mad.

"Don't even think of bucking!" he ranted in agitation. "It's not gonna work today! I've waited too long for you to finally come to your senses! But I see you have not gotten any smarter! I'll have to take matters into my own hands!"

"Just try and touch me, you animal!" I heard a familiar woman's voice.

"And what were you planning to do?" Ing asked mockingly. "Kill me? And then what? Run off? You know as well as I do that your oath won't let you do that. Did you ever even think about your family? If you kill the chief steward, our master would be entitled to take all of your sisters."

"Scumbag!" Jay snapped. "Come over here and find out!"

And at that very moment, I gave the door a light push and, letting Gorgie go first, stepped in after him.

Once in the large wide room, I quickly took a look around.

As Gorgie told me, there was no one in the room other than Jay and the steward. The girl, brandishing a small kitchen knife, was cowering in the far corner between a cupboard and table.

The look in her emerald eyes was burning with decisiveness. A smile of hate was playing on her beet red face.

She was looking better than ever. At that moment, she looked like a fire red tongue of flame ready to turn to ash in the blink of an eye whosoever took even one step in her direction.

A few steps away from her, Ing was standing perfectly still. Short and gaunt. There was an unhealthy glow in his sunken pale cheeks.

Stubborn scoundrel. He just won't let go.

"Mister steward! You're just the man I'm looking for!"

My mocking exclamation made them both shudder and turn their heads.

I saw the look in Jay's eyes slowly change. At first, she couldn’t tell what was going on but then recognition dawned and, when she spotted Gorgie, it was nothing short of triumph.

"How dare you!" Ing shouted in a commanding voice.

He wanted to add something else, but he finally spotted the monster slinking toward him.

His face turned gray in an instant. His mouth cracked open in a soundless cry. Taking two short steps back, the steward stumbled and fell on his butt.

Gorgie seized on that right away. A short agile pounce and his paw had Ing's pretty little chest pinned to the ground.

With a wink at the happily smiling Jay, I walked casually over to Ing, who was frozen in horror.

"So here's the deal," I said, crouching down and glancing into the steward's wide-open eyes. "I sent a representative over today, but he was not able to accomplish everything I sent him here to do. And come to find out you're the reason."

After saying that, obeying my mental command, Gorgie put a bit of pressure into his paw on Ing's chest and, looming directly over his face, bared his fangs.

"Is that correct?" I asked. "Or did my private attorney lie to me?"

The steward's lips were quavering. Tears welled up in his eyes. He looked scared to breathe out of turn.

Jay was already on her feet next to me. Her hand was placed fearlessly on Gorgie's scaled side. A triumphant smile played on her lips.

"Mister Ing," I continued. "You do understand after all, that you are presently inches from death, right? Tell me honestly ― do you want to live?"

"I-I I do!" he rasped straight out, hiccupping.

"Then I'm sure you've already realized what is required of you."

"O-of course!" he nodded, shivering. "I'll d-do whatever you say!"

"That's just great," I smiled. "It's always nice to do business with a smart man. First you pay this girl's debt out of your own pocket and sign these documents here."

I took out the scroll the private attorney had handed me. It was the paper I need signed by a representative of Bardan. In this case his steward.

"O-of o-of course," Ing babbled briskly. He must have realized he would not be dying today.

"After that, you'll have to compensate the poor old folks whose freedom I bought today for all the harm you've done to them. The girl, too. I think three thousand gold will suffice. And naturally, you will also be repaying me every last copper piece I spent today."

Ing, smiling sycophantically, gave a very rapid nod. Tears streamed down his pale cheeks. They looked like tears of joy.

"And finally," I said darkly, which made Ing freeze unbreathing. "I'm sure you realize you cannot say a word about what happened here. After I leave, you will forget this girl and her family forever. And alas, it’s been a while since I trusted simple oaths. And so we'll also need a bit of your blood..."

We left the estate in silence. I suggested we collect Jay's personal items, but she refused. She explained that she had nothing other than a few tattered old rags. And so, after leaving the western wing, we headed straight for the wall.

Ing, for obvious reasons, did not lead us there. After fulfilling all my conditions and swearing in blood to keep silent, he stayed sitting on the floor, staring vacantly at the wall. The aftermath of shock. I don't think he'll be forgetting Gorgie's toothy maw any time soon. By the way, I never could tell if he recognized me or not. I doubt it... He had more important things to think about.

After we had made it about half a mile past the estate walls in silence, Jay stopped dead in her tracks.

"What happened?" I asked with concern.

The moon, finally peeking out from behind the dark clouds, allowed me to see her face.

Her thin shoulders were heaving while tears streamed out of her swollen eyes.

"Hey, what's this about?" I asked quietly, placing a hand on her shoulder. "Scared, huh?"

"You really came for me," she sobbed.

Then lurching forward, she wrapped her arms around my waist and squeezed up hard against my chest. The pleasant floral scent of her hair instantly struck my nose. For a moment I felt lost. My throat instantly went dry. Only then did I notice I was now a head taller than Jay.

"I should have listened and gone with you back then," I heard her quiet voice.

I gave her a gentle pat on the back and said:

"I'm actually glad you didn't listen to me..."

She slowly stepped back and looked me searchingly in the eyes.

"Why are you saying that?"

"If you'd have come with me, you'd most likely be dead."

Noticing the distrustful look in her eyes, I added:

"Trust me, I'm not lying. All kinds of things happened over the last year."

She peeled herself off me and took a step back.

"You and Gorgie have really changed," she said with a smile.

Her strange searching gaze made me want to crash through the ground. That wasn’t how she used to look at me.

"Hopefully for the better," I joked clumsily.

"You've grown," Jay gave a vague response and got back moving.

We walked in silence for a while.

"You probably want to ask how I ended up back here." Jay broke the silence.

"If you don't want to talk about it..."

"You were right," she interrupted me. "I should never have gone to see my aunt..."

"What happened?"

"When Corwin's army retreated, we came out of the swamps. I thought she would help me pay off my debt... I trusted her... But she tricked me. Everything I earned thanks to you, she took for herself."

Ahem... I wouldn't even wish relatives like that on my worst enemy.

"I had to come back here," she whispered.

"Don’t fret," I tried to reassure her. "The important thing is that's all behind you now..."

"They asked me how I managed to escape the caverns. Don't worry, I told them exactly what we agreed on. And they believed me."

I just nodded in silence. We had not simply agreed. We had sworn an oath. But it didn't really matter now.

"What do you intend to do next?" she asked after a brief pause.

"I have business in the capital," I answered.

"Where have I heard that before?" Jay laughed.

"Hold on," I handed her the scroll confirming her emancipation and a heavy bag containing a thousand gold. "This will be enough for you and your family to want for nothing ever again."

While Jay accepted the gift in silence with hands shaking, I opened my hand and it instantly filled with potions and spheres.

"Take these, too. You already know how to use them."

"But..." she whispered.

"Take them," I nodded and added: "But that isn't all."

In my hand appeared a gold sheet, and Jay shuddered when she saw it.

"But Rick, that's..." she uttered, thunderstruck.

"Yes," I nodded. "This is a tablet of intellect. Without any spells, it's essentially useless, but I believe you have the perseverance and bravery to get some."

Not touching the tablet, Jay looked me in the eyes and said:

"The way you're giving me all this, it's like you're saying goodbye."

"Yes, I am," I nodded. "Up ahead there's a fork in the road. There our paths diverge. You will go back to your parents, and I will be going to Orchus..."

She glanced where I pointed, then looked me in the eyes.

"No," she shook her head. "I've made this mistake once before. I paid for it with a year of slavery and daily humiliation. I will never go through that again! Starting today, wherever you go I follow!"
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GORGIE WAS FAST and hell-bent. Pretty much the same as ever. He moved with lightning speed from one place to another, never forgetting to attack me with both paws and tail as he did. Even with my avatar active, catching the harn was an impossibility. Just two or three times I saw a chance to hurt him but, in those cases, I would have had to use magic. And because we were training only physical skills, I had to twist and turn. And that was with Gorgie going half power.

We never stopped training. Every time we had a free minute, we found a place where no one would see us, and I would learn to better use all my skills. After all, getting a tablet was only half the battle. And the easy half at that. Raising a skill's level wasn't all that hard. You also had to learn when and how to use it. My duel with the magister of the Order was clear confirmation of that. Compared to Gorgie's quick movement, the admittedly high-level mage seemed clumsy and artless.

And today before sunup, the harn woke me up to show me a secluded little spot on the shore of a small bay where we held yet another training fight. Somewhere around the middle, Gorgie warned me that we were not alone. And right then, I remembered my father saying there was no hiding spot in the world that couldn't be uncovered by a woman's curiosity. I don't quite know how, but Jay, and it was indeed her, was able to find us. Hehe... This woman's curiosity my father mentioned must have been a particular skill.

It had been four days since that memorable conversation with Jay. I didn't oppose her desire to follow after me. Honestly, at first I had to explain what she was getting herself into. Even after she found out about the upcoming war though, Jay was unflinching.

As for me, as magister of the Order, I was not opposed to gaining a new hunter for our ranks. And although Jay's level left something to be desired at present, her perseverance and desire to make a change in her life could end up bearing fruit. In the caverns of the Crooked Mountains, she never gave up. Even with a coldune on her trail, she was prepared to make her life come at a high cost.

I'm not gonna lie, for the first while after Gorgie and I saved her, she annoyed me a lot with her attempts to dominate. But now, a year later, she was a different Jay. Over the last four days of travel, I had become fully convinced of that.

By the way, speaking of travelling... It took us less than a day to get ready to go. When I gave the old folks the two thousand gold I got from the steward, at first they couldn't believe the wealth that had fallen into their laps. I had to spend a long time reassuring them and explaining they were in fact entitled to all the money. To be honest, after all those years of mockery and humiliation, the payout could have been even more substantial.

After finding out I wanted to get us a good wagon, Burdoc insisted on paying out of his own pocket. His argument was that when we reached our destination, the wagon would still be his property. Even with the money in hand, the old man was not planning to sit around idle. Good coachmen with their own vehicle were always in demand.

To be frank, I had no problem entrusting the grind of acquiring horses, a wagon and even appropriate feed to Burdoc, who knew about such things better than me. Remembering the particular skillset of merchants, the only thing I asked the old man was not to make the payment without me. And that was the right move. With my Will, we were able to negotiate the price down a good deal, and replace one of the horses, which it turned out had fallen ill recently.

Aunty Agatha meanwhile was busy buying provisions. Jay then, once back from meeting her mother and sisters, took Lola and perused the stalls to buy us all new clothing.

I didn't get too involved in her business, but I overheard the old folks saying she had given most of her thousand to her mother. Whether that was the right move or not was not for me to decide. I'm not gonna lie. In her place, I'd have done the same thing.

We had left Orchus three days earlier and figured that, in two days, we would be reaching a small quiet riverside town called Dremen. From Dremen, one could reach Kerlin in less than a day by the main road. Now Taria’s second largest city was probably in a state of true pandemonium. The games season attracted not only Tarians. Kerlin would doubtlessly be teeming with foreigners as well. All hotels, inns and taverns would be filled to the rafters. As a matter of fact, Dremen would probably also be crowded.

Frankly, I was surprised by what was happening. Despite the fact that Baron Berence's holdings had suffered an attack at the beginning of the year and a horde of orcs had ravaged Fradia’s borderlands, no one was planning to cancel the games season. Much less the betrothal of the Prince of Taria to the daughter of the Steel King.

The orc situation wasn't totally cleared up either. There were all kinds of rumors swirling in the gnomish capital about the Horde's incursion. Some claimed the orcs had captured two baronies and were still pressing on. Others said the opposite, that the invasion had petered out because most of the shamans had suddenly gone back to the steppe. Why the sorcerers had to leave the warband no one could say. Gallia had shared with me that some kind of plague had taken root on the orcish home front. My tale of the dark portal in the Stone Forest gave the Queen pause. Basically, there was something afoot both on the steppe and the Dark Continent. I wouldn't be surprised to learn that all these recent events could be traced back the palace of the Steel King...

That train of thought made me lose concentration, which Gorgie immediately seized on. Dipping under my arm, the harn got behind me in a single movement. And a moment later, a shove sent me somersaulting into the water. Done. Fight lost.

When I got out of the water, Gorgie was sitting on the shore licking his right side as if nothing had happened.

"I admit it," I chuckled, pulling off my wet clothes. "You got me."

The harn gave a mocking growl, then asked my permission and trotted softly off to hunt.

I then set my wet clothes on the ground, sat down on an old branch and exposed my bare shoulders to the rising sun.

A minute later, I heard the rustling of cautious footsteps behind me. Oh yeah... I almost forgot... Jay was still with us...

Midway to me, she froze in indecision.

"How did you find us?" I asked, not turning and not opening an eye.

"What was that back there?" I heard her shaky voice. "Are you a werewolf now?!"

I gave a soft snort. Not again...

"What makes you say that?"

"Well, the fact that I just saw you fighting with Gorgie in beast form!"

"No, I am not a lycanthrope. That is a different kind of magic."

Without saying anything, Jay got up the courage to take another few steps forward. And another instant later, I felt her warm hand touch me on the back.

"What is this?" she asked quietly and ran her fingers along my shoulder blade. "These scars... It's like a giant snake constricted your body. Is it just me, or can I see a dim glow in them?"

The surprise made me shudder slightly and turn.

She looked up and we met eyes. A faint blush appeared on her pale cheeks. There were a few twigs stuck in her fiery red curls. Her high girlish chest was heaving fitfully.

I had a hard time telling what I saw in her eyes. Fear, admiration, remorse? Maybe all of that at once? In one way or another, she didn't used to look at me that way. As a matter of fact, one year ago I would have been in seventh heaven to see such a look directed at me. But now my heartbeat held steady.

"Aftermath," I responded, patting myself on the chest where the snow ghoul bite was visible. "The price I had to pay for taming the spirit of an otherworldly beast."

Jay looked down, then turned away in embarrassment.

"In the future, if we're lucky, you can get similar markings," I said and let the rays of the sun fall on my face again.

Jay crouched down cautiously beside me. For a little while she sat in silence, but then she made up her mind.

"Who is she?" I heard a quiet question.

"What do you mean?" I asked, not opening my eyes.

"The woman you're sad about..."

"Is it that obvious?" I asked in surprise.

"The look in your eyes," Jay explained. "It's different. A year ago, you were practically devouring me with your eyes. But now they're cold... Sometimes I see a little animal figurine in your hand. And then your look gets warmer... But still sad..."

I breathed a heavy sigh. Much to my own surprise, I opened up. I told her about the otherworld. About Mink, to whom I had given my heart, and who time had taken away from me.

When I fell silent and turned my head, I noticed a solitary tear on Jay's pale cheek.

"Have I offended you in some way?" I asked in concern.

She shook her head and hurriedly dried the tear with her hand.

"I just feel sad... I mean, are you going back there?"

"No..." I responded quietly. "Who would I go there to see? Everyone I once knew time has long since taken away."

"You have to go back!" She said with unexpected firmness. "At the very least in memory of her! You promised her you'd return and have to keep your word!"

I stared in puzzlement at the now reddened Jay. Without realizing it, she had just demolished a thick wall in my heart I was trying to use to block off all the pain of losing my beloved. I had promised myself never to go back to that world, but I had just been given a reason. I had to fulfill the promise I made to Mink...

"Let's go!" Jay said cheerfully, slapping me on the shoulder. "It's time for us to get back to camp. Aunty Agatha has probably already made breakfast. Let's eat and get back on the road!"

* * *
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AS WE THOUGHT, WE MADE it to Dremen early in the morning. The city greeted us with quiet and calm. It was exactly the way I remembered it from when my parents and I spent a night here a few years ago on our way back from the Kerlin fair.

After the hustle and bustle of Kerlin, my parents and I really liked the cozy quiet little town. My mom practically fell in love with the place. She even lamented that we lived in Orchus instead of here. And now how surprised she would be to find out that I intended to acquire a home here as she dreamed.

While my companions got settled in at the local hotel, wasting no time, I headed for the office of a private attorney I had been recommended in Orchus. And after lunch, our whole loud group headed off to see the houses that were currently on sale.

While looking through the first home, the old folks looked restrained and embarrassed. It still was hard for them to play the role of free and well-off people. But gradually the ice started to crack and Aunty Agatha, as the future homeowner, got a taste for it.

In the end, we chose the very last place on the clerk's list. The largest and most expensive one we were shown.

Two stories, four bedrooms, stone walls, a private well, a large garden, a wide fenced-in yard with utility buildings like a stable and small smithy. In fact, this had been the home of a blacksmith who had sold all his property and taken his wife and children west to be closer to family.

The home was on the bank of a river. Surrounded on all sides by a stone fence, it looked like a small fortress.

Everyone really liked the house but, when we heard the price, my friends looked dejected. The man who had bought the house from the blacksmith was asking no more and no less than two thousand gold.

Surely the former owner sold it for half that.

Considering my current wealth, that was just a drop in the ocean though. Plus the private attorney was quite a smooth operator. He was still a far cry from Madi, but he was able to knock the price down by three hundred gold. In the end, the sale contract was drawn up and signed the following day. The owners were officially Burdoc and Agatha, as well as Lola, who they had adopted back in Orchus.

That night, we threw a small feast. Burdoc and I carried the large kitchen table outside, and the girls decorated the yard while Aunty Agatha whipped up all kinds of tasty treats. We even had live music for entertainment. As it turned out, old man Burdoc could play the flute. Overall, it was a happy and homey evening and, in the middle of the night, Gorgie and I set off for Kerlin.

* * *
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I REACHED TARIA'S SECOND biggest city near midday. As predicted, the city was packed full of people of all kinds. Everyone was full of cheer and anticipation for the entertaining fights to come.

The overfilled taverns were hustling and bustling. Walking down the streets, I heard the occasional boisterous argument about who would win the selection tourney. The most common favorite was an unknown werewolf belonging to an Orchusian lanista that had appeared out of nowhere like Bug crawling out of the woodwork.

Livid, and he was indeed who they were all talking about, was practically tearing all his opponents to shreds. His most recent victory was against some northern monster and had made a particular impression on the locals. From their conversations I also learned that Livid was now level forty-five. The brute must have had some real feasts over the last year. Supposing the werewolf was improving his characteristics like Gorgie, he would now be a formidable opponent and very tough to kill.

Despite all my desire to take revenge on the scumbag, I was forced to concentrate on my mission. I had a meeting coming up with Midori who had sent for me.

We had agreed on how we would meet earlier in the Labyrinth of Fright.

The plan was far from perfect, but the situation we found ourselves in necessitated quick decision-making.

So then, if Midori found Mee, she was supposed to convey the meeting place to Madi, who I was planning to visit not long after. I was lucky enough to have the gnome find me, which saved us a good bit of time.

After that, according to the plan, I was to find Midori. We had come up with a few ways of getting in touch. If we had to meet up in a large city, as was the case now, the dryad was supposed to leave a personal item somewhere deserted outside the city, ideally a forest if possible. And after that, she was to periodically visit it until my arrival. Wherever she left the item, Gorgie wouldn't have too hard a time finding it.

And that was exactly how it went. The harn quickly tracked down a small inconspicuous lock of hair tied to the branch of an old maple tree growing in a small glade outside the city.

Based on the smell, it had been placed two days earlier. That meant Midori would most likely be coming back to the tree in a day or two. Ripping the hair down from the branch, I tied a small ribbon of cloth in its place. Now the dryad would know I was in town. All I had left to do was await her instructions on the exact time and place...

Walking down the main street, I was occasionally turning my head from side to side. Maybe I'd see Midori before she made it to the old maple tree. Suddenly, I spotted a face flickering in the crowd. It seemed very familiar. I wanted to stop and get a closer look but before I could, I accidentally ran into a kid walking the other way, making him wave his hands clumsily and start to fall onto the pavement.

Darting over, I grabbed the kid by the collar and gently placed him upright.

When he turned around, we met eyes. His face was disfigured by an angry scowl, and his tar black hair had gotten slightly messed up by the fall. Because he was a head shorter than me, he had to look up at me from below.

He was about to spew out a stream of choice words but stopped himself just in time when he saw my expensive outfit. Then something I was not expecting happened.

"Bergman?" the kid uttered, dumbfounded. "Is it really you?"

Here he was. The absolute last person I was expecting to see in Kerlin, my former classmate Haakon the handsome.

Before I could open my mouth, a small group of young people had formed around us. Looking from face to face, I breathed a fated sigh. It was a group of my old classmates, led by the pale blonde Amelia, who was now staring at me wide-eyed in shock.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 23



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


AHEM... WHAT A SMALL world. What are you all doing here? Actually, it's pretty obvious. You came here with your parents to see the fights.

I stared into the faces of my former classmates and realized they had not changed one bit. Unlike me.

Yes, they were all my same age, but there was now a chasm between us. They were like a vision from a past life: quiet, simple and very easy to understand.

When they all made a fuss, I started feeling out of sorts. Like a world-weary adult suddenly surrounded by carefree adolescents.

"Can that really be Bergman?!" exclaimed Skeggi, who I seemed to remember being Haakon's best friend.

"But you got bought as a peon!" the beefy Thomas shouted in surprise. "We heard you disappeared down the mines!"

"Look at you!" screeched the snot-nosed Snorri in a cracking voice. "And look at his fit! I wish I could be a peon where he is!"

"Eric!" Tina, one of Amelia’s friends, turned to me smiling sweetly. "You've changed so much!"

"You've grown up!" Camila echoed, now blushing. She was the third prettiest girl in our class. "You sure are broader at the shoulder! You look like a twenty-year-old!"

I chuckled to myself. Who would have thought? They remember my name. Just a year ago, they acted like they couldn't see me.

I was about to respond, but Amelia got out ahead of me. Taking a graceful step forward, she grabbed me by the elbow and, staring me sweetly in the eyes, said coquettishly:

"Rick, you have to tell me all about it! We'd really like to hear! Right girls?!"

What is this? Did she just call me Rick? And that look in her eyes? What happened to the scorn and disgust?

To my left Camila latched on, Tina taking her by the hand.

"Of course!"

"Oh, yes!"

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Haakon and his buddies looking downcast. They clearly weren't expecting their companions to move so quick.

I was just about to break my arms free of the girls’ strong grips and say goodbye as quickly as possible, but the next thing Amelia said made me reconsider.

"We've been here a whole week already," she shot out quickly, staring at my face and clothing all the while. "And now we're going to the arena to watch our champion. You just have to see the fight! For the first time in many years our Orchus is on everyone in Taria’s lips!"

"What do you mean Taria?!" Camila came next, pressing her chest into my arm brazenly. "Soon, the whole world will know about the Blood Werewolf of Orchus!"

Blood Werewolf, you say... Why not take a peek at the guy I would soon be taking down? I still had time before my meeting with Midori.

"Sure, why not?" I finally spoke up and smiled gallantly. "By the way, I am very happy to see you! You've really blossomed in the last year!"

After saying that, I looked around at the girls, suddenly noticing a strange fire in Amelia's eyes. Was she now jealous of her friends over me? Heh, and to think that not so long ago, I'd have given half my life to see that look. But now my mind was cold and my heartbeat calm.

"Oh gods!" Tina threw up her hands and giggled in embarrassment. "Even your voice is different!"

And just like that, exchanging happy and meaningless phrases, we made our way to the gates of the arena. All that time, the girls were laughing and making eyes at me, never forgetting to ask the odd question about my life over the past year, which I had an easy time dodging. I then in my turn, got them to tell me all the latest news out of Orchus. And most importantly, I found out the location of Bardan's manor in Kerlin. Furthermore, it turned out the lanista would be throwing a reception for the elders of Orchus in five days. And my former classmates, being relatives of those very elders, would be in attendance.

When we passed by a flower shop, I excused myself, quickly ducked inside and a minute later came out with a big bouquet for every girl. While they admired the flowers animatedly, I lamented as if in passing that I couldn’t see the champion of Orchus up close.

Amelia, taking the bait, promised me she would convince her father to put me on the guest list. Meanwhile, it all looked like she had invited me herself and was actually trying to convince me to go.

In fact, I found it very easy to manipulate their emotions. At first, I was suspicious about that, but then it hit me. It was all down to my extremely high Will. It was basically adding emphasis to my every word and action. The effect was particularly obvious on low level people. And for the record, the highest-level kid was Haakon at eight.

There was a slight holdup at the entrance to the stands. As it turned out, all my classmates had special tokens their daddies had bought in advance that entitled them to watch any game.

At a certain point, it occurred to me in passing that they might have been trying to humiliate me again. They showered me with false compliments to make me drop my guard then, at the gates, they would leave me as if nothing happened, whinnying with laughter as they made their way to the stands. They had played a similar trick before. Down by the lake. Why wouldn't they do the same thing now?

But my fleeting suspicions were put straight to rest. I saw sincere disappointment in the girls' eyes when they realized I couldn't go to the stands with them.

Haakon and the other boys were pretty happy though. After all, they had been shambling along behind us all this time as good as forgotten. Sometimes, I heard them grumbling angrily. And I could practically sense Haakon's incinerating gaze with the back of my head. Yet more proof that Amelia and her friends were not merely playing with me. Seemingly, I had in fact changed a great deal in their eyes.

Ahem... The old Eric would probably have been in seventh heaven right now. His first love was offering him signs of attention. But alas, Thomas the fat, had turned out right without suspecting it. The Eric Bergman they once knew had indeed disappeared down the mines. The man standing before them now was a different person. And was I even a man?

While awaiting my turn, Amelia tried fitfully to think up a way out of the situation. I just kept reassuring her that it would all be fine. The closer we came to the guards, the more worried the girls became, and the happier Haakon and the other boys looked.

And then we reached the front of the line. The girls turned sadly to me and went inside. The boys presented their tokens triumphantly and followed after them.

When my turn came, the guard demanded rather discourteously that I show my token. I smiled openly as if nothing was happening and took a gold coin out of my pocket and, when the guard blocking my path saw it, his face changed completely. Another instant later, I had rejoined my classmates, who had watched my little show with stunned looks.

"Did you inherit the mine or something?" Thomas asked, puzzled.

I chuckled to myself. The fat guy was really on a roll today. Seeing straight to the heart of the matter, as they say.

"Where'd you get that?" I asked in surprise, chuckling and again offering my elbows to the happily smiling girls.

"You just gave the guard a whole gold!" Thomas exclaimed. "With that money you could have bought a weekly token for a merchant suite!"

"What do I need a suite for?" I asked in surprise. "I'm not planning to drag my butt here every day."

"Don't you wanna watch the fights?" Snorri asked.

"No," I responded calmly. "I don't enjoy watching one unfree person murder another just to entertain a crowd."

"Then why did you come here?" Haakon asked gloomily. "And shell out all that dough."

"Hm... I thought it was obvious," I smiled and winked at the girls. And they in their turn shot me cheery smiles.

* * *
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IT HAD BEEN APPROXIMATELY two hours since we took our seats. In that time, there had been several battles in the arena.

As was custom, the first fights were between animals. That part of the games was considered less entertaining. In theory, I understood why. The animal keepers most preferred large insects due to their strength, endurance and natural defenses.

As a rule, fights between two insects followed a set pattern. The beasts would enter the arena then, upon seeing their opponent, launch at one another. For the next few minutes, grappling closely with their many limbs, they would lie on the sand trying to break through their opponent's armor. For the most part, their struggles evaded the viewers' attention. Two unfortunate creatures fighting to the death served as more of a backdrop than anything. The people meanwhile would be discussing recent news, placing bets on upcoming battles and constantly eating.

I watched all that with enormous disgust. I am no saint. I have had to do a lot of killing. But I never did it for fun. The fact that I had to hide my feelings and keep up conversation with a smile made me feel nasty inside.

Gradually the viewing area for aristocrats started filling up. That meant the battles between intelligent creatures would begin soon. Livid, as I assumed, was fighting last.

In the last fight, a giant praying mantis made short work of a clumsy beetle that looked like a beer barrel, losing half of its limbs in the process. When their bodies were dragged out of the arena, the master of ceremonies announced the start of the second part of the games.

During those battles, the audience was no longer distracted by conversation. All their attention was wrapped up in the fighters. My classmates shouted and hooted animatedly, egging on their favorites. It was hard for me to keep calm at times like that. Down below in the arena, the blood of ogres, trolls, orcs and goblins was being spilled. Some of them had become gladiators of their own free will, but the majority were just slaves. Bound by an oath. Forced to die for the amusement of the crowd.

The last gladiator fell, soaking the sand with his hot blood while the master of ceremonies announced the last fight.

"Now you'll see him!" Amelia shouted excitedly into my ear. "The Pride of Orchus! The Blood Werewolf! Mark my words ― he will be champion of Ironville!"

I gave a restrained smile and nodded. Stupid girl. If only you knew who you were talking up.

Livid and his opponent, a broad-shouldered orc with a warg mount came out to fanfare and drumming.

For the next few minutes, the master of ceremonies listed off the fighters' past deeds. I meanwhile had my teeth clenched in anger, sizing up my enemy.

"Hey, Bergman!" snot-nose Snorri shouted out happily. "The way you're looking at the champion, it's like you want to fight with him yourself!"

"Don't even dream about it, Bergman!" Thomas laughed.

"He could eat you up in one bite!" Skeggi supported them.

I had to smile in embarrassment and shrug my shoulders vaguely. As if to say, "I didn't mean anything by it."

The battle started after the master of ceremonies gave a wave. Livid, not hesitating for a second, turned into a beast. The stands instantly wailed out in elation. I should note that I was quite surprised by the speed of his transformation. Chaos werebeasts were wretched strays in comparison with my cursed enemy.

Despite the fact that the orc was allowed to fight atop his warg, I could already see that he and his beast were done for. But the steppe rider was not planning to give up without a fight. He unsheathed his scimitar and headed toward the enemy with a war cry as the werewolf came racing his way.

They met in the middle of the arena. With a sharp growl, the werewolf picked up off the ground and, jumping over the warg's head, fell on the orc. A second later, the steppe warrior was splayed out on the ground with his ribcage cloven in two.

The warg lasted just a minute longer. Livid simply tore its head off without particular exertion. Victoriously placing his foot on the beheaded beast's still breathing side, the werewolf pointed his bloodied snout at the sky and howled out loudly. I must admit, the whole spectacle had ants running up my spine.

Livid had grown much larger, stronger and nimbler. Seemingly, my guesses were right. His characteristics were in line with his level.

When the noise in the stands had settled down a bit, the master of ceremonies announced the Orchusian werewolf's most recent victory. Then, in line with ancient custom, he declared that anyone in the audience could try their luck against the champion if they so desired.

While I listened to the master of ceremonies, I didn't notice, but I was clenching my fists.

"Hey, Bergman!" Skeggi shouted out to me. "Here's your chance! Go down and show them what you can do!"

"Don't talk foolishness, Skeggi!" Tina admonished him. "If you're so brave, go down there yourself! Well, what are you waiting for?"

"I'm not talking to you!" the boy wouldn't back down. He was clearly very hurt by the fact that their companions had been giving all their attention to me for the last few hours. He and the other boys bore looks of anger and annoyance. They were clearly letting me know that they had not forgotten who I used to be.

Paying no attention to Skeggi's little temper tantrum, I got up from my seat and said:

"I think that's enough for today. I've seen everything I wanted. Thanks for the company. It was nice seeing you."

After saying that, while my former classmates looked on in surprise, I headed serenely for the exit. When I got over to the stairs, I heard Skeggi and Thomas mocking me again.

"He hasn't changed one bit," the former said victoriously.

"Ran away again," the latter supported him. "Like always."

"Eric!" came Amelia's slightly peevish voice.

I turned. She was standing on the last stair and looking down at me, hurt. With her blue eyes and golden locks up in a tall ponytail, I won’t lie, Amelia had grown even prettier over the last year. However, there was one "but..." Since the minute we met today, no matter how I tried to bring back my former feelings for her, I just couldn't. All I could muster was emptiness and slight incomprehension. How could I have ever loved her?

"Mia, I'm sorry," I shrugged and smiled. "I've gotta go. I'll see you in five days. If of course you’ll still have me..."

She fell silent briefly.

"You promise?"

"Of course," I nodded.

"I'll be waiting."

"I'm sorry, Mia," I whispered on my way out of the arena. "But you never should have invited me to that reception..."

* * *
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I GOT WORD FROM MIDORI two days after my arrival. As I learned when she and I met up in a little tavern on the edge of town, she had been out of town on order business.

All that time I had been wandering the streets of Kerlin in hopes of a chance meeting with the dryad. I spent the night in the attic above a butcher's shop. It was the only place I could find to stay in the overcrowded city.

While strolling the streets, I thought I saw a familiar face in the crowd another few times. At first, I thought it was Midori, but time and again the fleeting vision eluded me. And when she told me I couldn't have seen her that whole time, I felt a strange aching sensation in my heart. As if I was circling around something of great importance. I just needed to take one step in the right direction and the whole riddle would come unraveled.

I was torn from my thoughts by the dryad's quiet voice. She came to the meeting in her true form. The desert warrior guise drew too much attention.

"The Steel King bequeathed him to Magister Hysson."

I clenched my fists.

"What do you mean 'bequeathed?'"

"As a slave," she answered. "But with no oath. The Great System doesn't allow a familiar to swear an oath to another master. The mage is using mental magic. He's also dragging Mee from reception to reception with a rope around his neck. Like some little animal."

While listening to the dryad, I could feel the blood seething in my veins. I was overflowing with rage and felt ready to raze this entire city to its foundations.

"Mee tried to run away a few times, but he always got caught and punished."

Letting air out through my teeth, I asked with my voice shaking in fury:

"Where is Mee now?"

"In a manor belonging to the Order of Mages," the dryad responded and immediately added: "Basically, it's a castle packed to the brim with magic shields and traps. It would take too long to storm. On top of everything else, alongside the normal mages, the castle is guarded by five Executioners."

"I assume you have a better idea?"

"Yes," Midori nodded. "If you are going to attack the magister, you need to do it outside the castle. You'll have better chances that way."

"Ambush him on the road?"

"That would be an option," she agreed. "Or just not attack. And steal Mee away quietly."

"Didn’t you say the magister is a big fan of receptions? Could you find out where he'll be showing up next?"

"I'll try," the Dryad answered.

I took a pensive sip of berry nectar from my glass.

"By the way," I recalled. "Since when has the Steel King been giving gifts to magisters of the Order of Mages?"

"No one is talking about it yet," Midori said darkly. "But I have reason to believe your home country's prince will most likely be left at the altar."

I winced.

"So the King threw his lot in with the mages after all. He joined forces with cursed enemies..."
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MIDORI WAS RIGHT. The manor belonging to the Order of Mages was basically a castle. Its magical defenses were no worse than our Order's buildings.

Storming would be sure to make a lot of noise. I had no doubt Gorgie and I could break Mee free but, because the manor was in an elite neighborhood in the middle of town, the city guard would be on the scene in a matter of minutes.

And it wasn't like I was afraid to clash with them. But in light of recent information from the dryad about the upcoming betrothal of the Steel King's daughter to the son of the grand magister of the Order of Mages, I was hoping to get support from the King of Taria who, despite all his spinelessness and indecision, would certainly be hiding hurt feelings. And thinking back on how common Tarians had been slabbering over the news of our prince's wedding for a year already, they would probably have something to say, too. And of course! Our Prince Albert traded out for some son of a magister, and seemingly a younger one at that!

As for me personally as a Tarian, none of these changes or betrothal breakings bothered me in the least. I had long since stopped looking upon the powers that be with particular reverence or respect. I have a hard time understanding common people who concern themselves with the personal lives of princes and princesses they have never even seen first-hand, and most likely never will.

The fact I will try to play on the Tarian monarch’s sense of grievance is another matter entirely. He is unlikely to support us in the war, but if he simply stays out of it, that would be something. And so, I had no need to cause such a stir in the middle of the second largest and most important city in my country. As much as I may have wanted to break Mee free, the Order of Mages manor was off limits. I'd have to find another way.

Over the last two days, I had transformed myself into Magister Hysson's shadow. Wherever he went, I was following in his footsteps, trying to find a convenient opportunity to attack. I should note that Hysson was quite the active guy. He left the manor early in the morning and came back late at night. All that time, he was visiting the homes of highly placed Kerlin civil servants. At first one might have thought he simply loved feasting, but eventually I came to the conclusion that Magister Hysson had been assigned an important mission of some kind. By the way, as if by design, the receptions in the homes of these civil servants followed one after the next. I don't think it would be crazy to suggest that Magister Hysson was buying off the city authorities. The mages are really going for it.

Over the two days, I had three chances to attack the magister's procession, but every time I stopped myself because Mee wasn't there.

But on the third day, the Goddess Fortuna smiled on me yet again.

"Hysson is going to a reception," Midori said when we met again in the attic above the butcher's shop.

"Where to this time?" I asked. "The governor's again? Or the head of the city guard?"

"Wrong again," the dryad chuckled. "This time, he's dropping by the elders of some little town. But that's not what matters. This time he decided to bring his pet gremlin with him."

After saying that, she made a malicious face. She was clearly quoting her informant. I squeezed the handle of my sword forcefully, but an instant later got myself together.

"Where is the reception being held?"

"In a gladiator school owned by a man from the same area as the elders," Midori answered.

When I realized what elders and city she was talking about, at first I couldn't believe my ears.

"Hey, what's going on with you?" the dryad asked in fear.

I shuddered and looked at her.

"What do you mean?"

"Well-ll," she drawled with a frown. "The face you just had on..."

"What?" I asked in surprise.

"It was the same way your Gorgie looks before a hunt," she snorted, then added: "Is there something I don't know?"

"Is the reception scheduled for tonight?" I clarified instead of responding.

"Yes," the Dryad nodded slowly, meanwhile staring me stubbornly in the eyes.

I got up from the table and said firmly:

"Get ready. Tonight we set off."

Midori hopped up sharply. A happy smile appeared on her face.

"I've been ready for a long time!" she said with glee.

I didn’t blame her. She had long been awaiting this day. Today she would finally go off in pursuit of the Call. I should note that she was willing to carry on spying, but I could sense it would have been torture for her. For a forest creature, resisting the Call of the Heart of the Forest is not an easy test. I simply could not do that to her.

Despite the fact the conversation was already long over, Midori was in no rush to leave. Lowering her head in embarrassment, she clutched the back of her chair.

"Say it," I muttered out in dismay. "Why are you hesitating?"

"Well the thing is..." she started and faltered.

"We're wasting time," I said insistently.

"I won't be coming alone," she shot out sharply, having found courage.

"What do you mean?"

"The thing is, I met two sisters of mine... They lost their trees just like me... They can be trusted... I know it will take mana to travel... I beg your permission..."

"Granted," I interrupted her. "There’s no need to worry about mana. Anything else?"

Midori raised her head. I saw tears of joy in her eyes.

"That's all," she smiled and added quietly: "Thank you..."

* * *
[image: image]


I ARRIVED TO BARDAN'S manor long before the reception started. Then, I stood in the shade of a large branching tree on the opposite side of the road and, hidden beneath a canopy of invisibility, watched as the guests showed up.

The first to arrive were the heads of the Orchus hunters guild and merchants guild along with their wives. Haakon and Skeggi’s parents. They had been friends for years. No wonder their sons had been inseparable since childhood.

Then came Thomas' family. His grandfather was head of the miners' guild. And next came Snorri, Tina, Camila and Amelia's dads. In other words ― the magistrate, city guard and treasury of Orchus. Basically, all the elders of my hometown were gathered in one place.

They were all in high spirits as they proceeded through the open gates of the manor. Approximately an hour later, the magister's carriage appeared accompanied by a few riders clothed in black. Five Executioners. The very presence of order of mages Executioners spoke to the fact that Hysson had weight in the organization.

When Mee appeared from the carriage after the magister, I shuddered and took a step forward out of intuition. It was a struggle to stop myself and keep my composure. Now was not the time...

Mee trudged behind the mage with his head hanging low. There was a rope around his neck, and Hysson was holding the other end in his left hand. Not to worry, brother, I will make this ugly bastard eat that rope!

Bardan's guards standing at the gates gaped in surprise when they saw the gremlin. And no wonder. Nonhumans are a rarity in Taria.

One hour later, all my classmates appeared at the gates. I don't know why, but they arrived after their parents. There must have been some important meeting going on inside not for children's ears, so to speak. I had no other explanation.

Stopping at the gates, they were in no rush to go inside. The girls kept turning their heads and looking closely at passers-by. The guys meanwhile were frowning and trading angry looks. I think I know who the girls are waiting for. Alright, now my turn.

Switching off canopy, I left my observation post. Walking across the street at an unhurried pace, I headed toward the manor gates.

Today I had dressed up a bit. I put on an expensive sash, a long cloak and wide belt set with sheets of silver. I didn't want to stand out particularly, but I was still quite presentable.

My look was clearly a hit with the girls. And of course! Compared to me, Haakon and his buddies looked like country bumpkins.

"Ladies, you are looking mesmerizing today!" I said with a gallant bow as the foxmaidens taught me.

Amelia, without particular pomp, took hold of my right elbow, puffed out her lips offendedly and said:

"What took you so long? It isn't polite to keep a girl waiting!"

Although Amelia was trying to speak seriously, I could see on her face that she was happy to see me.

Tina then latched into my left elbow, getting in a step before Camila. And that made her turn beet red and give a predatory squint.

Ah, if you told me a year ago that the prettiest girls in school would be competing to hold me by the elbow, I never would have believed it.

"Your father was not against me coming?" I asked Amelia.

She just snorted carelessly.

"Just let him try to tell me no!"

"Believe me, they have bigger concerns than you now," Camila tossed in her five copper.

"Why's that?" I asked in surprise.

"I think they were negotiating something with the magister of the Order," Tina whispered quietly into my ear, and a rosy glow appeared on her cheeks.

At that moment, I could feel the glares of the boys from behind.

Unlike the manor in the foothills of the Crooked Mountains, this house was brighter and more welcoming. Wider windows. White marble steps. Pretty fountains and lots of flowerbeds. You couldn't even tell that there was a gladiator school in the back yard of the cozy home.

When we arrived, the dining room was empty. A servant suddenly appeared to inquire whether we would like to eat right away or after the master of the house’s show, which would be beginning shortly.

Naturally, they all opted to follow him to another part of the house where the other guests had already gone.

As it turned out, Bardan's manor had not merely a gladiator school, but a small arena with stands.

I must give the Orchusian lanista his due. He had pretty sweet digs.

No one even reacted to our arrival. And no wonder. All of Bardan's guests' attention was wrapped up in the action on the sand of the arena. Down below, two steppe orcs were mutilating each other. The people in the stands were cheering on their favorites with loud cries.

After we got situated on the upper benches, I took a good look around.

In the middle area, in a wide suite, Hysson was sitting back lazily in an armchair. Next to him in an identical armchair was a prim broad-shouldered man who looked to be around forty. That must have been Bardan, who had once owned me as a peon. I should note that I pictured him somewhat differently. He had an open face, high forehead, intelligent eyes, a powerful chin, and was level fifty ― the lanista was the complete opposite of old Papa Gino.

Looking at the faces of the Orchusian elders and their wives, whose faces were all red with fervor, I found Mee.

My brother was sitting at the magister's feet, his thin little arms wrapped around his knees. Upon our arrival, he raised his head and looked in our direction.

Poor thing. He'd grown thin and hollow cheeked. There was a bruise on his right eye. His upper lip was swollen. I felt a flame of fury coming over me. Stop, Eric, stop! Not yet... Calm down.

Running an absent gaze over our group, Mee lowered his head again. All that time, I had been staring him right in the eyes, but seemingly he didn't recognize me.

Or, no... Just the way he shuddered!

Not even a minute later, Mee abruptly raised his head again. Our eyes met. My brother's brows crept upward. I finally saw recognition and understanding in his eyes. And also ― tears...

I winked encouragingly and smiled. It's all over, brother. I'm here! And I came for you! Just don’t get mushy too soon!

Mee, as if reading my mind, wiped away his tears hurriedly and gave a barely noticeable nod.

I gave another encouraging smile. That's the way! Good job! Just a bit more and we'll go home.

"What are you looking at like that?"

Amelia's sudden question made me shudder. But she didn't seem to notice.

"Ah, I see!" She nodded toward Mee and said with a scornful tone: "Never seen a gremlin before? Ugly, aren't they?"

I shrugged my shoulders.

"Depends on what you consider ugly."

"On the outside, definitely," Amelia snorted.

I chuckled.

"What?" she said in surprise.

"Yeah, true," I answered shortly and added: "I think he looks kind."

The boys heard my reply and whinnied loudly.

"Are you making fun of him?" Amelia frowned, pouting aggrievedly.

I wanted to respond that I was being completely serious, but one of Bardan's servants got out ahead of me with a loud voice.

"The victory goes to Black Fang!"

I glanced at the arena. The fight between two orcs had just ended. One of them was lying on his back, gushing blood out from a severed throat. The second loomed over his vanquished rival saying something quietly to his dying opponent. I got the impression that these orcs had been friends.

"Pf, weaklings!" I heard Skeggi's important voice. "They can only attack as a horde."

While watching the tragedy unfold in the arena, I mulled it over.

After wandering the Wastes, it was hard to call my attitude toward the orcs friendly. But even I could admit they were a proud and warlike people.

Just try calling one of them a weakling out in the Wastes! Although, what am I talking about? That’s just Skeggi. The pampered and insolent son of a merchant. What could he possibly know about the Wastes? This trip to Kerlin would be the most unforgettable travel experience of his life.

"Agreed!" Thomas supported, his lower lip proudly thrust forward. "Orcs are weaklings!"

Suddenly the victorious orc shuddered and turned sharply in our direction. His gaze stopped on Thomas, who lost all his confidence in an instant and quickly looked at the floor. The other guys did the same. Then the orc looked at me. Our eyes met. Obviously I did not look away, which came as a great surprise to the steppe warrior. And then, in place of surprise, recognition came into his eyes. The orc's face stretched out and his brows crept upward.

I frowned. What was that?

Stumbling, the steppe dweller took a step forward. His left arm was hanging limp. His broad chest was heaving rapidly. Silence hung over the stands. A flame of hate flickered in the orc's eyes. Looks like this warrior knows me.

He wanted to take another step, but a sudden exclamation from the overseer stopped him.

"What do you think you're doing, filthy brute!"

A few seconds later, the doors flew open, and another four overseers jumped out into the arena. Like chained dogs, they threw themselves on the wounded orc and quickly tied him up.

He tried to resist, but nothing seemed to work. When he was dragged off to the door, everyone heard his fearsome cry:

"The Great Sarkhaat draws near!"

Based on the way the magister and Bardan shuddered, they could understand orcish. Mee, by the way, also shuddered and looked anxiously in my direction.

So I was right. That orc did recognize me. The lanista had clearly filled out the ranks of his gladiators with captured orcs from the horde invading Fradia. I wonder where that steppe dweller could have seen me before. He was probably among those who I tickled with my ice storm. So the shaman is still looking for me. Oh well. Let him come.

After the growling orc was dragged away, the audience suddenly froze. The magister and Barden spent some time boring into our group with suspicious gazes.

It wasn't too hard to imitate a shocked adolescent. Especially because everyone around me was behaving just like that.

"What happened?" Tina said in fear.

"What did he shout at us?" Camila echoed her sentiment.

"He was just offended by the truth!" Thomas said proudly.

"Ah, that's it!" came Skeggi. "He heard who he really was and lost it!"

"Y'know, you weren't so brave when the ugly bastard was looking your way!" Amelia cooled their ardor with mockery in her voice. "Eric wasn't scared, though! He stared bravely into the monster's eyes!"

I gave a slight wince and took a fleeting glance at the mage and Bardan.

To my great relief, they had long since lost interest in us. And really, what was there to see? How could any of us be connected with the great shaman of the horde?

And another few minutes later, the incident was completely forgotten. The champion strode into the arena. The Blood Werewolf of Orchus! When Mee and I met eyes, I smiled predatorily. I saw comprehension. He must have remembered my tales about the man who killed Crum and Happy. And seemingly, he had already guessed what was about to happen.
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JUST LIKE A FEW DAYS earlier, Livid entered the arena barefoot wearing nothing but short pants. His powerful torso covered in thick black fur, upturned ears and animal eyes spoke to the fact that very soon there would be little human left in him.

The champion’s entrance was quickly greeted by shrieks of delight. The girls gasped rapturously while the boys shouted out greetings to the "Pride of Orchus."

Their parents were less excited, but the same could not be said about the magister. The mage hopped out of his seat and, clutching the bannister of the suite, took in at the werewolf's every movement transfixed with appreciation. I wouldn't be surprised to find out he was a fan of exotic creatures just like Master Chi.

But I only got a quick glance at all that. Now my attention was completely wrapped up in my enemy. Up close, Livid looked even bigger. Since our last encounter, he had grown broader at the shoulder and longer at the arm. Sharp claws appeared on his thick fingers in place of fingernails. After his transformation, they would be even longer. I'd have to do some sweating to take down this monster.

I traded glances with Mee. I saw concern in the gremlin's eyes. With a reassuring wink at my brother, I smiled with the corners of my mouth.

Meanwhile, Bardan's servant announced the next fight.

"Today, especially for the entertainment of our esteemed countrymen, our master has arranged an interesting matchup for Livid!" the crier announced in a booming voice.

When the steel grate at the far wall went creeping upward, out from the dark passage jumped something nimble and quick.

Before the announcement, I had already realized what Livid was up against.

"Say hello!" the crier proclaimed. "To a widely feared inhabitant of the caverns of the Crooked Mountains! A thorntail!"

When the reptile stopped for an instant and raised its elongated head, I got a better look.

Ahem... If Gorgie and I had come up against something like this that day by the precipice, I'd scarcely be sitting here today. Back then we could barely handle a level eleven, while this one was fifty. It was also three times larger.

The lizard had a long split-tipped tongue flickering in and out of its fanged maw. It was tasting the air.

Finally having smelled his opponent, the thorntail turned his flat head abruptly toward the werewolf and launched his flexible scaled body forward.

Livid then was composure in the flesh. Transforming instantly, he fell to the ground and froze.

My classmates poured in with commentary from every direction. They were all trying to guess Livid's battle tactics. Naturally, none of them had any idea what exactly the werewolf was faced with.

"What's taking him so long?!" Amelia whispered in fear, latching firmly into my hand. "That brute is gonna crash down on him any minute!"

"He's doing exactly what he should," I responded quietly.

"What do you mean?" Tina asked in surprise. I guess she heard me too.

Well why not? There was no reason to keep quiet now.

"He's waiting for the lizard to turn invisible. Thorntails are magic beasts."

"Invisible?" Amelia asked in surprise. "Magic?"

But before I could respond, to my classmates' astonished gasps, the thorntail vanished into thin air and, an instant later, appeared behind Livid's back. Then its famed tail, capped with a long bony spike, struck.

The werewolf was naturally ready for the attack.

With a sudden growl, he slipped gracefully to the right, easily dodging the bone "spear."

The viewers then bestowed loud ovations on their favorite.

"How did he know what the beast was going to do?!" Thomas shouted in admiration.

"Who could have thought the lizard would attack like that?!" Skeggi echoed his sentiment.

"Eric," Amelia said suddenly.

"Eric what?" Thomas asked uncomprehendingly, clapping his hands.

"Eric just said exactly what the champion was going to do," Tina gave me away lock stock and barrel, sticking her tongue out at the fat guy who was staring at me perplexed.

He wanted to say something but a growl and hiss from the arena distracted him.

Meanwhile, the thorntail continued attacking the werewolf. But despite the level difference, it was no use. Livid easily dodged all the lizard's blows. Playfully even.

"He's tiring him out!" Haakon said importantly, as if he knew what he was talking about. His buddies all nodded, supporting their leader. And of course. Who could know about such things better than he, son of the head of the Orchus hunters guild?

"So Eric, what do you say?" Amelia asked straight away.

"He doesn't need to tire the lizard out," I shrugged.

"How should you know, Bergman?" Snorri laughed.

"Well then what is he doing?" asked Camila, ignoring her constantly snotty classmate.

"Just giving us a show," I answered shortly. "Bardan must have ordered him not to kill the thorntail right at the beginning of the fight. Livid could have ended this a long time ago."

"What are you all listening to him for?!" Skeggi waved it off with a malicious smile. "Haakon is right! Livid is tiring the beast out so it'll be easier to kill later."

"You sure?" Amelia asked me.

"There’s an easy way to find out," I chuckled, nodding toward the magister and lanista’s suite. "Keep an eye on Bardan's face. He's gonna give a signal to Livid very soon."

After two minutes of jumping and running around, the thorntail was gradually starting to lose its vigor. Clearly, despite its level, it didn’t have huge supplies.

"Well, what did I say?" Skeggi announced in a triumphant tone. "Haakon was right. Livid tired the lizard out, waiting for its supply to run out!"

"Look!" Amelia shouted, only a miracle stopping her from pointing a finger toward Bardan and the magister's suite. "He nodded! I saw it! He definitely nodded!"

"Yeah, I saw it too!" Tina supported her.

"Me too!" Camila echoed her sentiment. "Eric was right! Mister Bardan nodded!"

I chuckled. So they did notice.

Meanwhile, the scene in the arena below changed drastically. Livid went on the attack. With lightning speed he pounded the lizard first from the right, then the left, leaving deep claw wounds in its scaled sides.

In the blink of an eye, the sand around it turned a brownish red shade. But in spite of the wounds, the thorntail was not planning to give up. It disappeared into thin air and, appearing behind the werewolf's back, tried to land a decisive lethal blow with its tail. But alas, nothing was working. Furthermore Livid, easily dodging to the admiring roar of the crowd, grabbed the lizard by the spike with his left hand, then cut the scaled tail in half with his right.

The terror of the caverns of the Crooked Mountains shuddered and gave a loud hiss of pain. And an instant later, it fell silent. That was because Livid jumped behind it and landed a few scathing claw swipes, shredding its spinal ridge in several places.

The immobilized thorntail fell flat on the sand. Its bloodied tongue lolled out of its maw.

And it was over...

Jumping up off the reptile's back, the werewolf reacquired human form. He was standing in the middle of the arena and squinting, watching the adoring public. His arms were bloodied to the elbow, and a malicious grin was playing on his rapacious face. He seemed to relish the adoration of the crowd. By the looks of things, the oath given to Bardan was not his only motivation to fight.

While servants dragged the still living lizard away, Magister Hysson gave an eloquent speech praising the master of the house. Bit by bit, it grew into an elegy for the great Orchus and its loyal sons. To tell the truth though, it wasn't totally clear who its glorified sons were loyal to. Based on the pointed smiles on the elders' faces, the monarch of Taria needed to be wary of his subjects.

The magister's speeches ended with a storm of applause, while Livid standing in the middle of the arena gave a respectful bow to the announcer.

All that time, I was tensely awaiting an appropriate time to get in the game and then, finally, it came. The crier gave the traditional call for challengers:

"The champion has emerged victorious! He has again proven that he is the strongest and most agile in the arena! If anyone would like to dispute his title as champion, let them come down onto the sand!"

I chuckled ravenously.

Finally! I was getting tired of waiting.

Amelia sitting next to me shuddered and glanced at me thunderstruck.

Heh... I guess I said my thoughts out loud.

I already wanted to get up and accept the challenge but found unexpected support from Skeggi. Haakon's best friend was of course not planning to help me. More the opposite. He wanted to humiliate the overreaching freak. I.e. me...

"Bergman!" Skeggi shouted out loudly. "Here it is. Your chance to prove yourself! Or do you only claim to be such an experienced warrior! Go down and fight the champion! Or are you gonna run away again like always?!"

Tina and Camila shushed him straight away. The boys meanwhile gave loud whinnies.

"That's right, Bergman!" screeched Snorri. "You're so smart and knowledgeable! How about you show us what you can do?!"

"Yeah!" Thomas nodded.

Haakon sat in silence as always, his lower lip jutting out proudly and his hands folded across his chest. He rarely had anything to say, giving his hangers-on the chance to humiliate his rival instead.

"Idiots!" Amelia shouted. "Leave him alone!"

I didn't say anything either. I just looked on in satisfaction as my classmates' parents listened to their offspring squabbling.

"Young men and women!" Bardan addressed us loudly. "Would you mind telling us what's going on over there?!"

The lanista was smiling cheerily, letting his guests know that the youthful dispute was merely amusing to him. I even saw him give a signal to Amelia's father as if to say everything was fine. The magister was also smiling, clearly anticipating a bit of fun.

The servant, who had heard everything from beginning to end, wanted to explain what was happening to his master. But he stopped him with a glance and asked us again:

"So then, young men and women, what are you arguing about?!"

Skeggi swallowed the bait right away.

"Our former classmate has been commenting on the champion's behavior for the whole battle as if he knows what he's talking about! So me and the boys thought we should ask him to prove himself with more than just words!"

"I see!" Bardan chuckled. "And what did your classmate have to say?"

"He chickened out like always!" Skeggi laughed.

"All he's good for is wagging his tongue!" Snorri added and sucked in some snot a bit too loudly. That made the lanista wince in disgust.

"Well what makes you say I chickened out?" I entered the conversation. "Actually, I see no point in risking my life just because!"

Based on their perplexed looks, my classmates were not expecting such a twist.

The magister got up from his armchair and stood next to Bardan.

"Are you saying, lad, that if we announce a reward for defeating the champion, you'll agree to fight him?"

I looked the grinning Livid from top to bottom and responded:

"Yes, Sir Magister, I agree to fight the champion, but only if the reward suits me!"

Hysson, smiling, traded glances with Bardan.

"Nice move, young man!" the lanista said with a smirk on his face. "Now it's our turn. We should offer you a reward, but of course it isn't going to suit you. In other words, no matter what we offer, you'll say no. That way you can avoid fighting the champion but keep your honor. And doubtlessly, that fight would end in your demise. Right?"

When my classmates finally realized what he'd said, they all started whinnying.

"Bergman, you're slippery as an eel!" Skeggi shouted out.

"On the contrary, Mister Bardan!" I answered, ignoring the mockery. "After all, you could make a different move!"

"I could!" the lanista answered right away. "But then I'd have you in a trap!"

"Try me!" I chuckled.

The boys behind me stopped whinnying.

"Alright, you asked for it!" the master of the house shrugged his shoulders. "I gave you a chance to get out of the situation with only a reputation for elusiveness, not cowardice!"

"Instead of offering you a reward," the magister started. "I should ask you what you want for defeating the champion! Is that the move you're talking about?"

I could practically feel the fiendish looks from Haakon's motley crew on the back of my head.

The girls latched into my arms from both sides.

"Cut it out, Rick," Tina whispered.

"Why did you do that?" Amelia hissed through her teeth.

"You're about to find out," I winked at her with a chuckle.

"I just wanna make sure I'm understanding you, gentlemen!" I started. "If right now I choose myself a reward for defeating your champion, you will give it to me with no stipulations?!"

"Indeed we will!" the magister declared. "What would you like?!"

I stroked my chin thoughtfully and said:

"Hm... For defeating the Blood Werewolf, I would like you, Sir Magister, to give me that gremlin!"

A gasp of astonishment went flying around the stands.

Hysson shuddered and hissed:

"You flea-bitten scoundrel, how dare you..."

"Excellent move, young man!" Bardan gave a few claps. "I applaud your cunning!"

"What makes you say that Mister Bardan?! I'm completely serious!"

"Alright then!" the magister barked. "I guess we'll have to teach you a lesson! If you can defeat the werewolf, you'll have the gremlin!"

"Are you sure, Sir Magister?!" I clarified, feigning worry.

Hysson, noticing my lack of confidence, took the bit between his teeth.

"I swear it! But you, cheeky little man, will have to go down into the arena!"

Studying a system message, I nodded and said:

"Great! Then let's get started!"

Gently escaping the hands of the now silent girls, I climbed up onto the railing and hopped straight down.

In the long jump, I flew over four rows of benches, and landed with cat-like agility.

Silence hung over the stands.

Down below, Livid was already waiting for me. In his animal eyes, I could read disdain and mockery. As well as a bit of surprise. But most likely, it was just because he wasn't expecting such agility out of some little mite. Much like everyone else here.

"So we meet again," I chuckled at him.

His thick bushy brows shot upward.

"Who are you?" he barked.

"Rack your brains," I answered, shaking the sand off my hands.

The werewolf loudly drew air into his nose and cursed out angrily.

"I recognize your scent..."

And then it seemingly hit him.

"You're the little rat that hid tablets from me!" he bared his teeth.

I just chuckled.

"You should have stuffed yourself into a hole far, far away from here and never stuck your head back out again!" Livid growled. "But here you've come right into my clutches. If you think you're going to survive this day, you're deeply mistaken!"

His hands started to transform. His gnarled claws grew several times larger.

I took Spike and Dragonfly out of my belt. Switching to magic vision, I quickly studied the werewolf's "inner world."

Four thousand mana points in his supply. Based on the magic streams flowing from his supply to his hands, Livid has already used magic.

Activating chaos shield, I got ready for a quick burst.

"Think you can defeat me with those little pins?" Livid whinnied. "Today I will taste your liver..."

"Enough prattle, dog!" I interrupted him, smiling rapaciously. "I'm waiting!"

I had just repeated Happy's last words. And seemingly, Livid knew it. Just the way his stare filled with rage.

A sudden leap in my direction. A swipe of his right paw. Thought you could finish me off without transforming? Well, you’re about to pay the price. Ducking under his right hand, I jabbed Spike beneath his lower rib with all my might, activating blade of vengeance. I was grateful for the regular training sessions with Gorgie who, for the record, moved much more quickly than this ugly bastard even when he was taking it easy on me.

Livid somersaulted across the sand. Brownish red blood was spurting out of the deep slash wound on his side.

"Happy says hello, vile dog!" I shouted at Livid, floundering in a pool of his own blood.

The audience was clearly not expecting that. The stands were overcome by silence.

Finally, Livid completed his transformation and leapt my direction with a savage howl.

You think you're the only one who can do that?

My body also started to change from the Avatar of Chaos. My blades were enshrouded in a lilac flame.

He and I met in the middle of the arena. By that time, I was approximately the same height as the werewolf. We slammed one another with powerful blows, sending animal roars echoing over the surrounding area. A few seconds later, it was clear that Livid had lost the battle. No matter how he tried to get through my chaos shield, nothing was working. He meanwhile had taken serious damage from me. The firepaw spell, reinforced with chaos magic and blade of vengeance reduced the werewolf's body to a bloody pulp in just a few seconds.

While there was still mana in his supply, his regeneration was coping more or less, but when the magic had fled his body, it was all over.

Without fuel, the transformation flew away and along with it his defense.

The Pride of Orchus was lying on the sand choking on his own blood. My blades had reduced him to within an inch of his life. His left hand was missing, as was his right ear. In a few places, bone fragments were sticking out of his body. His left eye had fallen out. As he lay dying, Livid's body started twitching in powerful convulsions.

Hunching over my vanquished enemy, I barked:

"And this is for Crum!"

Placing my hand on the werewolf's chest, I activated incineration.

The brute's body went up in flame, writhing and, a minute later, all that was left was ash.

Straightening up, I turned around and glanced at Magister Hysson, who had taken a step back in fear.

"Sir Magister!" I barked. "I hope you aren't planning to go back on your word!"
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I MUST GIVE the magister his due. He got a handle on his fear fairly quickly. Honestly though, his shaking hands and nervous tick gave away his true state nevertheless.

But it was hard to look at Bardan's face without feeling pain. He was staring vacantly at the pile of ash behind me, which just a minute earlier had been the "Pride of Orchus."

There was still silence from the stands as well. The elders and their offspring were scared to even move. I cast a quick glance at my classmates. Ahem... Their faces showed fear, disbelief and seemingly admiration. Honestly though, the last part was mainly from the girls.

Amelia's eyes were open wide, taking in my every movement. A slight blush appeared on her pale cheeks. Tina and Camila were grabbing each other by the hands and craning their necks, trying to figure out what was going on. But the horror on the faces of Haakon and his buddies brought a smile to my face. Based on their wry looks, they were now thinking back on all the bad things they had ever done to me.

Breathe, you ugly bastards... I'm not going to hurt you.

The five Executioners accompanying the magister reacted exactly how I was expecting. They fanned out to all sectors of the stands, cutting off my retreat.

The butchers' levels were hidden, but I had studied them a bit over the last few days. All five were mages. The one with the biggest mana supply was a broad-shouldered man with a beard trying to cover the entrance to Bardan's home. He had almost five thousand points. The others had approximately a thousand less. To be frank, I was expecting more from the Order’s punishment wing. Obviously as Midori had said, the once mighty organization was not exactly in peak form.

"So then, Sir Magister!" I barked out, adding impatience to my voice. "My reward! I'm waiting! Or do you intend to violate your oath?"

Hysson gave a slight cringe.

"I must admit. I was not expecting that out of you!" he said through his teeth. "Here, take him..."

After that, the magister pushed Mee on the back and tossed the end of the rope in my direction.

"Now he is yours!" the magister declared heedlessly.

Mee was pretending to be afraid all that time, but the mage's words made him slightly shudder. That could mean only one thing. The mental control had been removed. At the very least temporarily.

After I gave a nod, my brother quickly climbed over the bannister, then climbed a pole down onto the sand and, a few seconds later was cowering behind my back.

As soon as that happened, the Great System informed me that the magister had fulfilled his oath.

"So, I assume we can call it even?" he said with a crooked smile. As he did, he traded pointed looks with the Executioners all around us.

"Indeed we can!" I responded with a mocking stare, which did not escape his attention and made him slightly frown. "It’s just that there's one thing that's really bothering me!"

"Curious. What is it?" the master chuckled, taking a step forward as if about to attack.

"I've just received my own familiar as a reward!" I barked.

The magister, already starting to raise his right hand, froze abruptly and stared at me thunderstruck.

"I don't know what favors you did for the Steel King to get my familiar..." I said, tilting my head to the side. "But they must have been worth a lot. Healing mages aren't just found lying on the side of the road. But based on the zeal with which you've been zipping from reception to reception, chatting up the Tarian aristocracy, I'm sure whatever you’re up to deserves such a generous reward!"

The stands finally came to life. For now it was an astonished whisper, but that was just the beginning...

Meanwhile, I continued:

"Is this connected with the Tarian prince's betrothal with the Fradian princess being broken? Who does Shitang have ready for the Steel King's daughter to marry? His youngest son? Is that right? All that's left is to find out whether our King is already aware!"

The magister's face was covered with crimson spots. His eyes turned into narrow slits.

"On your knees, brute!" he shouted, his voice tearing into a shriek while the Executioners started coming my way.

The system immediately informed me I had repulsed a mental attack.

While the magister stared in shock at the system message before his eyes, I ordered Mee to activate his dome of invisibility and hide among the viewers. When my brother had disappeared into thin air, I turned to Hysson:

"Sir Magister! Despite the fact that you have already attacked me, I will give you a chance to stop and bring this to a peaceful conclusion! I give you my word that neither you nor your people will be harmed today! Believe me, I could have ended your lives long ago, removing your mental control from my familiar in the process. The only reason you're still alive is because an ally of mine asked me not to kill members of your Order just yet! Why else would I have put on this whole farce killing the werewolf and getting a reward?!"

"Who are you?" Magister Hysson asked, thunderstruck. "What ally are you talking about?!"

"My name is Eric Bergman, and I am the Supreme Magister of the Order of Monster Hunters!" I said loudly. "And my ally is Gallia Longbraid, ruler of all gnomes! I repeat. You are only alive now because we do not wish to go to war with your order!"

A commotion kicked off in the stands. The elders got moving. I saw Bardan shudder and stare at me wide-eyed.

The magister's face twisted with a scowl of rage and superiority. Sticking his right leg out in front, puffing out his chest and sucking in his lower lip, he declared loudly and derisively:

"Pitiful fools! You and your friend the half-pint ruler! The war has already begun! The Steel King and the Great Order of Mages will crush your alliance underfoot like a wretched toadstool! Pitiful worm, you will beg for..."

He was not able to finish. Ten ice arrows went racing from my hands, turning his body into a bloody honeycomb, while the ice spear I sent after them stuck into the chest of the already basically dead mage, pinning him to the stone wall.

The magister's swift comeuppance made everyone else shut their mouths. And I by the way was no less surprised.

"That dolt didn't even put up a magic shield," I muttered, perplexed. "It's just a shame I wasted a spell..."

And after that, I had no more time for conversation. Like dogs broken free of their chains, the Executioners came racing my direction all at once.

Easily dodging several balls of fire, I moved suddenly to the right. My shield took a spear in the form of an air whirlwind and five stone spikes.

I see. Two earth mages, an air guy and a fire man. The fifth and most powerful mage had yet to attack. Taking advantage of the commotion, he had hidden himself with an invisibility spell. Sure. Let him think he's hiding. Thanks to my magic sense, I could see perfectly well that he was trying to flank me from behind.

After waiting a while and dodging another few spells, I realized that there would be no more mental attacks. Time to summon Gorgie.

The scaled monster appearing from out of nowhere made the elders watching the fight jump out of their seats and run for the exit with panicked shouts.

The harn, thinking momentarily, pounced on the nearest mage. The fire man had bad luck. The attacking monster was many times faster and stronger than him. Easily jumping over the wall of fire, Gorgie disappeared into thin air and a moment later the mage's head was reduced to little bloody scraps.

One down.

While the air guy distracted the monster that was suddenly next to him, I grappled with the two earth mages. Working together, they fairly quickly and skillfully cast their spells at me. They managed to hit the chaos shield at least. I saw satisfied smiles on their faces. Honestly though, their happiness was not for long. It was over when my ghostly snake coiled itself around my body. And after that, they had bigger things to worry about. I practically rained down ice arrows, lightning and rams on them.

Then finally their shields blinked and vanished. A moment later they both went still, stuck through with stone spikes growing up from beneath the earth.

A victorious growl to my right told me the air mage had also perished.

Four down.

The invisible enemy sneaking up behind me all that time finally got to work. Thanks to my magic vision, I could see two dark blue balls forming around his hands. Then they transformed into short magic blades.

A dramatic lunge from the mage caught me off guard. Based on how abruptly his mana supply went down, he was using a powerful movement spell of some kind. The magic blade pointing at my heart made it through the ghostly body of the Ysh in one blow. Had I not reacted quickly, the same fate would have befallen me. My training with Gorgie came in handy yet again.

The mage though was not so lucky. He didn't have as good a teacher as the harn. While he twisted and turned, I managed to land a few blows on his magic shield with Spike and Dragonfly. That was enough to leave my opponent unguarded.

The mage's next lunge was not so quick. The Executioner had clearly put all his strength into the first blow. I easily ducked under his left hand and dragonfly entered his ribcage up to the hilt with a crunching sound. With a sharp burst, I pulled out the blade with a twist and landed another two stabs. The wounded Executioner’s magic structure was falling apart practically before my eyes. First his blades disappeared. Then his invisibility went away. The Executioner was lying on the ground with his arms spread-eagled, not taking his glassy eyes off the night sky.

Number five is toast.

I took a look around. The stands were already empty. My classmates along with their daddies and mommas were utterly unaccustomed to the air of death being so near and had already probably fled the lanista's property entirely.

The master of the house though had not moved a muscle. Bardan was still up in his suite, watching closely as I made short work of the invincible butchers of the Order of Mages.

Deactivating avatar, I raised my head and we met eyes.

"You have just destroyed me, my house and my reputation," he said in a lifeless voice. "You have slain my champion. A magister of the Order of Mages died in my house along with his five Executioners. Better you kill me quick. I do not want to die in a torture chamber in the King's dungeon at the hands of an interrogator."

"Your champion, the so-called Pride of Orchus, got what he deserved today," I said calmly, shaking the sand off my clothes. "That brute mistreated people for too long. Your own peons, by the way. And you naturally knew all about it."

Bardan's face stretched out in surprise.

"Yes, yes, mister lanista," I chuckled. "I am painfully aware of what goes on out on your lands. Actually, wait! How are they yours? The Crooked Mountains, along with all the land around them belong to my Order. Documented proof in the blood of a predecessor of our King will be presented very soon to his Majesty by representatives of mine."

"But where..." Bardan whispered in puzzlement.

"Forget about it, mister lanista," I uttered coldly. "Forget about everything. The thing you were searching for in those caverns, killing unfortunate children in the process, does not belong to you."

Bardan shuddered.

"By the way, I'd like to know. What exactly were you looking for down there?" I squinted. "I hope I won’t have to remind you that your answer must be entirely honest. Beyond that, I would like to know who else was aware of your search efforts."

Bardan went pale but didn't budge. Clearly because Gorgie was frozen in anticipation just a step away from him.

For the next few minutes, I listened attentively to the lanista as he hiccupped. From his tale, I learned that he had already long been in servitude to the mages. They were the ones who found him a rich wife. The widow of some Tarian general that died suddenly after a prolonged illness. Beyond money, estates and a manor in the capital of Taria, Bardan had received the mines in the Crooked Mountains. And it was because of those very mines that it all started. The lanista was supposed to start quietly searching for some secret location in the heart of the mountains. As it turned out, the search operation was headed not by Skorx, but by Lee the healing mage. And he actually was aware of what they were looking for. Neither Bardan of his underlings had ever been made aware that it was an underground city of the Hunters.

In fact, Bardan's tale served only as yet more confirmation of something Takeda had once told me. One more itty-bitty piece of the puzzle fell into place.

Before leaving Bardan's small arena, I turned around one last time. The lanista, his face sunken and suddenly looking several years older, was sitting hunched over in his seat in an empty suite. His pensive gaze was staring down where just an hour ago his champion had proudly stepped into the arena. The Blood Werewolf! The Pride of Orchus!

I looked at the man and knew that he and I would never see each other again. Most likely he was right and he had but a matter of hours left to live. The death of the Order of Mages magister would surely attract investigators from the royal chancery. It wouldn't be hard for them to figure out exactly what Magister Hysson was doing here. Even a fool could tell that after the betrothal would be broken between the Tarian prince and the Fradian princess. The King of Taria would be fuming.

It was not currently in the best interest of the Steel King, who had concluded an alliance with the Order of Mages, to lose Taria. The only way out was to arrange for a coup d’état and replace the old King with a more agreeable nephew. To make certain the coup went off without a hitch, order of mages emissaries had been sent out to all Tarian aristocrats bearing gifts. Magister Hysson was sent to Kerlin.

When Bardan confirmed all my guesses, I realized I needed to tell everything to Gallia as soon as possible. I could have gone to the capital of Taria myself, but I was afraid the King wouldn't listen to me. But if that information were coming from the legendary warrior woman and Queen of the gnomes ― it would be another matter entirely. The only thing is that I'm again worried we won't make it in time. I'm sure the Order of Mages is a few steps ahead of us here. The King's investigators had little chance of making it before the mages' enforcers.

When Mee and I were one alley over from Bardan's house, I stopped and finally took the loathsome rope off his neck, which the gremlin had yet to remove in all the turmoil.

Then we hugged tightly. My brother's thin shoulders were heaving. He stuck his face into my chest and bawled soundlessly. I then, patting him on the head, tried to reassure him as best I could.

Gorgie was hot on our heels. A few seconds later, we were being licked from head to toe with happy purring. At that moment, I was boundlessly happy. Reunited at last!

One alley over there was a carriage awaiting us drawn by four horses.

When Mee saw Midori in the driver's seat, he stopped short.

"Don't be afraid, brother," I patted him on the shoulder. "She's with us now. Papa Gino is a goner."

That was enough explanation for Mee. Pretty much same as ever. His trust in me was unlimited.

Our other passengers were already inside the carriage. Two young dryads. They both looked to be ten or twelve years old.

They were sitting pressed up close to one another like two sparrows. With a quiet greeting, they looked down in embarrassment. Levels five and seven. Thin and small, I don't imagine they had a great life among humankind.

Leaving Mee inside, I climbed up top by Midori.

"How'd it all go?" she asked, starting the horses. "Based on the way the people came streaming out of the lanista's house, you and Gorgie must have had a ball in there. What happened?"

"I killed the champion of Orchus," I shrugged my shoulders. "Then the magister and his Executioners..."

Midori shuddered and gave a loud hiccup.

"Are you saying you were able to defeat the talk of the town, the Blood Werewolf?!"

"Yes," I responded calmly.

"But why take such a risk?"

"I swore to take revenge on him for killing my friends."

The dryad just looked at me in silence. I could see she had something to say though.

"Learn anything new?" she asked after a brief pause.

"You were right," I answered. "The Order of Mages and the Steel King are working together. Soon, Taria will have a new ruler..."

Midori wanted to ask something else, but I stopped her.

The thing was that we were now driving down an alley in the middle of town and, because of the games, it was bustling even at night. All the taverns were open, along with the public houses. People were making a racket and having a good time. They had two more weeks of festivities ahead of them!

As our carriage drove past a tavern, I caught another glimpse of the familiar face that had been flickering before my eyes for the last few days. This time, though, I finally saw who it was.

"Leave town without me," I said firmly, preparing to jump out onto the pavement without stopping the carriage. "Stick to the plan. Keep your speed up. I'll catch up to you soon."

"Got it," the dryad nodded. She already knew it was best not to talk back when I spoke in that tone. But still she couldn't resist asking a question.

"Did you see someone?"

"Another person from a past life I owe a visit," I nodded and jumped down onto the pavement.
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WHILE WATCHING THE CARRIAGE drive away, I disappeared into the crowd.

I didn't use canopy. In such a dense stream of humanity, it was quite challenging to be invisible. Wandering around the late-night city, looking like a young nobleman in search of carnal delights was a perfectly suitable disguise.

Catching up to the person who had been flitting around me for the last few days was not especially hard. He wasn't in a particular rush either. Stout, broad shouldered, and with short hair. From behind he looked like a bear walking on hind legs. What was his name again? Oh yeah... Brown. Just the same as one of my magisters.

Livid's underling. It was him on his boss-man's say-so that threw Happy's body into the void, then Crum after him.

Following after Brown, I kept a few paces back. I was not afraid of being recognized. Especially after the criminal turned around a few times as if able to sense that someone was watching him. He naturally did not pay much attention to me. He was looking out for someone more formidable than a young nobleman.

I was in no hurry to kill the big guy though. First of all, there were too many people around. Second, I decided to wait and see what he was going to do.

The whole thing was that as soon as I started thinking about the man, I had a few questions I wanted answered. The very first was why was this criminal at liberty unlike his buddies?

Could Bardan have dragged more convict laborers out here than just Livid? Then why Brown specifically rather than Frodi for example? And for the record, with his particular skillset, he could have been more useful to the lanista. That was not actually all that important though. Livid's gang had already ceased to exist. Nearly. It still had one last member... But not for long...

While walking behind Brown, I thought back on my former creditor.

Should I actually have left Bardan alive? If not, then following that logic, I would have had to kill all the elders of Orchus along with their wives and offspring.

I chuckled. I of course had been bullied quite badly over the years by my classmates. But to take their lives...? No thanks. How would I be any different from Livid then?

Beyond that, after the duel in Stenborg, where I nearly killed a magister of the Order, Gallia and I discussed potential threats if my abilities were uncovered. And we concluded that it would be for the best if my enemies knew what I was capable of. Although to be frank, that was all just talk. They couldn't possibly know everything. And I would still have some way to take them by surprise.

As for our potential allies such as the ruler of Taria for example, the more he heard about the strength of the supreme magister of the once dead order the better for us. A nulled kid that easily took down a big strong werewolf, then killed a magister of the Order of Mages and five Executioners would sound like a worthwhile ally...

Over the next hour, Brown made practically no forward progress. Here and there he would stop next to taverns and street merchant stalls for a brisk exchange of words with their proprietor. Then he would take something down on his hand with a piece of black charcoal and carry on.

In the light of torches and lamps, the street teeming with all kinds of passers-by, vagrants and hawkers now looked like a speck of something out of place and unfamiliar. It was as if I had landed in a different world.

At first it felt alien, but I very quickly got used to the local movement patterns. A few times someone tried to pickpocket me or drag me into a dirty tavern or public house, which this area was lousy with. And that was strange. During the day, this street seemed very respectable and even pleasant to a certain degree. Nighttime changed everything.

A little while later, I finally realized what Brown was doing. He was gathering information about bets for the next series of fights. For the most part, everyone wanted to know about Livid's upcoming fight with some champion from a neighboring duchy. Everyone was excitedly placing bets on their favorite. The Blood Werewolf.

Stopping next to a stall selling dried fish, I watched from an angle as five men argued over his upcoming victory.

Suddenly, I felt a light touch to my elbow.

Turning my head, I saw next to me a twenty-five-year-old woman. A deep neckline, dark hair up in a high ponytail, and a flattering smile on her pretty face.

"Would you like to place a bet, young sir?" she cooed out enticingly.

"No, ma'am," I chuckled. "I'm not interested."

The courtesan's smile grew even broader and more enticing.

"What, don't you want easy money?" She asked and pressed up against my hand.

"I've heard it said that easy money is quick to go."

"Are you a philosopher, young sir?" her thin brows shot up cutely. She then pressed up closer.

"Not at all, miss." I chuckled, gently freeing my hand from her tenacious grasp and taking a step toward the receding Brown. "What kind of a philosopher would I make?"

"Then what's the matter?" she asked, puffing her lips out falsely. My step back and preparation to leave had clearly disappointed her.

I chuckled and decided to have some fun before I left.

Taking a smooth step forward, I got right up close to her and, bowing down, whispered into her ear:

"What it really comes down to, milady, is that I see no point in putting money on a dead man..."

When I had walked away, the smile on her face had slightly faded, a look of incomprehension and worry taking its place.

Either it was a consequence of the fight, or just an unexpected youthful outburst, but in my mischievousness, I decided to take it a step further. I activated canopy of invisibility and said mockingly:

"Take heed of my words, milady."

The girl shuddered and, with a muted squeal, stepped back. Even through the artificial blush on her cheeks, I could tell she went pale.

Dodging a few passers by stepping confidently toward me, I quickly ducked down an alleyway where Brown had turned a minute earlier.

Unlike the main street, it was dark but, based on how confidently Brown was walking, he knew his route like the back of his hand. Even with my night vision, I wasn't walking as confidently as him.

Here and there, locals flickered past like dark shadows. A few times Brown stopped to exchange a couple words with one.

Finally, the alley came to an end and we turned into a dirty, empty archway. A great place to exact my revenge. In fact, I could have finished Brown off right there on the main street, but I wanted him to know what he was dying for. I wanted to look into his eyes when he was sentenced for his crimes.

Dragonfly appeared in my right hand. A few silent footsteps and I was practically touching my victim.

I felt no antagonism or pity. At that moment, I felt I was entitled to take revenge for my friends. And although Brown was only doing someone else's bidding, he still had to die. He made his choice when he threw Crum down the hole. Now accountability had caught up to him.

I wanted to grab the big guy by the shoulder and turn him to face me when I suddenly heard the creak of a door opening a few steps away.

I clenched my teeth. I need to hurry.

From the gap in the wall, a dim light pierced into the darkness of the archway, and a moment later I heard a high-pitched child's voice:

"Daddy! You're back!"

I froze dead in my tracks. In the doorway was standing a young gaunt little girl of six years holding an oil lamp and giving a happy smile.

"Nika!" Brown said with tenderness and care. "What are you doing here? Why aren't you asleep?"

"I was waiting for you," she knit her brows and rubbed her right eye with her little fist. "For some reason, I had a feeling I should stay up to open the door for you tonight."

"Look at you!" The big guy muttered. "She had a feeling..."

"Nika!" Now came a woman's voice. "How did you get here? You were asleep in bed! What a little scamp you're growing into."

"Brother isn't sleeping, either!" the tyke started defending herself. "He's waiting up for dad, too! Why can he do it if I can't?"

"What do you think you're doing acting all bossy?" The woman finally showed herself. She was short and thin, but tough. The girl clearly took after her mother.

The woman wanted to grab her daughter by the hand, but she got out ahead and dashed into her father's embrace.

I was standing behind Brown, afraid to breathe too loud. All my righteous fury had gone up in steam.

The gods are on your side, Brown... Your daughter saved your life tonight. I am not the same as you. I do not leave children fatherless... Stay alive, creep!

Looking over the happy family as they went back inside, I breathed a soundless sigh and turned to leave. But right when I was about to take my first step, I heard another voice. It was coming from somewhere deep in the house, but thanks to my enhanced hearing, I could make it out clearly.

The voice was painfully familiar. I felt a tingle run down my spine. Impossible!

Still not believing it, I was pulled after Brown's family like a moth to a flame. Gracefully slipping past the people piled up in the entryway, who were utterly unsuspecting of my presence, I went further into the house where I'd heard the familiar voice.

With quiet footsteps, stealthily, as if afraid to spook the fleeting vision, I walked through the entryway into a small corridor. I could no longer hear the voice, but I knew exactly where to go.

There was a dim light flooding into the corridor through a crack in the door.

My heart aflutter, I stepped through the doorframe and found myself in a little room. Despite the meagre circumstances, it was a clean and tidy place.

I took a look around. There were a few chairs in the middle of the room. A small chest of drawers at the window. At the far wall next to the chest there was a narrow bed with a small nightstand holding an oil lamp near the headboard.

And there he was, lying in the bed covered by a thick blanket. Through tears, I stared into his familiar facial features, unable to believe my eyes. Pale. Gaunt. Thin little arms. Dainty shoulders. He hadn't changed much on the outside, but still it was him.

Crum... Crum! A lump in my throat stopped me from saying my friend's name out loud. Is it really you?!

My heart was about to jump out of my chest. I could feel hot tears streaming down my cheeks. It was as if someone had hit me in the gut full force with a sledgehammer.

Alive... You're alive...

Leaning my back against the wall, I slowly slid down to the floor. My legs refused to hold me. Covering my face with my hands, I started crying silently. I did not think this would happen. I felt like a lost little piece of my soul was back in place. But why is my heart in such pain? Shouldn't I be happy?

An instant later, the little girl flew past me like a whirlwind. In the blink of an eye, she jumped up onto Crum's bed and kissed him on his pale cheek.

"Brother!" she shrieked happily. "Daddy's back!"

Crum meanwhile didn't budge, but a smile appeared on his sunken face.

After her, Brown and his wife entered the room.

Crum stayed on his back, just turned his head slightly to face them.

"Well, did you find out about the bets on Livid?" I heard my friend's voice again and smiled through tears. It's definitely him. In spite of everything that's happened, he's just as feisty and economically minded as ever.

Brown nodded and crouched down on a stool next to the bed.

"Everyone is saying different things," he answered wearily. "But the werewolf is the favorite."

"I told you," Crum chuckled. "It's hard for me to imagine who could defeat that brute."

As they spoke, the woman leaned down over Crum's bed and adjusted his pillow and blanket with care. My friend stayed still, not moving a muscle. The lump in my throat snowballed.

I was like a speechless ghost, having accidentally wandered into the house, alternating between staring into the peoples' faces and trying to figure out what was going on.

"Any other news?" asked Crum, thanking the woman for her concern with a smile.

"Bardan had a reception today," Brown replied, stretching his legs. "I heard there was supposed to be some highly ranked mage there."

Crum snorted.

"In honor of the mage, Bardan probably felt generous enough to let Livid kill one of his little beasties for the guests' amusement."

"I'm sure the werewolf will be back in shape for the selection fights anyway," Brown said.

"So let's bet on him," said Crum and stared at the ceiling. "Ah, if only we could have seen the Duke's champion in action... You really couldn't find anything out about him?"

"Nothing definite," Brown shrugged.

"Livid will definitely win!" The girl exclaimed, raising a little fist in the air.

"Y'know, Nika has never been wrong before!" Crum winked cheerily at her.

Brown looked at her, too and a warm smile appeared on his bearded face.

While I listened to their conversation, I slowly came to my senses. Honestly, my heart was still pounding out a furious rhythm. This was too much distress for one day, even for me.

A deep breath in. And a breath out. Time to speak up.

Standing to my feet, I deactivated canopy and said:

"Alas, but you will not be able to bet on Livid."

I must give Brown his due. He reacted fairly quickly. He had just been sitting relaxed with his feet up, and now he was standing in front of his wife, daughter and Crum. I then was ready to jump, brandishing a curved dagger.

"Who are you?" he asked with an icy voice. "What do you want from us?"

I tilted my head slightly to the side and, squinting, said:

"As a matter of fact, I came here to take your life."

I heard a squeak of fear behind Brown's back.

The big guy took me by surprise again. He was in no rush to attack. Seemingly, for the first time I was up against someone who perceived me as a serious threat.

From beneath his black eyebrows, he sized me up with his dark eyes.

"Did someone hire you?"

"No, I came of my own free will."

"Then what need have you for my life?"

"I no longer have any," I responded and nodded toward the girl: "Your daughter saved you when she came out to greet you."

Brown shuddered. I saw understanding in his eyes. He had clearly guessed that I had been behind him all that time.

"I still don't get it," he rasped out. "I don't know you, but you came to kill me..."

"You're mistaken," I interrupted him. "You do know me. You're the last member of Livid's gang I have yet to kill. I killed Frodi and the other three last week. I took care of Livid an hour ago. You're the only one left..."

Upon hearing of Livid's death, Brown tensed up. His face went pale. He no longer tried to ask why there was a killer in his home. He clearly realized that vengeance would come for those like him sooner or later. Now, despite what I had said, he was preparing to make his life come at a high cost and trying to save his family.

"You aren't gonna ask?" I wondered. "Then I'll have to remind you. One year ago, a weak young boy was sold into peonage to pay off his parents' debt. But he wasn't just sent to any old place. He was sent to work the mines of the Crooked Mountains. The kid was lost and scared, but a few nice fellows helped him out and he survived. He even found a job to do. To tell the truth, he did have to give everything he earned to the fellows and their boss. But then the kid found a strong side to his freakish nature. And after that, he made a friend, and the two of them cooked up plans to make it far in life. But the boss didn't like that. He killed the only man who stood in children's defense, then ordered the boy's friend thrown down a hole."

The more I said, the more Brown's face changed. His right hand, which was clutching the dagger, started to slowly come down. I saw sadness and regret in his dark eyes.

"Then the kid was stuck in the caverns as bait for a giant beast. And on that day, that kid died, and I was born. Over the last year, I've been through my fair share of trials, but I managed. All that time, I was holding onto the dream of coming back and taking revenge on those who killed my friends. And now here I am. I came for the man who threw my friend down a hole. But when I saw your little daughter, I realized I could not take your life..."

I wanted to add something more, but I was stopped by Crum's rasping voice:

"Rick! Is that you?!"
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AFTER BROWN REALIZED the danger had passed, he whisked up his wife and daughter and dragged them out of the room. When the door closed behind them, I walked up to Crum's bed and slowly sat down on a stool next to it.

For some time, we looked at one another in silence. Up close, Crum looked even worse. Sunken eyes. Pale lips. A thin neck. He hadn't moved a muscle all that time. His body was laid out on the bed like it was made of stone. The only thing he could do was move his head slowly.

I clenched my fists tight, nails digging painfully into my palms. I could feel my heart filling with fury and rage. It was very hard for me to see him like that. I struggled to keep my composure.

Crum broke the silence.

"Rick, is it really you?" he asked excitedly.

"Have I changed that much?"

"Have you ever!" his pale lips stretched out into a smile. "It's like you're five years older. If I saw you in a crowd, I'd never recognize you."

I chuckled.

"I've had a pretty busy year..."

"That's for sure..."

"You're alive..." I sighed. "All this time, I thought you died that day..."

A lump came up my throat again.

"I didn't see what happened myself," Crum said. "If you remember, I was unconscious. Brown told me everything after. Everything I just heard from you is yet more proof that he was telling the truth. Both about Happy's death, and my fall down that hole."

"But how did you survive?"

"Brown had tried to climb down into the Maw of the Demon before. He knew where the ledges were. He said he threw me onto the highest one. But on that day the gusts of wind were too strong, so my body was carried a bit further down... I ended up falling on some sharp stones, which as you can see was pretty devastating. Now I have no control over my own body..."

I exhaled angrily.

Crum's brows crept up in surprise ― he must have been scared by my facial expression. With a fearful glance toward the door Brown was behind with his family, Crum hurried to distract me from my angry thoughts:

"Rick, don't be mad at him. He's a good man. He saved my life! That night, he climbed down into the Maw of the Demon to get me, then he brought me to Kril's house. You saw his wife and daughter. He couldn't openly defy Livid like Happy did. He had something to lose. He had to survive so he could go back to his family."

Seeing that I was slowly calming down, Crum continued:

"When I woke up, I told Brown where to find our hiding spots."

"In the caverns, I saw messages that they had been looted. So it was Brown..."

"Yes," Crum confirmed. "Thanks to those tablets and esses, Brown was able to buy his freedom. We left the mining settlement half a year ago along with Kril and his family. By then, Bardan had already taken Livid away. At first, we were hoping healers could help me but alas, nothing has worked. We've just been wasting money."

I nodded understandingly. I know as well as anyone that healers are not all powerful. Healing such damage requires a bottomless pit of mana and time. And even still, there's no way to be sure it'll work. It all depends on the mage's spells, level and magic supply.

Meanwhile, Crum continued.

"But we didn't lose hope. After all, there are healers and then there are healers. But there’s one thing they have in common. They’re all big fans of gold. And so I came up with a plan for how we could pay."

I chuckled.

"Up to your same old tricks. I'll never forget when you turned two esses into a bag of supplies."

Crum chuckled back. A barely visible blush appeared on his sunken cheeks.

"Good times! We ate a bellyful that day!"

"You're telling me!" I smiled. "I'm curious what your plan is this time."

"It's actually all very simple," Crum replied. "We were shadowing Livid."

"What do you mean?" I asked in surprise.

If Crum could have, he would have crossed his arms on his chest like a businessman. But now he just had his lower lip stuck out in self-satisfaction.

"Livid took part in selection fights before coming to Kerlin in a few different cities. We just went where he went and bet that he would win. As you understand, we were earning pretty good money... After all, we knew perfectly well what Bardan's prize dog could do. By the way, are you sure he's dead?"

After saying that, Crum looked at me searchingly.

As if apologizing, I shrugged my shoulders.

"Alas, buddy. At Bardan's reception I killed Livid with my own two hands. And I beg your apologies for ruining your plans..."

Crum squinted at my hands in disbelief. The look in his eyes bore eloquent witness to the fact that my hands were clearly smaller than the werewolf's big huge paws.

"Don't get me wrong, Rick..." he started.

"Don't you believe me?" I shot him a cunning glance.

"To be honest, I’m having a hard time believing it... But sure... Let's say you did. Let's say that by some fantastic means, you were able to defeat a level forty-five beast. How did you get out of there alive? I'm sure Bardan wouldn't have been too happy to see his champion dead."

"Ahem, yeah," I snorted. "You should have seen the look on his face."

Crum frowned.

"And he just let you leave?"

"Of course," I shrugged. "I can't possibly imagine how he could have stopped me."

The look of confusion on Crum's face amused me.

"Listen," he suddenly remembered. "But Brown said some bigwig mage was supposed to be at the reception! What about that?"

"It’s true," I nodded. "Hysson, a magister of the Order of Mages, was there too."

Crum's brows crept upward. I had a hard time holding back a smile.

"Are you saying a magister of the Order couldn't stop you either?" he squinted.

"He tried to," I answered honestly. "So I had no choice but to kill him. After that, I killed the five Executioners that were with him, too."

The glow on Crum's cheeks instantly vanished. I saw fear and disbelief in his eyes. I don't blame him. Just a year ago, I myself was afraid to even think about the death of a magister of the Order of Mages. Much less their Executioners.

Crum's voice came back to him.

"Rick, is this some kind of joke?" he asked, shifting to a whisper. "You know you could lose your head for stuff like that."

"These are no jokes," I snorted. "And by the way, just so you know, the rumors of the Order of Mages' might are significantly exaggerated."

The battle raging in Crum’s head was now written on his face.

"So you're saying," he started. "That approximately an hour ago, you were able to kill Livid all by yourself, then take down a magister of the Order of Mages and five of his Executioners? Am I missing anything?"

"That's exactly what I'm saying," I nodded and added: "But I have one little correction."

"Is that so?" Crum's right brow shot up mockingly. "I'm very curious."

I got up off the chair and looked around.

"This is of course a pretty small space," I muttered. "But it should be enough..."

Taking a few paces from wall to wall, I stroked my chin and moved the chair and table to the far wall just in case.

"What are you doing?" Crum was clearly unnerved.

"Making room," I answered.

"But what for?" he sputtered out.

"I want to show you my bro. He helped me take down the Executioners. Just don't get scared and scream. Okay?"

Crum nodded in silence and looked at me like a madman.

I then went back to his bed, sat down on the stool, and activated the summoning amulet.

I remembered how people reacted to Gorgie's sudden appearance before. Every time it was approximately the same. Shock, fear, confusion. Basically, despite my warning, Crum’s reaction fit the mold.

When my big huge scaled monster materialized out of thin air in the middle of the room, the kid gave a muffled squeak and quickly squinted his eyes.

The room suddenly felt cramped.

"Buddy," I said reassuringly. "Don't be afraid. You can open your eyes. He won't hurt you."

It took some time for Crum to catch his breath but then, after getting his fear under control, he slowly opened his right eye. And just then, the broad fanged snout was practically an outstretched arm away and looming over him.

I must give the boy his due. He didn't close his eyes again.

"Here's who I wanted you to meet," I said with a smile. "Crum, this is Gorgie. Gorgie, this is Crum."

"Hrn?" the harn asked in surprise.

"Yes, yes. Brother," I nodded. "This is the guy I've told you so much about. Can you believe it? He's been alive all this time!"

Gorgie, sensing my mood, groaned out loudly then licked the face of the thunderstruck Crum.

"H-he's i-intelligent?" the kid got up the courage to ask.

I chuckled. I knew the fear would quickly give way to curiosity. That's just how Crum is.

"Yes," I answered. "Just one point of Mind, but he's smarter than many so-called intelligent creatures."

For a few seconds, Crum watched patiently as the harn sniffed him from head to toe, then turned my way and asked:

"W-who are you, Rick?"

Stroking the back of my head in thought, I said:

"It's a long story. A lot has happened to me over the last year."

For the next hour, I told Crum everything about my journeys, hiding nothing. The caverns of the Crooked Mountains, Stonetown, the Wastes, the Dark Continent, the Otherworld, the Labyrinth of Fright and the upcoming war.

Crum listened without a single interruption, his mouth gaping wide. When I finished, I was pelted with questions, all of which I answered patiently. He was curious about every aspect. Especially my tales about the primordials. After all, as far as any Tarian was concerned, those creatures were the stuff of legends.

The time just flew by. After a few hours, the questions trailed off but, knowing Crum's inquiring mind, I suspected that would be a temporary state of affairs.

"So that means," he couldn't resist a clarification. "You're basically the owner of a huge amount of land, including properties in every kingdom?"

"You got me there," I chuckled.

"What do you mean?" Crum asked in surprise.

"Before you 'came back from the dead,' I had already hatched a plan to get all the Order's property back under our control. I've already got a crafty little gnome preparing energetically for the trials. But there's one catch. The locals won't be happy to see nonhumans in all those places. To take a simple example: our shared homeland of Taria. I am not a big fan of how our fellow countrymen treat other races but changing that reality will be a long journey. And that is why I need people like you. I understand that you're young, but you're smart and you have business acumen."

"What scheme have you cooked up now?" Crum asked.

"I'm planning to turn the Crooked Mountains and the surrounding lands into a rich area with your help!"

"Why do you need that useless shithole for?" Crum asked in surprise. "If you're hoping to find copper veins, I'm sorry to say but you're in for a disappointment. The mines are on their last legs..."

"Here's the thing," I said, scratching my head. "Before I continue, I want to ask you a question. What do you know about kobolds?"

"The fairytale creatures that guard underground treasures?" Crum frowned, then his brows crept upward.

"So you're saying..."

"Yes," I interrupted him. "I have the opportunity to resettle a whole tribe of kobolds in the Crooked Mountains. I'm sure they'll be able to find something of value."

Crum spent a little while digesting the flood of new information. Based on his smiling face and the glow on his cheeks, he liked what he'd just heard. But after that, he snapped back to reality and a shadow crossed his face.

"Rick, thanks for the compliments," he started sadly. "For a brief moment, you let me feel like a normal kid again. It means a lot. But alas, I cannot help. Look at me... How can I control anything if I'm not even in control of my own body?"

"Oh, my friend," I waved it off calmly. "If that's all there is, I don't see a problem."

Getting back up off the stool, I recalled Gorgie so I wouldn't shock the others and walked over to the door.

When it was open, I called Brown over.

When he appeared in the corridor, I said:

"Get ready. Very soon he will need lots of food to get him back in shape."

Brown pleasantly surprised me again. He figured it all out before I was even done talking. And when I saw the delight in his eyes, I yet again thanked the gods for sending the little girl out to meet her father.

"What scheme have you cooked up now?" Crum asked when I walked back to his bed. In his voice I heard apprehension and another thing ― hope.

"Remember how I told you about the Black Widow?" I asked, taking a little bottle from my backpack and showing it to the kid. "This is her blood. We can get your body back under your control using this elixir."

We had two hours left before sunrise. I was standing on top of a tall hill and looking at the walls of Kerlin by night. Very soon, this city would be buzzing with the news of the champion of Orchus' death along with those of the magister and his henchmen. It was not likely the mages could keep this under wraps. There had been too many witnesses. It would be nice if news of my "deeds" reached the King of Taria's ears. I want him to know that there is someone in this world who can stand up to the Order of Mages.

Staring into the lights of the city, I smiled. Now we are safe. The Steel King, seemingly without suspecting it himself, had lost his only lever of influence on me. He made a massive error when he handed the gremlin off to the magister. I had been underestimated again. The Steel King clearly couldn't even imagine that I would be so concerned with the fate of "some little nonhuman." I was actually happy about that. If he knew what Mee truly meant to me, I'd most likely have had to make an ill-advised tradeoff. I didn't even want to think about it...

I filled my lungs with fresh, cool air in satisfaction and breathed out loudly. This night really was full of surprises.

Crum is alive! And after my healing, he is also in great health. Remembering his happy face when he got up out of bed on his own and stood firmly on two legs, I smiled while my chest filled with pleasant warmth.

Crum stayed behind in Kerlin. He had lots to do. I was sure that very soon he would find a use for the twenty-thousand gold I had left him. Beyond that, I provided him with a gold tablet of Intellect and fifty silvers. I couldn't spare anymore because I still had to power up my two new pets. Beyond money and tablets, I had also given Crum a generous portion of Hunter potions and spheres. Basically, I left my 'reborn' friend with a calm heart. We would meet again very soon.

With a final look at the sleeping city, I started down the hill with a sense of fulfillment.

Once on the road where Midori's carriage had been driving for the last few hours, I activated my invisibility canopy and avatar of chaos. After that, Gorgie and I chased one another down the road.

* * *
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"SIR SUPREME MAGISTER, her Majesty awaits!"

Gallia Longbraid's personal secretary was badly shaken up. He was also clearly none too happy to see me. I even noticed him give a sigh of relief when he saw me entering the Queen's reception chamber.

I then, on the contrary, was angered and annoyed. The thing was that when we made it back to Foreston, I had a letter waiting from Gallia asking me to pay an urgent visit to the gnomish capital. The letter did not indicate a reason but, based on the style, it was a pressing matter.

That meant that, after my journey, I had to race headlong to answer the Queen's summons before I was even able to get a proper rest. I couldn't even say goodbye to Midori.

Murk, understanding that I was pressed for time, didn't load me down with problems, but I could see he had lots he wanted to tell me.

I took the happy foxmaidens with me, as well as Mee who was slightly losing his mind with everything that was happening. We crossed through the portal into the castle to find that the Queen's carriage had been awaiting me for a few days already.

Basically, while following the secretary, I was in a bad mood and very greatly hoping this was not some mere whim of the Queen.

"Finally!" was how Gallia greeted me when I stepped through the door into her reception chamber.

Based on her pale and alarmed face, something serious had taken place. I asked her about it right away.

"You and I need to go down below right now," the Queen told me and added pointedly: "We need to visit you know who..."

"Can you tell me what's going on?" I asked on the fly, following the highly alarmed gnome.

"Something strange is going on with the Forge of the True Flame," she answered quickly.

"What do you mean?" I frowned.

this was the last thing I needed.

"I don't know yet," the Queen shrugged. "A few days ago, the supply stopped receiving mana from the Forge. And yesterday, the mages assigned to mind it told me that the supply lost a few thousand mana out of nowhere. It isn't critical yet, but I am scared."

"Have you gone down to see the old man?" I asked, alarmed.

"Yes, a few days ago," Gallia answered. "But he didn't show. And that was right when I sent a letter to you."

"Odd," I snorted. "He only said to come back in a month, but it hasn’t been a month yet... What could it be?"

"That's what we're about to find out," the Queen answered.

When we made it to his cave, Gramner the Fourarmed was already waiting for us. He must have smelled us coming down...

"Ahh!" he exclaimed, skipping over any kind of greeting. "He shows his face! How long can you keep a fellow waiting?!"

Gallia and I traded surprised glances.

The old man meanwhile turned and scurried into the depths of his lair.

"Don't just stand there!" he barked at me over his shoulder. "Follow me. You have to take your hungry little babes right now!"
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IN THE MIDDLE OF the huge cave Gramner led me to, I saw a giant magic sphere. It was flowing with all the colors of the rainbow and, based on its smoky surface, did not have a hard shell.

The cave was quite an unpleasant place to be. It felt like there were thousands of hungry looks being shot at me. I felt all the hairs on my body stand on end.

"Well? Chilling isn't it?" Gramner quipped.

Either it was the annoyance of the last few days, or the old man's dismissive attitude simply got to me... At any rate, I got mad.

"Can you please tell me what's going on?!" I barked back.

Surprisingly, the Keeper of the Caverns reacted calmly to my outburst. He even chuckled. To tell the truth, I don't know how to take that. Either I amused him or on the contrary he had taken the menacing air in my voice into account.

"Do you possess true sight?" he asked unexpectedly. "Can you see mana streams?"

"Yes," I admitted reluctantly.

"Then use it to look at the Sphere," the kobold suggested.

I activated sixth sense and squeezed my eyes shut.

"You should have warned me!" I hissed angrily, covering my eyes with my hands.

When I used true sight, the cave was glowing with thousands of mana streams. The sphere looked like a star in the sky.

"It’s nothing," the old man chuckled. "You can bear it. As I'm sure you've realized by now, before you is the Forge of the True Flame!"

Rubbing my eyes, I was finally able to open them somewhat.

"I thought it would be warmer here," I spat out the first thing that came into my head.

And why not? It was after all a forge. But it was actually rather chilly. There was steam coming from my mouth.

"It used to be warmer," Gramner snapped back. "Before I put these two voracious brutes down here."

"Easy, old man," I wasn't even thinking of letting that go. "You agreed to it after all. So, what is going on then? Why did you summon me so early?"

Gramner grunted a bit and said:

"See for yourself."

I frowned. What a cantankerous old coot. I started admiring Gallia's patience, no longer surprised that she was so hesitant to come down and talk with him.

With a loud sigh, I tried to get myself under control. After that, I looked where Gramner nodded.

For some time, I gawked uncomprehendingly at the giant iridescent sphere which shuddered and pulsated periodically. But after a few minutes of observation I noticed that, after every pulse, mana flowed through the magic veins of the cave into the sphere. And a little while after that, I finally realized where the magic energy from the gnomish city's supply was going. The Forge of the True Flame was for some reason sucking mana in, even though it was supposed to be sending it the other direction.

"There, now you see!" Gramner exclaimed sharply, pointing at the sphere and making me shudder. He looked like a boy standing on the edge of a river that had just spotted a big fish swimming to the surface.

I looked closer. What was he seeing?

"There, again!" the old man shouted out, enthralled. "Did you see?!"

"Yes," I whispered, stunned. I even rubbed my eyes again.

There was a wave running over the surface of the water, and somewhere inside it flickered a big huge elongated shadow.

"What was that just now?" I burbled out.

"What do you mean?" Gramner asked in surprise. "It was your little beasties, may the Abyss take them..."

The last part he practically whispered, but I heard him.

"Are you saying that big huge beast is one of my whipsnakes?"

The shadow of the unknown creature truly was enormous. Even the Queen of the draks was smaller.

"You finally figured it out," Gramner muttered.

"I still don't understand," I said, nervously scratching my chest. "How could something like this hatch out of those little eggs?!"

"It's all down to the Forge's magic," the kobold responded. "It nurtures them with its power. They are not only growing in size. Their levels and figures are also getting higher. And they will keep getting higher until the sphere’s magic is sucked dry. Your whipsnakes are already approximately level thirty. And as you see, the sphere is already overwhelmed. It needs a boost. If you don't stop the process now, the city's supply will be destroyed, and the Forge of the True Flame will go out."

"So you're saying if we can provide the sphere with mana, the whipsnakes will continue to grow?" I asked pensively. I was deeply shaken by the prospects unfolding before me.

"What scheme have you cooked up now?" Gramner asked with suspicion in his voice.

"I could share mana with the forge."

"Doddering fool!" the old man snapped. "You know not what you say! The second you try to feed it your mana, the forge will suck everything out of you like a hungry vampire falling upon a little mouse."

"Then what should I do?"

"Get these voracious brutes out of my forge!" Gramner snarled in annoyance.

The old man's fearsome growl rolled through the cave from end to end, then shot upward. And just then, the huge iridescent sphere shuddered and a slightly flattened snake head the size of a small cart poked out of its belly. The monster's scales were a coal black shade. I could see golden spots in a few places. The monster drew in air loudly through its narrow nostrils, then flicked out its long split-tipped tongue. It must have been curious about the sound in the cave.

Over the next instant, its yellow snake eyes stopped on Gramner. A loud menacing hiss emanated from its toothy maw. But as it turned out, that was not all.

Next to the black snake head appeared another. Red scales with the same streaks, a narrow maw packed full of sharp teeth ― this snake was slightly smaller than the first. But clearly no less dangerous.

Now the two brutes were practically boring into the kobold with their eyes as he got ready for a fight.

I didn’t breathe the whole time, scared to even move.

"What should I do?" I asked perplexedly.

"I have upheld my end of the bargain!" Gramner spat out hurriedly. "Now it's your turn!"

As soon as he said that, a system notification came before my eyes:

― Attention! You have completed a Primordial’s mission!

― Your reward:

― Unique pet summoning amulet "Anthracite Snake."

― Unique pet summoning amulet "Spark Snake."

I wasn't even able to properly read the message before the giant snakes lunged out to attack. Thanks to habits I'd built up over the last year, my reaction was instantaneous.

— Would you like to recall your pet?

— Expends 200 mana points.

— Would you like to recall your pet?

— Expends 200 mana points.

Yes!

After the Great System took its tribute of four hundred mana points, the snakes dissolved into thin air. The system then delighted me with a new message.

— Attention! The Higher Powers have taken note of your accomplishment! In an astonishing act of valor, you were able to tame two unique pets at once! You'll never find more loyal friends than this pair!

— Congratulations! You receive:

— Experience essence (500000).

— Diamond tablet (20).

— Iridescent tablet "Cohesion with Pet."

For the next few seconds, Gramner and I stared at one another in silence. After that, as if on cue, we turned our heads toward the Forge at the same time. The situation there changed before our very eyes. The mana inflow stopped. Magic energy started to gradually form all on its own, filling the sphere's internal supply.

The old man was not lying. The temperature in the cave started to rise straight away.

"We did it," Gramner sighed in relief.

"I'm happy to hear," I said.

My voice made the kobold shudder. He turned his head toward me and growled out:

"You still here?! Get out!"

After that, not waiting for me to respond and having lost all interest in me, he headed toward the sphere. Meanwhile, he muttered something reassuring to himself.

I didn't have to be asked twice. I just about ran out of the cave. My intuition was practically screaming that I needed to get as far from this place as possible right away.

* * *
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AFTER A LONG CONVERSATION with Gallia, I was sent off gracefully with an order to come back as soon as I had figured out my new pets.

I didn't go back to the castle that night. I booked the same room in the same hotel as last time. I was getting the impression that the room was permanently reserved for me.

I waited for my foxmaidens to go to their respective rooms and for Mee, who was overwhelmed by all the new experiences, to fall asleep on my bed, then finally started looking through loot. And I had gotten so much recently.

But first the new pets...

Gramner was right. Both whipsnakes had hit level thirty. When I first opened their characteristics, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Anthracite Whipsnake.

― Name: Not chosen.

― Level: 30 (0/496000).

― Status: Loyalty to master (permanent).

― Mind: 1/1.

― Strength: 1191/1200.

― Agility: 1189/1200.

― Intuition: 78/90.

― Wisdom: 167/180.

― Animal instinct: 171/180.

― Speed: 1183/1200.

― Flexibility: 1196/1200.

― Intellect: 900/900.

― Health: 900/900.

― Endurance: 900/900.

― Mana supply:9500/9500.

― Life supply: 9500/9500.

― Energy supply: 9500/9500.

― Anthracite scales: 1200/1200.

― Defense: 12000/12000.

― Regeneration: 240/240.

― Bite: 300/300.

― Tail whip: 600/600.

As it turned out, the whipsnakes' level-based characteristic ceilings were three times higher than the harn’s, and in some places even higher.

My heart beat out a feverish rhythm in my chest. Oh what a marvelous sight ― the forge of the true flame! Too bad the old kobold would most likely never let me get so close to the sphere again. I also suspected that, without the Woodwose's assignment, such a trick would have hardly been possible. It was a truly unique occurrence! And unique pets! With unique spells! By the way, speaking of that...

Each whipsnake had two magical abilities. The anthracite snake had fire magic, while the sparkling one used lightning. And for the record, it turned out the latter was a female.

When the system suggested I give her a name, I didn't have to think for long.

"You can be Sparky," I whispered, rubbing her summoning amulet.

After that, glancing at the black amulet, I added:

"And you I'll call Coal."

Beyond their bites and tail whips, my snakes had two kinds of magic attacks. Based on the description, Coal's scales would get red hot in close combat, while lightning would run down Sparky's body.

As for long-distance spells, the anthracite whipsnake could spit wads of flame, while the spark snake had balls of lightning.

To stop myself from reading more, I closed my eyes. My lips spread into a happy smile. My hands were just itching to see what they could do. I chuckled. If I had to be careful picking a spot to summon Gorgie, what could be said about these giants? Well done, Woodwose! What a favor you did me!

Who could have thought it would turn out like this?

Getting myself in hand, I finally settled down and put away the amulets despite myself.

On to the tablets. I'll start with the last one. After a bit of thought, I placed ten points into Mind, raising it to fifty-nine.

"And now the spell..."

— Cohesion with pet.

— Level: Has no level.

— Type: Passive magic ability.

— Rarity: Legendary.

— Description:

— This passive magical ability allows its user to share part of their soul with their pets.

— Effect:

— All pets receive one characteristic from their master (characteristic level identical to master's).

— Requirements:

— Intellect — 10.

― Note:

― Bear in mind! Characteristics can be chosen only once!

Where have you been?!

When the Great System asked what characteristic I wanted to choose, I chose Will without a second thought. Now try taking control of even one of them! I even shook my fist at unseen enemies. To be frank, when I saw the whipsnakes' characteristics, the first thing I considered was the possibility my enemies might take control of my new monsters. We'd all be getting more than we bargained for then. The immobilization trick I used on Gorgie in the battle with the blackblood patriarch was not likely to work on the snakes.

Rubbing my hands together, I opened my backpack.

After all my adventures, not counting gold and diamond tablets, I had no less than around two thousand five hundred silvers, which I had been judiciously saving up for this very occasion. After all, I did not know exactly how the Forge of the True Flame would work.

For the record, after the fight in Bardan's house, the Great System didn't give me a single iridescent tablet. The unknown higher powers must have been getting more finicky. On the other hand, I don't blame them. The thing is that after our fight, I saw the levels of the Executioners and magister in the victory messages. Much to my surprise, the highest level among them was the butcher who tried to sneak up behind me using the invisibility spell. Forty. That meant that Livid was the highest-level opponent I squared off against that evening.

But alas, I didn't get an iridescent. The system did gift me two gold tablets with skills and spells though. The first I got for Livid. It was an accelerated regeneration ability. The second came for defeating the last Executioner. It was the burst move the mage had used to just about take me down.

Beyond tablets and esses, I made a decent harvest from the mages' corpses. Six ephemeral belts, fifteen large mana crystals, and a few rings and amulets. Like before, I would give the jewelry to the foxfolk.

I wanted to start spending the tablets, but I was distracted by a quiet but insistent knock at the door.

I wondered what visitor the night had brought me.

I turned my head toward the bed where Mee was sleeping and immediately saw his big-eared head.

"I'm not asleep," he whispered.

"Good," I responded, also in a whisper.

Outside, I discovered a curious scene. Two gnomes kneeling with my bodyguards looming behind their backs. And they were holding their blades to the necks of the mortally terrified pipsqueaks.

"Madi!" I exclaimed with a smile. "My friend, what brings you to my door at such an hour?"

And I added to the foxmaidens:

"Let them go. You can rest."

The sisters nodded in perfect timing and went back to their rooms.

When the gnomes, wheezing and muttering something to themselves, got up off their knees, I invited my guests into my room, saying:

"I hope you can forgive my wards' zeal."

Despite the less than pleasant situation, Madi suddenly said:

"It's not a problem, Sir Magister. I'm actually glad to see you have such swift fighters protecting you. I must say, they had me subdued before I even got up to the door. But I repeat, their swiftness makes me glad. The stronger your bodyguards, the better off my client."

"Madi, my friend, your wisdom is striking as always," I smiled, pointing my guests to a pair of wide armchairs.

Madi just waved, but by the look in his eyes I could tell he was pleased by the praise.

When the gnomes had taken their seats, Madi got straight to business. He nodded at the gnome sitting next to him.

"I'm sure you remember my cousin."

"Of course," I nodded at the bearded gnome. "Haldaf Gredoren, if memory serves. You and I once made a fruitful trade. Isn't that right?"

"Sir Magister," the trader smiled. "You have an astonishing memory! And yes, the deal we made was indeed profitable."

"I'll get straight to business," said Madi. "The merger with several offices was a success. By tomorrow, your representatives will be sent out to the various Kingdoms to begin the process of getting back all your Order's holdings."

"How did things go at the banks?" I asked.

The gnomes both laughed.

"Oh, you should have seen their faces!" Madi guffawed and took a big fat purse from his bag. "There is two hundred thousand gold here as requested. The rest of the money we left in your accounts. The managers breathed a sigh of relief. But that's just for now. You earned a good bit of money over there. And that's only in local banks. I'm afraid to even imagine what we might find in other kingdoms. If we had more time, perhaps we could avoid going to war altogether. We could simply drive all these kinglets and princelings bankrupt. I'd like to see them try and go to war without money."

"Well, is there anything we can do regardless?" I chuckled.

Identical smiles appeared on both of the gnomes’ bearded faces. It was the exact same kind of smile a cat gives upon seeing a saucer of cream.

I must have been smiling exactly the same way. Let the Order of Mages try and buy off aristocrats while I have my own small army of gnomes hard at work. The Order of Monster Hunters has too many people in its debt after all those centuries. And now these guys will try to do everything they can to put our enemies’ financial stability on shaky ground.

"But that isn't all," Madi said. "Listen to my cousin. The things he dug up are very important. I don't even know how to react. At first, we wanted to take it to the Queen. But you must realize that those like us cannot simply walk into her palace."

"I understand completely," I nodded. "I'm listening."

After Madi's nod of approval, Haldaf cleared his throat and started to speak.

"After the deal we made together, Sir Magister, I had to do some travelling around the world to sell off all the artifacts I bought from you. And among other places, that took me to Fradia. Not far from where the orcish horde passed."

"What do you mean passed?" I asked in surprise. "Did the orcs not stay on the lands they conquered?"

"No," the gnome shook his head. "There was a schism in the Horde’s ranks. The rebellious tribes started leaving the Alliance in short order to go back to the steppe."

I frowned. Looks like the portal opened as expected. But the gnome managed to catch me off guard.

"The thing is," he continued. "We started to hear rumors that a herd of necromorphs had appeared in the Wastes."

An icy chill ran down my spine.

The gnomes watched my reaction darkly. Based on the looks in their eyes, they really did not like my facial expression.

"Would you allow us to ask you a question?" Haldaf asked.

I nodded in silence.

"Have you ever heard of such a thing before? Don't get me wrong. This is not idle curiosity. We need to know so we can accurately assess the risk. In our line of work, such things are very important."

I took a heavy sigh. I think I can tell them. Very soon, such rumors will be filling all the taverns.

"The thing is," I began. "That a large flock of flying beasts appeared on the Dark Continent, gobbling up everything in sight. Based on their description, they’re creatures I’ve encountered before."

"Where?" Madi asked, nearly in a whisper.

"The Labyrinth of Fright," I responded and saw the two gnomes shudder. "It's hard to explain. While in the Labyrinth, it's like you are in a strange anomaly and..."

"We know about the Labyrinth of Fright and what happens inside it," Madi said. "What precise fragment of our world's history did you find yourself in?"

"I saw the Age of the Dead Wars with my own eyes," I responded. "The Queen and I suspect the necromancers were not wiped out."

A shadow crept across the gnomes' faces.

"Does that mean," Haldaf whispered out, stunned, "that we are on the brink of another war with the dead?"

"Alas," I shrugged. "But I have no consolation to give you."

It pained me to look at the gnomes. Their usual conception of the order of things in this world had just changed.

"The only thing you can be sure of," I continued. "Is that the Order of Monster Hunters will stand shoulder to shoulder with the gnomes to fight!"

Madi and Haldaf suddenly jumped out of their seats and gave a deep bow.

"For our part, we will do everything we can to lighten your load!" Madi said solemnly.

Haldaf then took a small satchel from his bag and dumped the contents out on the table.

At first, I couldn't tell what I was seeing, but then it hit me. On the tabletop lied a pile of different tablets. At least a thousand of them. Ranging from clay to gold.

"Sir Magister," I heard the trader. "Take this. It is but a small contribution toward our common victory."

I wanted to object, but he raised a hand to stop me.

"Very soon, we will have to meet our enemies on the battlefield. You and your warriors will be risking your lives for our sake. This is but a small contribution. Please, take it. And another thing..."

A little box appeared in his hand.

"I remember the first thing you asked for when I offered you my wares..."

"A temporary growth sphere," I chuckled. "Back then you said you'd never heard of such an artifact before."

The gnome chuckled.

"It was a blow to my professional pride. So I tried to make up for the gap in my knowledge. Here..."

After saying that, Haldaf opened the little box to reveal six familiar spheres within.

I lost the ability to speak for a moment.

"This is... This is..."

Seeing the expression of bafflement on my face, the gnomes smiled in satisfaction.

"I'm certain, Sir Magister," Haldaf said. "You can put them to good use."

When the visitors left my room, still impressed by what I had seen, I placed the unanticipated gifts back on the table and sat down in my seat.

Running my eyes over the mountain of tablets, I saw lots of interesting stuff, starting with herbalism and ending with swordsmanship. After that, I picked up the box containing the spheres and my lips spread out in a satisfied smile all on their own.

"Mister Haldaf, you needn't worry! I’m sure I will put your gift to good use...!"

––––––––
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