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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS SUMMONED to the queen’s office in the middle of the night. Based on the grim look on her personal secretary’s face, I would not be finding Gallia Longbraid in high spirits. 
 
      
 
    Once in the office, I was taken out onto the terrace where I saw the queen of the gnomes deep in thought. She was standing at the balustrade with her hands perched on the wide stone railing. Her eyes were fixed on the sleeping city below. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t react to my entrance in any way. But after her secretary had left, the ruler of all gnomes started softly: 
 
      
 
    “We’re alone now.” 
 
      
 
    “I assume the emperor’s messengers reached you?” 
 
      
 
    Gallia gave a nasty smirk. 
 
      
 
    “I still cannot understand why they call him an emperor. After all, he’s nothing but a puppet in the hands of Shitang and his magister buddies.” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged and said nothing. What was there to say? She was right. Even the most ignorant peasant from the most distant backwater knows that the true ruler of the Empire is the Order of Mages. 
 
      
 
    “What is his official position?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Now that was funny,” the queen snorted. “He says there is no war between the Empire and the gnomes. He called our conflict with Fradia a personal matter.” 
 
      
 
    “In other words, he doesn’t support the Steel King either?” 
 
      
 
    “Not officially, no,” Gallia shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “And unofficially?” 
 
      
 
    “Unofficially ― anyone who wishes to join the minor local conflict with the gnomes is free to take part as a mercenary.” 
 
      
 
    “A-ha,” I said, rubbing my chin. “Just a different angle on the same picture. Have all the players come forward?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost,” the queen nodded. “The northerners are sending five thousand troops, a hundred mages and forty ice giants.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    Darta… To be frank, I wasn’t expecting them to stand by the Steel King. After all, they were the most devastated region in the Age of the Dead Wars. 
 
      
 
    “All the history books have been rewritten. The truth has been forgotten. The real story is buried beneath a thick layer of lies and fabrications.” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    “What about the southerners?” 
 
      
 
    “The princes of Atria are sending three thousand riders. They will also be joined by around five thousand lizardfolk.” 
 
      
 
    “Iveria?” 
 
      
 
    “Two thousand swordsmen. The Western Isles won’t be sitting the conflict out, either.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the Dead Ocean is under enemy control,” I observed. 
 
      
 
    Gallia chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure those pirates jumped at the chance to join. They’d do nothing but pillage if they could. They by the way will be the ones transporting the enemy troops to our lands.” 
 
      
 
    “Any news from Taria?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. 
 
      
 
    “Your king has not yet said a thing,” the queen responded and hit me with a pensive gaze. She must have noticed my anxiety slipping through. “We did warn Stephane the Second about the fledgling conspiracy, but he didn’t react. Honestly though, it was implied that they had to their own problems to sort out.” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t seem likely… The ruler of my native Taria is known as, “the Soft,” for a reason. If the Order of Mages is on the case, we will very soon be hearing about his deposal. 
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Gallia said, tilting her head to the side. “I see no reason to help your king, either. Even if we can prevent Stephane the Second’s overthrow, he still won’t support us. And that’s despite his indignation after the shameful breaking of his son’s engagement.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you so sure?” I was sincerely surprised. 
 
      
 
    “We are gnomes,” the queen shrugged her shoulders significantly. “Nonhumans. Stephane the Second won’t go against his fellow humans for our sake.” 
 
      
 
    I was already preparing counterarguments, but Gallia’s words cooled my ardor. She was a thousand times correct. The Tarians would never go to war against the Dartans on the side of nonhumans. Especially gnomes who, to put it lightly, are not particularly beloved in either Taria or Darta. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, now that it’s come up…” Gallia started and stared intently into my eyes. “You may have to do battle against your own countrymen…” 
 
      
 
    She just trailed off and stood there, sizing me up with her gaze. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” I said thoughtfully. “You are not the first to ask me this question. Here is my response. It is not a simple situation, but I’ve already made my choice. If my countrymen choose the side of Darkness, I will always fight against them with no remorse or hesitation. But whether their choice will be conscious or not is a different question.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” the queen nodded and the look in her eyes warmed. “They may not exactly be aware who they are fighting for. And that little nuance gives us room to maneuver.” 
 
      
 
    For some time, we both sat in quiet contemplation. Gallia was first to break the silence. 
 
      
 
    “All told, we will be up against around twenty-five thousand soldiers just in mercenaries,” she said mutedly. “Add to that Fradia’s Steel Legions and the Order of Mages. And that will not be all… Your intel has partially checked out. Hordes of necromorphs have flooded onto the steppe. Do you believe the Steel King was working in concert with the Order of Mages from the start?” 
 
      
 
    “No way,” I quickly refuted that possibility. “I once had the chance to witness a conversation between the king and his captain. Beyond that, I journeyed in the Wastes for some time with two Fradian spies. They were tracking Order messengers and orcish shamans. The Horde incursion was Magister Shitang’s handiwork. It must have been a way for him to try and put pressure on Egbert.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that clears things up,” Gallia waved a hand and cringed in disgust. “In the end, the two rats struck up a friendship and formed an alliance, reinforcing it by getting their kids hitched. And the orcish shamans were left empty-handed. In fact, their warriors were used as food.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just what I said,” the queen responded. “The necromancers, nourished by the dark energy from the portal, have begun using the bodies of dead steppe dwellers to create their abominations.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a tingle run down my spine. I remembered that there were thousands of slaves there other than the orcs. By now, they had all probably been doomed to an afterlife as soulless monsters, subjugated to the will of vile warlocks. I clenched my teeth and fists. Gallia must have sensed my mood. Her hand set down on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” she said softly. “And most likely I will not be able to stop you. I want to tell you merely that you are not alone any longer. Before you go rushing into battle ― think everything through carefully and prepare yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Just a few months earlier, that would have been just what I needed to hear. But now she was talking to a different man. Thanks to my Will, I was in excellent control of my emotions. Even though my heart was overflowing with rage, I wasn’t going to rush headlong into a fight. And that was exactly why I had yet to go to the Stone Forest. I needed to prepare before setting off to close the cursed portal. 
 
      
 
    Most likely to distract me from the dismal thoughts, Gallia asked: 
 
      
 
    “How do things stand on the Dark Continent?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe the necromancers have reached there as well. There must be another dark portal somewhere in the mountains. How else could they get all the energy necessary to create those flying brutes?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” she nodded. “Are you prepared to repulse the attack?” 
 
      
 
    “The Heart of the Forest grows not by the day, but by the hour,” I responded. “And Foreston grows along with it. If the necromancers think they can attack us so easily, they have lots of surprises in store.” 
 
      
 
    “Not ‘if,’ but ‘when,’“ Gallia corrected me. “They’re sure to attack… It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, the queen fell silent. A shadow fell on her face. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh,” she sighed heavily. “I wish we had just a bit longer… I sense we’re in for a rough time… And that means, if not for you, I’d have been up against all these armies by myself. We had hope for the elves. After all, you did bring a heart of the forest… But they have chosen to sit this one out like they always do.” 
 
      
 
    “Not all of them,” I corrected her. 
 
      
 
    She just waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “A few thousand outcasts… Refugees, most of them women and children. They don’t count.” 
 
      
 
    “But it is something…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand,” she answered gloomily. “But not enough. Our clans can field around fourteen thousand troops. You’ll be bringing a thousand at most… You do understand after all that, in that case, we’ll have to bear the brunt of the onslaught? We have nowhere to turn for help. Fifteen thousand troops and two hundred mages are all we have.” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly,” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re referring to our personal abilities, then…” 
 
      
 
    “No, not that either.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Then explain.” 
 
      
 
    “Why haven’t you mentioned the Bronze Legion?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Gallia’s face unwrinkled and smile came on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “I see you wasted no time in Stenborg,” she said with notes of derision. “You’ve filled your head with ancient gnomish fairy tales…” 
 
      
 
    I responded with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I have. But are they just fairy tales?” 
 
      
 
    The gnome spent some time staring searchingly into my eyes. And then, clearly having made up her mind, she said with a deep sigh: 
 
      
 
    “No ― they are not just fairy tales.” 
 
      
 
    Then she fell silent. 
 
      
 
    “Could you tell me more?” I asked, adding a bit of pressure. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really want to know about that heap of useless scrap?” she asked in frustration. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that I’ve seen what the golems your craftsmen made can do. So why then is the Bronze Legion useless?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have anywhere to be,” I shrugged. “I won’t be getting any sleep tonight anyway. Since you’ve summoned me, tell me the story.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to tell,” she waved it off. “To sum it up, over the centuries, the golems’ inner workings have been eviscerated. All the crystals have disappeared. Only the shells and mechanisms remain.” 
 
      
 
    “A-hem,” I snorted. “And how many are there?” 
 
      
 
    “Three thousand lancers, two thousand swordfighters and a thousand archers.” 
 
      
 
    “Woah!” I exclaimed. “Six thousand golems! I’m scared to even imagine the kinds of things an army like that could do!” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said,” Gallia muttered out crossly. “That pile of scrap metal can’t do a thing anymore. It’s all thanks to my short-sighted relatives who sold off all the crystals like the two-bit hucksters they were…” 
 
      
 
    “What kinds of crystals do you need?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Three kinds: mana, life and energy. And to get ahead of your question, yes. It will take a lot of crystals.” 
 
      
 
    I spent some time in thought, which earned me a suspicious look from the gnome. 
 
      
 
    “Then here’s my question,” I finally made up my mind. “Let’s suppose we could find enough crystals to bring all your golems to life. What would be our next move?” 
 
      
 
    Gallia squinted and looked at me. 
 
      
 
    “What are you scheming about now?” 
 
      
 
    “First, answer my question.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” she relented. “Our next move would be to fill the golems’ hearts with power.” 
 
      
 
    “I assume we’d need Gramner’s help for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” the gnome nodded slowly. “The city’s supply will not do. We need power on a whole other order of magnitude.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess,” I smiled. “The Forge of the True Flame?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she responded and repeated her question: “So, what are you scheming about, Eric?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Well, by complete coincidence, I just so happen to have information on the location of the body of a guardian of the Lord of the Deep.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia latched into my shoulder with her right hand and whispered hopefully: 
 
      
 
    “You’re not joking, are you?!” 
 
      
 
    “Does it sound like it?” I winced. It felt like my shoulder was in a vice grip. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Rick,” she said, quickly pulling her hand back. “But how?! Actually, just a second… The matriarch?!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “So, you know where to find the body of the Stone Snake,” Gallia whispered, looking thoughtfully at a fixed point. 
 
      
 
    After that, sharply raising her head, she shot out: 
 
      
 
    “When do we leave?!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “We are not ready for the quest. And you are not coming with us.” 
 
      
 
    “But why not?!” she asked in surprise, but quickly guessed: “The matriarch does not wish to share her secret with me!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You are right.” 
 
      
 
    I mentally rubbed my hands together. It isn’t only the matriarch. Sure, we’re allies, but I don’t want her coming with, either. I am not planning to give away all my loot to the gnomes. Plus, this way, Gallia will have to repay me for all the crystals I bring in. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need lots of esses and tablets. I’m willing to buy them at any price. I’m particularly interested in skill and spell tablets. And lots of esses.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” the queen said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    The mention of money seemed to sober her. I meanwhile let her know I was not begging for help empty-handed. I was willing to pay. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” she said firmly “You’ll have your tablets, and you’ll have your esses. I think I can get together everything you need within one week.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Then in one week, I will go to the border of the Abyss.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FOLLOWING WEEK was packed full of hustle and bustle. Every day, I warped from Foreston to Stenborg and back two or three times. 
 
      
 
    Mee was back in our hotel suite in the gnomish capital. With the foxmaidens as bodyguards, he was receiving and sorting the tablets, esses and crystals being delivered by Madi and his cousin’s couriers. His cousin in particular seemed to have realized I was something of a gold mine, so he was really going all out. The gnomes brought us the first shipment of tablets as a gift. But each time thereafter, I paid in gold. Thankfully, that was never in short supply. 
 
      
 
    Mee by the way got his bearings very quickly, especially after we leveled his trade skill. Over the past week, he had essentially sprouted himself a network of informants keeping him abreast of changes on the market. And so, when couriers came to pay him a visit, the savvy gremlin quibbled over the price of every tablet until his voice was hoarse, earning him respect from the bearded peddlers. 
 
      
 
    He also took the foxmaidens by surprise. At first, they treated him with a certain aversion. Despite all the times I called the gremlin my friend and brother, the foxmaidens looked on Mee as a little inconspicuous servant who I for some reason had made my familiar. But by day two, they realized they were wrong when the usually timid and quiet gremlin harshly put some disrespectful merchants in their place after they tried to overcharge us. Overall, I could rest at ease, knowing that the tablet-buying process was in good hands. 
 
      
 
    As for the temporary growth spheres, I was in no rush to use them just yet. My plan was simple. Activate five of them one after the next and use the maximum number of available tablets. The sixth temporary growth sphere I was planning to set aside for better days. 
 
      
 
    I felt no temptation to be done with my nulled level for good. Why give up always receiving the maximum reward for every victory? I had lots left to do and finishing it all would take a huge number of tablets and esses. 
 
      
 
    At present, all silvers were going into leveling stats and spells for my new pets. By the end of the week, Coal and Sparky had hit level forty. They each got one new spell. Thunderstorm for Sparky and Fire Wave for Coal. The descriptions of the spells made an impression. I could only imagine what they would look like in person. The whipsnakes themselves then had probably changed and grown visually as well. 
 
      
 
    I was in no rush to summon them yet, though. First of all, there was no room for them and, second, I didn’t see a good reason. We’d get acquainted at the end of the week. 
 
      
 
    Mee ended up getting something from the tablets and esses, too. We brought up his level to twenty and improved his stats and skills. 
 
      
 
    The system told us that his Dome of Invisibility and Wave of Healing had hit their level cap at six. Beyond that, Mee got another two new combat abilities. Sword Wielding and Archer. In connection with that, we ordered him some weapons and equipment from undermountan craftsmen. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t forget about the gremlin’s potion brewing, either. He managed to get two recipes for level one in the skill. Now, in theory, Mee could brew two kinds of poison. I rubbed my hands together mentally. Now someone would be able to take on rebuilding the laboratory we found in Foreston next to the armory. 
 
      
 
    I was planning to induct Mee as a magister as well. To do that, he would have to do some running around in the woods by the dark portal hunting for dark creatures. The foxmaiden sisters could take care of leveling him while I went underground to get the crystals. 
 
      
 
    While I was traveling in Taria, many changes had taken place in Foreston. Twenty new sequoias had put down roots inside the city. They were necessary to house a few foxfolk clans that came down from the north of the Dark Continent to join us. Murk’s countrymen were fleeing yet another invasion. The necromancers’ flying beasts had reached the Icy Passes. 
 
      
 
    And with the arrival of the northern clans, the political situation in Foreston had changed sharply. The heads of the local houses had to work quickly to settle the issues. It didn’t take long to deliberate, though. By the middle of the week, Foreston had been completely transformed into a Monster Hunter city. To avoid dishonoring the house heads, or the leaders of the newly arrived clans, I had to give them all the title of magister. And so, now, the Order had a council of magisters. 
 
      
 
    I was not afraid of placing power into the hands of the quarrelsome old foxmen. When they became Monster Hunters, they put themselves under my total authority. Basically, the council didn’t make any decisions. The last word always laid with me. I simply gave the leaders, who were accustomed to holding power, a chance to voice their opinions on the issues of the day. 
 
      
 
    Right now, our biggest problem is the war creeping ever closer to the city. 
 
      
 
    The attacking necromancer spawn had transformed the forest around the city into one solid refugee tent camp. And it was no longer just halflings. Other denizens of the Dark Continent were now also coming including ogres, trolls, elves, dryads, orcs, goblins. And though forest dwellers often moved on, called further by the Heart of the Forest, steppe dwellers generally stayed in the area around Foreston. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t all acting the same way, either. Loners tried to blend in, and small clans and tribes tried to flex their muscle at first. But Murk didn’t give them much chance to explain if they overstepped their bounds. They were told harshly whose land they were on and whose laws they had to obey. Don’t like it? Go back to the steppe. Oh, don’t want to? Then expect hard pushback. 
 
      
 
    We realized the situation could spin out of control very soon. Now all the refugees were frightened and bled dry. But with time, when they came to their senses, it would turn into a free-for-all war. Our forest was gradually turning into a camp packed full of different races and tribes that had been at each other’s throats right up until the flying monsters appeared. 
 
      
 
    The halflings were the easiest to handle. Especially after old friends showed up at Foreston’s gates. Yes, the halflings Gorgie and I rescued from captivity by the draks finally made it in the end. 
 
      
 
    Elun, who had taken charge of the uprising in the snake den, and who was subsequently wounded by a poisontooth, had survived despite his uncommon injury. I was sincerely glad to see him. He by the way was equally happy to see me. 
 
      
 
    After Elun and his brothers got seated at a table in my office and started greedily supping down the lunch provided, I learned that they had written me off for dead and their entire tribe had heard about my historic self-sacrifice. 
 
      
 
    To say that Foreston struck them would be an understatement. Foxfolk were always these semi-mythical creatures to them. But when they found out who called the shots around here, they were speechless. 
 
      
 
    Then came their tale of woe. They had wandered the steppe looking for a suitable location for a new settlement for some time but, as soon as they found one, flying monsters appeared in the sky. After somehow repulsing the mystery beasts, the poor saps had to get back on the road. They had heard very recently that the legendary foxfolk were offering sanctuary and, naturally, they did not believe it until they saw it with their own eyes. 
 
      
 
    After our lunchtime chat, I ordered Elun’s tribe to be allowed to enter Foreston and to be assigned one sequoia. By doing that, I both helped my friends and showed the other halflings still outside the city walls that friendship with me paid off. 
 
      
 
    The response was immediate. By day two, there was a delegation at the gates consisting of a dozen elders from several halfling clans. 
 
      
 
    We met the emissaries in the council hall where all magisters other than Brown were present. He was still in our castle on the other side of the Dead Ocean. 
 
      
 
    After a brief introduction, without much ado, the heads of the halfling houses asked what would be required for them to live inside the city walls. 
 
      
 
    We had a few terms. An oath of loyalty to the Order and its Supreme Magister, i.e., me. Extensive contributions to the city both military and otherwise and, finally, strict adherence to our internal laws. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, the halflings didn’t put up their hackles. They accepted all the terms without even discussing. They must have been expecting approximately that. When the agreement had been sealed with an oath, a few of the elders even breathed sighs of relief. They were seemingly willing to accept even less favorable conditions. I wasn’t going to abuse my position, which I had told all my magisters in advance. We needed friends and allies, not slaves. A paradox. That was exactly what the Steel King had once called me. I’m reminded that, at that time, I thought the ruler of Fradia was not such a bad guy… Ahem, if only I knew who the Goddess Fortuna had really brought into my path… 
 
      
 
    Beyond the halflings, it was quite simple to reach an arrangement with the trolls. 
 
      
 
    First of all, there weren’t many of them. Just six families. And second, their mistrust and suspicion disappeared without a trace as soon as I showed them the amulet I got from the troll shaman. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t want to live in the city. And no wonder. A troll’s home is in the forest. Like all forest dwellers, they were here because of the Heart’s Call, but decided they wanted to take a look around before heading deeper into the woods. 
 
      
 
    After I told them the true state of affairs in the newly rooted Great Forest, they lit up, packed up their belongings and got underway to the other side of Narrow Lake the same day. Just in case they ran into problems with the keeper, I advised them to say that they were my friends. 
 
      
 
    The orcs, goblins and ogres had yet to reach out. But that was all just a matter of time. Before I left, I gave Murk clear instructions for what to do if the refugee situation spun out of control. Thankfully, the albino already knew what to do, so I left Foreston feeling at ease. I was slightly worried about Mee, even wanted to leave Gorgie with him, but Murk promised me he’d look after the gremlin. On top of that, I would need the harn’s support myself. And there was no talk of me taking anyone else along. I was not planning on risking the lives of my friends. Based on Gallia’s tales, the boundary of the Abyss was one of the most dangerous places in our world. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” I asked in a somewhat nervous voice. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie responded and fell to the ground with his head tilting to the right. 
 
      
 
    We were in the mountains not far from our castle. Not a soul around. A good place for a first encounter. There was no reason to keep this waiting any longer. Logically, I understood that these two snakes were also my pets just the same as Gorgie. And that they, as the line opposite their names said, were absolutely loyal to me. But the memories of the giant sphere they were born from and grew up to unbelievable size in were still dancing before my eyes. Though I was afraid with my current figures, I couldn’t even imagine how I’d be feeling without all that Will. 
 
      
 
    Not doubting myself another second, I activated the summoning amulets. And a few moments later, two huge snakes appeared ten paces away from us in midair. 
 
      
 
    When I saw how big they were, I gulped only to find my throat completely dry. They had only really gone up ten levels, but they looked twice as big. Queen of the Draks eat your heart out… Next to these giants, she would have seemed like a pale little grass snake. 
 
      
 
    Like Gorgie after the first time I activated his summoning amulet, the snakes seemed somewhat disoriented. 
 
      
 
    Turning their huge heads all around, they stared nervously into the distance while hissing menacingly. The sound made all my body hair stand on end. I thought I was the only one to get so spooked, but I glanced at Gorgie and realized it had gotten to him as well. 
 
      
 
    Coal’s black and gold body quickly heated up. The sheer amount of steam coming off the ground was staggering. A bit more and his scales would turn white hot. 
 
      
 
    Sparky curled up into a tight little ball, looking like a glowing hedgehog. But instead of spines, her skin flickered with hundreds of forking bolts of lightning. 
 
      
 
    Time to get started. 
 
      
 
    Raising my right hand up while trying to make my voice sound steady, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Alright, kiddos! Settle down. We’re all friends here. See, it’s just me. And Gorgie. We’re family. Nobody is gonna hurt you!” 
 
      
 
    After saying the last part, I chuckled to myself. To think… Us hurting them. They’d have nothing to worry about from just about anyone. 
 
      
 
    The whipsnakes simultaneously turned their heads in my direction, making them look like two curious geese. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the meaning of my words hit them, their bodies went back to how they looked before. That made me breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    Coal stopped melting the stone around him while Sparky relaxed the tight coils of her body. A second later, they both came our way. 
 
      
 
    My throat went dry again. Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at Gorgie but, much to my surprise, the harn was not showing any signs of unease. In fact, it was more the opposite. He was deeply intrigued. And totally unbothered by the fact that he looked like a little kitten compared to the two monsters. 
 
      
 
    Looking on with dignity as my new pets approached and formed a powerful ring with their bodies, I fearlessly placed my face beneath their big, huge, warm, split tongues. Gorgie and I were carefully sniffed all over. And a few minutes later, we were rewarded with a loud hiss that just about made me go deaf. That was my little snakes expressing their happiness to meet me. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie matched their pace. He jumped fearlessly onto Sparky’s back and started sniffing her red scales. I meanwhile gave Coal a delicate pat on the black nose. 
 
      
 
    Watching my three pets peacefully getting to know one another, I gradually settled down. I wonder how the others will react to my new little beasties. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t notice it right away, but there was a system notification floating before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers have taken note of your accomplishment! You are the first person in many centuries to domesticate and summon three pets at the same time! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (700,000). 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet (50). 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent tablet “Cohesion with Pet II.” 
 
      
 
    Really? After rereading the notification with surprise, I opened the description of the Iridescent. It said that, after using the tablet, my passive Cohesion with Pet magic ability would change. Essentially, it would gain another effect. And specifically: from now on, every victory by any of my pets would now be giving me rewards, too. In full measure. As if I myself had just defeated the same opponent. That meant I no longer had to deal any damage to my pets’ opponents. I would get a reward no matter what. 
 
      
 
    While activating the tablet, I tossed ten points into Mind. Now that was up to sixty-nine. Rereading the new effect’s description, I gave a satisfied smile. Good thing I decided to activate the growth spheres after my trip to the border of the Abyss. The four of us will probably reap a rich harvest of tablets there! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, you’ve made up your mind,” Lu-Moa said both inquisitively and affirmatively. 
 
      
 
    I summoned the mother of the Stoneheart brood the day after I met my whipsnakes. The amulet she had given me worked its magic. Before the hour was up, the familiar hunchbacked figure was at the castle walls. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the gates, I greeted the old blind woman and declared my intention to go find the body of the guardian of the Lord of the Deep. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” she answered. “You need lots of crystals fast. Methinks, you want to bring to life an army of golems.” 
 
      
 
    “You know about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Who hasn’t heard of the Bronze Legion?” the blind old woman snorted. I could hear pain and anger in her voice. In their time, the kobolds must have taken quite a bit of damage from the deadly gnomish machines. 
 
      
 
    “And what if I don’t want to help you bring that army to life?” the matriarch tilted her head to the side. 
 
      
 
    “You do remember the oath, right?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Lu-Moa forgets nothing!” the old woman barked back. 
 
      
 
    The prospect of bringing the golems back to life must not have filled her with joy. 
 
      
 
    “By breaking a blood oath, you will be inviting ruin into the lives of yourself and your children,” I reminded her. 
 
      
 
    “I said what I said!” the matriarch hissed through her teeth. “I forget nothing!” 
 
      
 
    “Then what’s the point of this conversation?” I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The old woman breathed a loud sigh and lowered her shoulders fatefully. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t even imagine how much trouble those machines have caused us…” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, the kobolds did their fair share of damage, too,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I had taken some time to study the two races’ ancient conflict. 
 
      
 
    “You’re probably right…” the matriarch said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “For my part, I can assure you that, while you are on Order of Monster Hunter territory, you will not be under threat,” I had to somewhat soften the tone of the conversation. “Without the legion, we will not be able to defeat our foes,” I added. “We’re up against the whole world. As a matter of fact, if not for Darkness and the necromancers, I would not be taking part in the conflict. But in the Labyrinth of Fright, I saw what those bastards are capable of.” 
 
      
 
    The old woman was listening carefully, as if combing my words for deceit. After a bit of silence, she said mutedly: 
 
      
 
    “Alright… A deal’s a deal… Are you going alone or taking a group? Actually, you don’t have to answer. With beasties like that, you don’t need a group. Yes, yes. Don’t act surprised… he-he… It would be hard not to smell your little snakes. Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I responded firmly, then turned and waved goodbye to Brown who was standing up on the wall and watching us closely. 
 
      
 
    “Then follow me,” the old woman said and made a barely perceptible hand motion. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, a portal arch appeared before us. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER FOLLOWING THE OLD WOMAN through the portal arch, I found myself in a huge underground room. 
 
      
 
    I looked around in a daze. Oh gods! Did someone really have to go through all the trouble of building this? Gigantic carved columns, their tops reaching somewhere up beneath the stone ceiling of the cave struck me with their monumentality. Upon closer inspection, I realized it was not a room at all. In fact, it was a never-ending corridor with stone columns lining its walls like trees. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how d’you like it?” the old woman chuckled. “Make an impression?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I didn’t lie. 
 
      
 
    “The ancient Palace of Ten Thousand Columns,” the matriarch said with esteem in her voice. “It was built by the primordials. Now it serves as a nursery for unclean beasts of every stripe.” 
 
      
 
    After she said that, she spat on the ground in disgust. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it,” I responded with surprise. “I thought we were going to the border of the Abyss.” 
 
      
 
    “Go down three floors and you’ll find your border,” she answered cantankerously. 
 
      
 
    “I just don’t get it…” I shook my head. “Is the border here in the palace?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” the old woman nodded. “Right where an ancient fool once opened the original dark portal. No one remembers his name any longer. But everyone in our world knows of the Abyss.” 
 
      
 
    “One second, did you say this place is full of dark beasts?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she nodded. “The descendants of those who managed to make it across the Boundary and be reborn before the Keeper of the Deep sealed the portal. Then he left a few guardians behind, but our people got mired in war and forgot about the defenders. And meanwhile, the keeper ordered us to take care of the ancient golems. But then, with time, they stopped working.” 
 
      
 
    “And the beasts multiplied…” I finished her thought. “There’s just one thing I can’t figure. Why are all these monsters still here? Why haven’t they come up to the surface?” 
 
      
 
    “There have many reasons,” the old lady answered readily. “Turn around. See that stone arch? That is how you leave the palace. It is imbued with powerful sorcery. It doesn’t stop me, as you see, though it does sap an incredible amount of energy. The beasts, though, can’t get through.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded understandingly. Stonetown is guarded by similar magic. 
 
      
 
    “Beyond that,” the matriarch continued. “We are very deep beneath the earth. The local creatures don’t particularly enjoy coming up to the surface. They have no reason. There’s plenty of grub down here for them.” 
 
      
 
    “And where exactly are the remains of the stone snake?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The last time I saw them, they were right on the border of the Abyss. In other words, you’ll have to go down three floors. The palace itself is a huge spiral. A path of sorts, leading straight into the heart of the deep. But you don’t need to go there. Just go down three levels.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean I don’t have to?” I squinted. 
 
      
 
    “Who else?” the old woman snorted. “I ain’t goin’. Even in my best years, there was nothing for me down there. My legs barely carried me out last time. And those days are long gone. I’m too old for that kind of monkey business.” 
 
      
 
    “And your portal can’t take me?” I asked with hope in my voice. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” she threw out shortly with no explanation. “You’ll have to scamper down on your own two. If you make it out alive, come right back here and activate the amulet. That’s all. I’ve upheld my end of the bargain. Could I maybe convince you to turn around before it’s too late?” 
 
      
 
    I took a look around. Tempting. But no. I need those crystals. 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, no,” I responded. “I didn’t come all the way down here just to turn tail and run.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you know best,” the old woman shrugged. “My job is to make suggestions and warnings.” 
 
      
 
    After that, she opened the portal and stepped through. And an instant later, I was all alone. Alright, time to let out my trusty beasties. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When the first creature came near, Sparky told me. With a menacing hiss, waves of magic lightning ran down her body. And another few seconds after that, I myself sensed the approaching Darkness. My mouth filled with viscous bitter saliva. 
 
      
 
    The six-legged monster looked most of all like a sea crab. The only difference was its size. The freak racing our way was as big as a wagon. Encased in a thick shell of chitin armor, its appendages clacked loudly on the stone floor. Its massive pincers gave the odd gnash, violating the centenary silence of the halls. 
 
      
 
    I was about to activate avatar, but Coal beat me to the punch. 
 
      
 
    When the giant crab was about twenty paces from us, the black whipsnake curled up, suddenly spat out a fireball the size of a watermelon, and it flew toward the brute as fast as a stone from a catapult. 
 
      
 
    An instant later the fireball, ignoring all obstacles, burned through the monster’s chitin armor and exploded into its body. 
 
      
 
    I stood there stunned, my mouth agape. What just happened?! 
 
      
 
    Before my eyes came a system notification: 
 
      
 
    — Your pet has killed Serrated Hexapod (50). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (10,000). 
 
      
 
    — Gold tablet (2). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (20). 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (100). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (10). 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my hands together, smiling with satisfaction. If things kept up like this, the walk down to the border with the Abyss would be little more than a jaunt through a city park. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I thought that, I heard a crunching sound from the depths of the tunnel. At first, I couldn’t figure out what it was, but the closer the sound came, the more it hit me. The crab’s death had not gone unnoticed. Its family had come to pay us a visit. And based on the nasty scraping and cracking sounds, it had a big family. A very big family. 
 
      
 
    I made certain of that a few minutes later when a literal wave of the slain crab’s family members came crashing down on us. 
 
      
 
    Before I managed to do anything, Coal distinguished himself again. What reaction times these snakes have! 
 
      
 
    With a menacing hiss, the whipsnake shook his thick tail like an oversized whip, and another wave, this one of fire, rolled out to meet the wave of creatures. The heat that smacked me in the face right after made me put up an elbow. I could hear the hair crackling on my head. 
 
      
 
    I moved my elbow away just as the two waves collided. The heat of the fire wall was so scorching that the first few rows of creatures running our way went up like torches even before it hit them. 
 
      
 
    I looked on spellbound as the huge fifteen-foot wall of fire swallowed up the six-legged monsters, unable to believe my eyes. What horror had I unleashed upon this world?! 
 
      
 
    Before my eyes ran a solid wall of victory messages and loot drops. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the wall of fire kept going for a whole twenty yards. It was enough to take down the majority of the crab onslaught. 
 
      
 
    But the whipsnakes didn’t just sit around waiting for the conclusion. They dashed forward with loud hissing. And just two minutes later, the system reported back to me that I had defeated a herd of “serrated hexapods.” 
 
      
 
    The numbers were dazzling. All told, two hundred forty of them had been killed. That brought me about three million esses, five hundred gold tablets, no less than five thousand silvers, twenty-five thousand tokens and two and a half thousand orbs of darkness. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, the queen of the herd died in the tsunami of fire, and she was level eighty. For her, the system awarded me ten diamond tablets and fifty silvers. 
 
      
 
    But most importantly, the higher powers had a high appreciation of our contribution toward exterminating dark beasts and generously awarded me another Iridescent containing a legendary spell by the name of Fracture. 
 
      
 
    ― Fracture. 
 
      
 
    ― Level: 0+5 (0/30). 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Spell. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― After activation, partially removes opponent’s defenses. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Reduces opponent defense by 70%. 
 
      
 
    ― Maximum number of enemies: 100. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 80. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 10000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    Cooldown time: 2 hours. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well, kiddos!” I said with a heavy sigh. “Here we are, level three…” 
 
      
 
    A-hem. By my estimation, it had been around five days since the blind old woman brought me to this cursed palace. All that time, we had been suffering attacks from the local brutes. And there really were a lot of them. They had multiplied and eaten a lot over the years. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, if not for the snakes, Gorgie and I would have died in the first few minutes of the crab swarm. Anyone who doesn’t just so happen to have two unique pets, should only come to these caverns backed by an army numbering in the thousands. 
 
      
 
    In that time, by our joint efforts, we had taken down around nine hundred monsters. My pockets were practically bursting with tablets and esses. That’s not counting the few hundred valuable pieces of loot I got such as fangs, armor shells, claws and other body parts of “epic” and “legendary” quality. We were practically walking on money. And I was not planning on leaving a single cent behind. I just had to think up a foolproof method of bringing all these riches up to the surface. I already had some ideas. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, the higher powers had generously given me another two iridescent tablets. The first contained a mass legendary spell by the name Curse of Weakness, which cut opponents’ damage by fifty percent. And it stayed active for two hours. 
 
      
 
    The second contained a spell called Strength Replenishment, which would restore forty percent energy for myself and allies. 
 
      
 
    The thirty points I got from the three iridescents I invested into Will. All told, I was up to four hundred fifty-eight points. On the one hand, that was a huge amount, but on the other… It was all thanks to the Founder set gear. Who could guarantee the Steel King or his allies wouldn’t have similar artifacts? And so, no matter how badly I wanted to invest in other characteristics, if someone took control of me using mental magic, that would be curtains for us… 
 
      
 
    To be frank, I was hoping for a larger number of iridescent tablets. Clearly, my deeds were no longer impressive enough to attract the attention of the higher powers. The stakes are constantly rising. But I wasn’t worried. In fact, I was happy. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the two previous levels, it was surprisingly quiet at the border of the Abyss. As we walked forward, not a single monster came out to greet us. But that didn’t mean there weren’t any. More the opposite… All that time, my pets were saying they could sense something very dark and very dangerous somewhere up ahead. 
 
      
 
    At first, I thought they were reacting to the ancient portal but, the closer we came, the more unmistakable the threat became. 
 
      
 
    We found the golem’s body a few hours after reaching the third floor. When I saw the big, huge pile of rocks blocking the corridor, at first I thought a column had collapsed, but when we got up close, I realized it was no column. It was a giant stone snake. Or rather, what was left of it. It had clearly been butchered by someone who knew what they were doing. At first, I was even afraid the mysterious marauders hadn’t left even a tiny shard behind. But when I got up even closer, I was quickly reassured. Its ripped-open belly contained enough crystals for several bronze legions. 
 
      
 
    I even wanted to go inside the wonder-machine to get a better look at the riches we’d stumbled upon, but Gorgie gave a warning roar and the two snakes hissed, forcing me to turn around. 
 
      
 
    Whatever my pets had been sensing all that time was coming to pay us a visit. 
 
      
 
    At first, the mysterious monster looked like a huge ball of darkness. I even thought we were dealing with a spirit like the kind I grappled with after defeating the blackblood patriarch. But as the dark ball came closer, I realized that the boss of these caverns was made of flesh and blood. 
 
      
 
    When the darkness dispersed, before us stood a fiend in some way reminiscent of a huge monitor lizard but standing up on its hind legs. 
 
      
 
    Level one hundred and ten. A wide maw. Two rows of sharp teeth. Thick scales. Powerful arms. Long claws. A serious enemy. On top of all that, it also could perform magic. The toxic-green flame emanating from its jaws was clear proof of that. 
 
      
 
    At the beginning, I was slightly overwhelmed by the sheer power wafting off the monster. I was especially put off by its high level. But level isn’t all that important. Its characteristics and skills are what matter, especially their level. Now, my pets were most likely as good as they could be for their levels. 
 
      
 
    Quickly activating avatar of chaos, I raised my right hand high and growled out loudly. I was quickly backed up by all my beasties. And then all four of us raced on the attack at once. 
 
      
 
    After landing a combined blow, the Great System said we had entered combat with a lesser demon of the abyss. And again, I thanked the heavens for my new pets. The demon simply didn’t stand a chance against us. 
 
      
 
    Streams of fire mixed with lightning and chaos arrows rained down on the creature of the abyss. The demon tried to tuck and roll and use its hands and feet to block, but nothing was working. My newly acquired Fracture sapped practically all its defenses. I saw the monster’s scales falling off in sheets. Just another few minutes of fighting and the demon looked like a singed chicken. 
 
      
 
    Then its right arm broke off and fell to the floor. That was from Gorgie cutting its tendons with his tail. The harn was racing around the giant as it roared in bitter fury, stinging it like a wasp. 
 
      
 
    The demon tried clumsily to stand back up, but the snakes wrapping around its limbs didn’t allow it to do that. Coal turned white hot while Sparky used lightning magic. The smell of burning flesh made me gasp. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the brute gave a few twitches and fell limp. The lesser demon of the abyss didn’t even manage to get off a single move against us. 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Lesser Demon of the Abyss (110). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (22,000). 
 
      
 
    — Diamond tablet (5). 
 
      
 
    ― Gold tablet (20). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (50). 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (500). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (20). 
 
      
 
    ― Attention Grand Magister! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the fourth achievement of the Founder of the Order of Monster Hunters Gunnar the Destroyer! You are the first person in 500 years to slay a Demon of the Abyss! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Monster Hunter Token (100,000). 
 
      
 
    ― Ring of Gunnar the Destroyer (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Fibula of Gunnar the Destroyer (1). 
 
      
 
    ― Iridescent tablet “Demon of the Abyss.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” the old lady nodded with a dazed look at the big, huge body of the golem. 
 
      
 
    After defeating the demon, I spent some time considering how to transport the stone snake to the exit. The problem was that it contained an unexpectedly high amount of crystal. A few of them were as big as Gorgie. Such huge stones would be great for creating supplies for castles or forts. 
 
      
 
    Reading my thoughts, Coal once again took the initiative. He grabbed the golem’s tail in his teeth and, with practically no strain, started hauling. When he got tired, Sparky took over. And Gorgie and I didn’t have to do a thing other than walk unencumbered next to them. All told, it took us just over a day to get back. We had already slain all the most dangerous monsters, and the little ones weren’t in any great rush to attack. So, we made it to the exit quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “This is the guardian you told me about.” 
 
      
 
    I wonder how kobolds see the world. The fact the old woman had no eyes didn’t mean a thing. She could get by just fine without them. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what next?” she asked with derision. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” feigning surprise, I answered her question with a question. “We need to bring this guy up to the surface. And not just him, by the way. All three levels here are just littered with our loot. I do not intend to leave so many goodies behind.” 
 
      
 
    The old woman chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Curious. So, how are you planning on bringing it all up?” 
 
      
 
    “With your help,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    The matriarch gave a raspy laugh. 
 
      
 
    “That wasn’t part of the deal. Or did you forget?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. That put my mind at ease. The old woman must know one hundred percent how to bring this thing up. Otherwise, she’d have said right away that she didn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s make another deal then,” I shrugged again. “What’s stopping us?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m interested,” she said with her head tilted to the side. “What do you have to offer me for the help? Let me be up front ― I have no use for crystals or body parts from the creatures you have slain.” 
 
      
 
    “A new home,” I responded and watched the matriarch’s face pout quizzically. She was seemingly not expecting that. “Somewhere far from the gnomes. With no enemies. Where my order will always come to the aid of you and your children.” 
 
      
 
    “Go on!” the old woman said mutedly with hope in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about a place called the Crooked Mountains…?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NEVER HEARD OF ‘EM,” the old woman responded tensely. “Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Far,” I answered. “On another part of the continent. In a land known as Taria.” 
 
      
 
    The matriarch nodded to tell me she had heard of it. 
 
      
 
    “Gnomes?” she asked shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Not a single one in a thousand-mile radius,” I answered with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Monsters?” 
 
      
 
    “Just weaklings. The highest level one I saw was thirty.” 
 
      
 
    “Darkness?” the old woman asked with suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “There used to be a dark portal, but I destroyed it completely a year ago.” 
 
      
 
    “And this land belongs to you?” 
 
      
 
    “It belongs to the order. Which makes it mine. There is an ancient, abandoned city down there built by the gnomes for the hunters. Stonetown.” 
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, the matriarch said: 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
      
 
    “What don’t you understand?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You are willing to allow my family into your home just in exchange for help delivering this loot to the surface,” she said dubiously. “What’s the catch?” 
 
      
 
    That cheered me up even more. The old woman was so caught off guard she said too much. Apparently, bringing up everything we collected here today to the surface wouldn’t be particularly challenging for her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not gonna lie,” I nodded. “I have a few ideas for how to bring life to those lands. Believe me, you and your children will have nothing to fear. And to top it all off, I will always come to your aid.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you want in return?” 
 
      
 
    “Copper could once be found there, but in the last few years the vein has run dry…” 
 
      
 
    The old woman smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You want us to look for new veins?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not?” I asked. “What’s wrong with that? We’ll live side by side. Like good neighbors, helping each other out.” 
 
      
 
    “The gnomes once said the same thing,” she snorted. 
 
      
 
    “So, you made a bum deal,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Go back to living on someone else’s lands…” the old woman whispered regretfully. 
 
      
 
    “At first, yes,” I answered. “But in a few years, you will be given land to call your own.” 
 
      
 
    The matriarch’s head gave a sharp twitch. 
 
      
 
    “You would do that for us?” 
 
      
 
    “With ease,” I answered. “There’s plenty of room there. Enough for everyone. Plus, people don’t like living underground. We are not gnomes. We need fresh air, sun and a sky over our heads. But we also need minerals. Despite the fact the copper vein dried up, I bet there’s lots of stuff worth taking down there.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” the matriarch chuckled. “Don’t you doubt it. The deep conceals many riches.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “So, you see. We can be of use to one another. Even though the order and your people were once hostile, now we can turn over a new leaf.” 
 
      
 
    The old woman didn’t think long. With a heavy sigh, as if gathering the courage to dive into a dark hole, she raised her head and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Blood oath?” 
 
      
 
    “Blood oath,” I confirmed and extended my hand to shake hers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Everything is almost ready,” Wheeze said wearily. The stocky orange foxman was a newcomer but had proven himself very dependable over the last few weeks. I expected nothing less from someone recommended by Murk. The albino has a sixth sense for blight. 
 
      
 
    Wheeze and a squad of five dozen troops with high loot figures had already been gathering and sorting through the loot from the monsters we’d slain for three days. 
 
      
 
    After the kobold matriarch and I made our agreement, I took her portal up to the surface and traveled to Foreston to get a loot brigade together. I also took Mee and the foxmaidens along so they could see the ancient palace and hunt the local monsters a bit. 
 
      
 
    Murk quickly grasped the situation, put together a party of foxfolk with the proper skills and introduced me to Wheeze, who was supposed to take on the commander role. 
 
      
 
    For the first while, the troops who had never left Foreston before felt ill at ease. It was their first time warping to another continent. Then they met the kobold matriarch. After that came another warp, this time to an ancient palace somewhere in the heart of the deep. They reacted as expected to my snakes. Shock, panic, fear, nape fur standing on end. If not for the foxmaidens, one might have thought the grand magister i.e., me, had some terrifying plan in mind. But after gradually realizing that no one was planning to eat or sacrifice them to subterranean monsters, the troops got themselves together and started working. 
 
      
 
    While combing through the blood and guts we left behind, the foxfolk were taciturn and gloomy at first. But when messages from the Great System started raining down encouragement and rewards, they perked up noticeably. And another few hours later, they had stopped paying any attention to the dismal cavern setting. 
 
      
 
    The whipsnakes usually made an indelible impression on everyone they met, but Mee had the most experience with pets and felt no fear toward the snakes. He was also the only one to bring them treats. Even I, to my shame, never considered it. 
 
      
 
    After a few bites of jerky, the gremlin turned into their best friend and comrade, even getting invited to climb up onto Coal’s neck and go out to hunt for little scavengers drawn to the scent of blood. 
 
      
 
    Despite his weary look, Wheeze and the other troops were happy. And of course they were! Over the last few days, they had leveled their characteristics and skills quite a lot. 
 
      
 
    While sorting through the mountains of trophies, I chuckled. Ooh-hoo. This was on another level. Mee and I were only taking epics and legendaries. The foxfolk though were like a swarm of locusts, picking up everything the Great System marked as useful. Shells, fangs, claws, mandibles ― if it dropped, it was on the pile. Heh, I liked their approach. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” I said and patted Wheeze on the shoulder. “Get ready to warp.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the golem?” the fox asked. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” I responded. “I have someone taking care of the crystals.” 
 
      
 
    He just shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “you’re the boss,” and went out to give orders to his troops. 
 
      
 
    I then in my turn activated the amulet and summoned the matriarch. 
 
      
 
    Ahem. There was almost a snafu with the giant golem’s body. The thing was that the portal the old woman used was not capable of transporting such a big carcass. The stone guardian had to be broken down for transport. And that was an issue as well. I couldn’t find a single foxman or maiden in Foreston with high stone- or crystal-working skills. 
 
      
 
    When I told the matriarch my idea of bringing gnomes here, I naturally ran into a wall of reluctance. When I asked what to do then, I was told everything would be fine. So, when the foxfolk had brought all the loot through and left the area, I was awaiting her answer impatiently. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the last foxman stepped through the portal and the arch went out behind him, the matriarch and I were left alone. 
 
      
 
    “Recall your beasties,” the old woman asked softly. “They might scare my children.” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head to the side and squinted. If this was a trap, it was very stupid and entirely illogical. 
 
      
 
    I activated my amulets and got ready to cover myself with a chaos shield just in case. Sure, we had a blood pact, but whoever said anyone in this world was ever one hundred percent insured against suddenly dying at the hands of a traitor. 
 
      
 
    The old woman noticed my mood but said nothing. She just chuckled and shook her head like a person. And a few moments later, ten steps away from me a new portal lit up and from it started to come kobolds, turning their heads and sniffing loudly. 
 
      
 
    I felt slightly tense, but it was for nothing. The kobolds had almost no reaction to me. They just silently assembled around their mother. After spending a few minutes in silence, without speaking a word, they all fell on the stone guardian. They reminded me most of ants swarming a dead caterpillar. Not even two hours later, the golem’s carcass had been completely dismantled. 
 
      
 
    “Your gnomes would have taken an eternity down here,” the old woman chuckled when her children disappeared into the portal. “And that’s in the best case! I doubt there are enough craftsmen with the proper skill level among them. And if there are, they must be quite wealthy gnomes. The queen would have to do a lot of sweating to convince them to come down to the boundary of the Abyss. He-he…” 
 
      
 
    A-hem… I guess I didn’t consider that. But I have a legitimate reason. I’ve never dealt with materials like this before. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” the matriarch beckoned. “I’ll tell you what’s what…” 
 
      
 
    When we were next to the crystals stacked into neat little piles and sorted by size and color, she said: 
 
      
 
    “Remember what I told you? The skin is black granite. That’s what you have most of. And there’s lots of stuff you can make out of that so-called skin. For example, confinement stones. And this is smoky crystal. The golem’s bones.” 
 
      
 
    “Energy crystals,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Among other things,” the old woman objected. “But making energy crystals is the most rational use for this material.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it…” 
 
      
 
    “And from there,” the matriarch muttered. “The blood is fiery ruby, and the heart is lilac ice.” 
 
      
 
    “Crystals of life and mana.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” she concurred. “See those three big crystals the size of your cat’s head?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Those three stones will be enough to give life to all the gnomish golems.” 
 
      
 
    I stared bewitched at the three large crystals, then turned my perplexed gaze on the rest of the loot. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked in surprise. “Just three stones? No argument, they’re pretty big… But just three of them?!” 
 
      
 
    The old woman chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Believe me. The craftsmen will have plenty left over when they’re done.” 
 
      
 
    I took another uncomprehending glance at the remaining crystals. Looks like I’ll get to keep the golem’s whole carcass! 
 
      
 
    The matriarch gave a satisfied grunt. 
 
      
 
    “Now you see what kind of riches you got?” 
 
      
 
    “You were right,” I said quietly. “This stuff is enough to start a whole new war over…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not your advisor,” the kobold mother laughed. “But the queen of the gnomes should not go talking about how much you hauled up from the golem. And not just that. You should have everyone who was in this cave killed. The dead are best at keeping secrets.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “No. I’ll never do anything like that. The lives of my people are the most valuable thing the gods gave me. I do not intend to trade them for some little crystals. If someone decides they want to take them from me, alright. Let them come. More esses and tablets for us. No skin off our backs.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I glanced at the old woman. Strange. What’s going on with her? Just the way she got all tense and shrank. It didn’t hit me right away. I think I slightly frightened her. I must have added a bit of animal growl to my last few words. A side effect of using avatar of chaos. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the advice,” I said, trying to make my voice sound soft. “Think you could tell me anything else?” 
 
      
 
    The mother of kobolds cleared her throat mutedly and shuddered like a bird. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve really got me boxed in,” she said peevishly, turning her head from side to side. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “You’re putting on pressure with your Will, I mean,” she said, again clearing her throat. “Try not to do that to me again. I’m too old for such games.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned and scratched the back of my head. What just happened? Does that mean I can do that too? 
 
      
 
    “As for advice…” the old woman muttered. “Why not give them what they want? Feed the biggest crystals to the city. Those couple of blocks will do.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean feed the city?” Apparently, today is a day of discovery for me. 
 
      
 
    “Very simple,” she responded. “Throw them into the city’s supply. First, you’ll increase the capacity. And second, the supply will transform. Take on new properties. You could throw in black granite, too. It can’t hurt. Those littler blocks will do for creating new supplies. That’s if you get a mind to build new forts or castles. And then give the little rocks to the craftspeople.” 
 
      
 
    I stood there with mouth agape, staring dumbfounded at the pile of crystals. The goddess Fortuna had once again blessed me with her radiant smile. That was for sure. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We finished up with the loot late at night. We took everything. Starting from “common” quality mandibles and ending with the big, huge crystals. We had to really hustle, but it was worth it. Plus, the matriarch helped. With my permission, she opened a portal right in the inner courtyard of the castle. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t afraid to let the old woman inside. First of all, I had figured out how her transportation magic worked. She could only move from one previously placed marker to another. I don’t know the maximum range of her warps, but what I had seen already left a big impression. Before leaving the castle, she showily removed her marker. It was her way of showing appreciation for my trust. 
 
      
 
    And secondly, that her and I were bound by blood. If she broke the oath, her entire brood would never recover. 
 
      
 
    After moving all the crystals to Foreston, the first thing I did was head out to the city’s supply. I wasn’t the least bit sleepy. The old woman’s words had lit a fire deep inside me. I even set aside surveying my personal loot because the idea of transforming the supply had taken hold of my mind. 
 
      
 
    On my command, the largest crystals were brought into the room where the city’s supply was located. 
 
      
 
    It was eight blocks in total. Six large and two small. That meant two stones per application. 
 
      
 
    All my close confidants were in the room. Murk, Brown, Amber, Onyx and, of course, Mee. 
 
      
 
    While we hauled the crystals over, I explained to them in general terms why it was all necessary. And when they realized what had fallen into their laps and, most importantly, how we could use it, my enthusiasm infected them, as well. 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” Murk asked. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I shrugged, looking at the obelisk as it glimmered with rainbow glare. For the record, some of the blocks we brought were larger than the supply itself. 
 
      
 
    “Should we call a council session?” Brown asked unconfidently. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Murk asked with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’re basically deciding the fate of the city,” my second magister shrugged. “They have the right to know… This is their home…” 
 
      
 
    “This city belongs to the hunters,” Murk rapped out firmly. “And as for the supply… Before Eric showed up, none of them gave a crap about it. It’s all thanks to the Grand Magister that the supply is back to life in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    Brown snorted and scratched the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Y’know, that’s true… But nevertheless… Beyond that, we don’t know exactly what’s going to happen. We don’t want to damage anything…” 
 
      
 
    “How exactly are we going to damage anything?” came Onyx. 
 
      
 
    She would have gotten this over with long ago. It was her character. Act first, think later. The complete opposite of her sister. In fact, if it were up to Amber, she never would have found the courage to make any changes. A real scaredy cat. One is a wild flame, while the other is still water. But they harmonize well. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say, brother?” I asked the gremlin without turning around. 
 
      
 
    Mee walked up closer and stared at the obelisk unblinking. 
 
      
 
    “You spot it too?” he finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” the curious Onyx butted in. 
 
      
 
    “Ghm,” Murk cleared his throat. “We wanna know, too…” 
 
      
 
    “The thing is,” I started to explain, “that if you look closely, you can see that the obelisk, or rather our supply, is made of lilac ice. And that makes perfect sense. Because we use it primarily for mana.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone immediately stepped forward and started taking a closer look at the huge crystal that acted as Foreston’s supply. 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” Onyx cried out joyously before anyone else. “That’s right!” 
 
      
 
    She immediately started turning her head, comparing one of the stones we brought to the supply. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no doubt about it,” Brown added weightily. “It truly is lilac ice.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does that mean?” Amber asked unconfidently. “And most importantly, how will it help us?” 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s an easy one, sister,” Onyx said patronizingly. “If we want to make changes to the supply, we should start with that big rock there.” 
 
      
 
    And she pointed a finger at the two chunks of lilac ice. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I nodded. “So, let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    And then, turning to Brown, I added: 
 
      
 
    “And as for the council of magisters. If we put this in their hands, nothing would get done. Nothing at all. We’re at war! Now is the time for quick decisions. If we give in to doubt ― we die!” 
 
      
 
    I thought back on what I said that time with the old woman and tried to imitate the same intonations. And much to my astonishment, it worked again! 
 
      
 
    Everyone got it. My Will did the trick. 
 
      
 
    Glancing around at all their faces, I didn’t notice a smidgen of doubt in their eyes. A curious effect… Strange even. And why doesn’t the Great System have anything to say? 
 
      
 
    “And one final thing,” I said. “The advice to feed these crystals to the supply came from the matriarch. I trust her experience. That doesn’t mean I trust her entirely. But right now, I don’t see how she could stand to gain from harming us. In fact, right now, she should be very interested in us flourishing.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I placed my left hand on the obelisk and my right on the block of lilac ice. 
 
      
 
    At that very second, a short text appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to perform fusion? 
 
      
 
    Without another fraction of a second’s hesitation, I assented. And an instant later, darkness came over me. 
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    A FEW HEARTBEATS LATER, the darkness retreated. After softly clearing my throat, I rubbed my eyes and looked around. 
 
      
 
    What happened? Whatever it was, it didn’t last very long. Based on my friends’ faces, none of them had noticed. And no wonder. Everyone in the room was now staring dumbfounded at the empty space where the huge block of lilac ice had been just a second before. The fusion must have gone swimmingly… 
 
      
 
    “Look, it got bigger!” Onyx exclaimed, poking her finger toward the supply. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it has…” came Brown, mouth gaping in surprise. 
 
      
 
    I felt a light touch against my hand. I looked down and met eyes with Mee. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked in a near whisper. 
 
      
 
    Heh, at least someone noticed. Nothing gets past my little brother. 
 
      
 
    In response, I gave a silent nod. 
 
      
 
    “We did it?!” Onyx half asked, half exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat and responded as calmly as possible: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what the system has to say.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone held their breath and froze awaiting the verdict. Onyx pressed her hands against her chest like a little kid. Mouth slightly open, eyes like a pair of tea saucers. How tomboyish. She really must have gotten on her parents’ nerves. 
 
      
 
    I started reading out loud. And the deeper I delved into the changes to our supply, the more my friends gaped in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “So then,” I said, trying to keep my voice from wavering. “That fusion increased the size of our supply by two and a half times.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone gasped in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “And… Its mana restore speed has doubled.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx clapped her hands in excitement. I chuckled. The little fox was certainly keeping things interesting. 
 
      
 
    “But there’s more!” I acclaimed with a smile. “Check your mana supplies.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine has twenty-percent higher capacity!” Amber said, dumbfounded when she finished reading her stats. 
 
      
 
    “But how?!” Murk asked with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “After the fusion, our supply got a passive spell,” I replied. “The Great System calls it a mana aura. All mages inside the city get the effect.” 
 
      
 
    “Enemy ones too?” Amber got on guard. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Only those we mark as allies.” 
 
      
 
    Both magisters immediately nodded in understanding. They had just been given the ability to place those markers. 
 
      
 
    When I finished talking, they all looked at the second block of lilac ice without breathing a word. Not a smidgen of doubt in their eyes. I’d have to thank the blind old woman somehow. She really gave good advice. 
 
      
 
    The fusion procedure went like a knife through butter after that. One after the next, we fed all the crystals to our supply, which nearly doubled its capacity. 
 
      
 
    As expected, the second chunk of lilac ice increased the size of the supply, increased mana restore speed and improved the aura. Now, while in Foreston, any mage’s personal supply would go up by a grand total of forty percent. 
 
      
 
    Two fragments of fiery ruby activated another constant aura, giving those in the city a fifty-percent boost to their life supply as well as twenty-one extra regeneration points. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, that made me think of Papa Gino, who Mee used to heal every day. If that old man were still alive, he could live happily in Foreston without having to worry about his disgusting wound. But alas, the old lanista chose a different path. The path of a traitor. 
 
      
 
    “Ha! I’d wager our city is the first one in this whole world that heals its inhabitants.” Brown commented with pride. 
 
      
 
    “I’m scared to even imagine what will happen when word gets out,” Amber muttered cautiously. 
 
      
 
    Like the fiery ruby, the chunks of smoky crystal increased personal energy supply capacity for those inside the city, as well as it’s restore speed. 
 
      
 
    The last ingredient we fused was the black granite, which reinforced the tree bark on the city’s living fortress walls. Those two stones doubled the walls’ defensive capabilities. 
 
      
 
    And by the end, the Great System handed out an impressively generous bonus of eight hundred thousand development points, which I was saving especially for my trip to the Stone Forest. I would need them soon enough. 
 
      
 
    When we came outside after that, we were greeted with shouting from seemingly the entire city. That was despite the late hour. Apparently, we had somehow sparked a spontaneous celebration. 
 
      
 
    “Would you look at that!” Onyx shouted through the din, slapping Brown on the shoulder. “And you were afraid! See how happy everyone is!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, everything will be fine,” I reassured Mee, getting into the small pool filled with hot water. 
 
      
 
    The time had come for the temporary growth spheres. There was no reason to draw things out any longer. I think we managed to buy up every tablet the gnomes had for sale. And that was without the juicy stack I got from the caverns. Around fifteen million esses, two and a half thousand gold tablets, almost twenty-six thousand silvers, three hundred diamond tablets, two hundred twenty thousand tokens and twelve thousand orbs. Add to that several iridescent tablets, my mountain of crystals and useful ingredients and I’m sure I am currently in possession of the world’s largest collection of tablets. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did was bring up my pets’ levels to forty-five. Mee hit thirty yesterday, and the foxmaidens were up to forty. Beyond that, I gave Murk thirty Intellect tablets to hand out to his worthiest troops. A mana supply is practically useless without spells and magic abilities, but it would be a first step. The Hunters’ mage roster was growing unstoppably. 
 
      
 
    After getting the ring and fibula for defeating the demon of the abyss, I finally had the entire True Armor of the Founder collection. After being powered up with runes, my Will was up to one hundred twenty points and my Regeneration and Mind were at fifty. Plus, I had two special effects. 
 
      
 
    The ring gave me something a bit like my magic sixth sense. I could now see not only mana streams, but also energy and life as well. The fibula meanwhile unlocked Reveal Essence. The artifacts Master Chi, the king’s chancery men and Madi’s cousin used to examine me used something similar. This skill was directly linked to the Will and Mind figures. The higher they got, the more I could see and recognize. In other words, from now on, I could read the majority of living creatures inhabiting this world like an open book. And approximately the same thing was true about lifeless objects. As long as there weren’t any particular limitations such as skill or profession levels. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, I got an additional bonus for having the whole set. A spell called Founder’s Hand. It activated a five-hour magic aura increasing defense against dark magic by sixty percent for me and my allies. 
 
      
 
    The iridescent tablet the demon dropped contained around twenty spells and abilities, but most of them were off limits due to anatomical incompatibility. After a long time debating between the magic shield and attack, I ended up choosing a legendary offensive spell with the short name Decay of the Abyss, an area of effect spell. Despite the spell’s simple and laconic name, its description left me shaking at the knees. 
 
      
 
    ― Decay of the Abyss 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― One of the most powerful spells of Demon of the Abyss magic. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Offensive/Area of Effect. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic School: Darkness. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Mage indicates a point and activates a magic cloud of Decay of the Abyss. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 10,000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Radius of effect: 260 feet. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: 20 minutes. 
 
      
 
    ― Cooldown time: 9 hours. 
 
      
 
    This must have been precisely what the demon of the abyss wanted to use on us. I was scared to imagine what might have happened if he had managed. 
 
      
 
    When I tried on the ring and fibula, I was in for an unexpected surprise. The Great System told me the higher powers were awarding me the honorary title of Arbiter in recognition of my zeal. 
 
      
 
    The thing was, as it turned out, I had fulfilled the two main conditions needed to attain the rank. Five hundred points of Will and a hundred of Mind. After becoming an Arbiter, I was able to place a defensive block on any ally, protecting them against mental attacks! 
 
      
 
    The ability used up a huge amount of mana, but it was more than worth it. To be frank, with every passing day I was more and more concerned with mental magic. After all, it doesn’t really matter how many warriors we get together or how we arm them. If we’re up against even one mage with mind control abilities, we will lose the battle. They would have no problem ordering our warriors to kill one another or turn their weapons on us. 
 
      
 
    And her it was like the higher powers had heard my plea! Now we can do some fighting! And considering my block could only be evaded by mages with Will higher than mine, the picture this painted was very interesting indeed. Ugh! As soon as I’m done with the growth spheres, I’ll get straight to placing blocks. 
 
      
 
    I was distracted from the pleasant thoughts by Mee fussing around by the pool. He was hurriedly arranging bottles of satiety potion around the edge of it. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and repeated something I’d told him a number of times over the last half hour: 
 
      
 
    “Brother, don’t you worry. Everything will be fine! Why do I need so many potions? You know about the restrictions.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh well,” the gremlin muttered, continuing to remove small containers from his pockets. “There’s no such thing as too much. After all, you wouldn’t want to lose consciousness at the worst possible time.” 
 
      
 
    I breathed in. Strange as it may have been, he was right. I remembered perfectly well what happened when I activated a few hundred tablets at the same time back in Master Chi’s house. I spent the next few days lying around like a vegetable. Of course, now such a thing would not be likely to happen. I was no longer the kid I was back then. But still, there’s no harm in taking insurance. 
 
      
 
    Mee and my two regeneration spells plus the muckwalker magic, which was the reason I had gotten in the water, potions of satiety and the ability to activate avatar at any moment ― I was confident that would be enough to survive a mass improving of figures and levels. After all, it would all only take a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to stay a zero?” Mee asked me again. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled back. “You saw the mountains of loot I got in the caverns. That was all thanks to my level, or rather lack thereof. And after cohesion with pets, the process is going even faster.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” the gremlin nodded and added: “In any case, you have one sphere left.” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a condensed sigh. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Mee asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ah… I have but one regret…” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” the gremlin asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “That I cannot eat more complex dishes,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “Why might that be?” Mee chuckled. “You can easily.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him with hope. 
 
      
 
    “Explain!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’s your Cooking at?” Mee laughed and gave me a light knock on the head with his fist. “A hundred Mind, but still can’t think up a simple solution?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that’s right!” I exclaimed and facepalmed. “It’s so simple! Cooks have to try the food they’re making!” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s not all,” Mee snorted. “I’m one hundred percent certain that skill would also allow you to enjoy food prepared by others.” 
 
      
 
    With a smile, I rubbed my hands together. 
 
      
 
    “So then, what are we waiting for? I saw the chefs are making fruit pies for lunch. I’ve always wanted to try one. Let’s get started!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How’d it all go?” Onyx asked. She was now sitting on a small bench placed along the side of the wagon and distractedly polishing her blade with a soft rag. 
 
      
 
    I was on the way to Stenborg with my bodyguards, Mee and another ten foxfolk. On the bottom of the cart, covered in plain rags and straw, we were hiding three magic stone chunks. The future internal organs of the Bronze Legion. 
 
      
 
    “Surprisingly, it was all fine,” I responded, breaking off a big juicy piece of fruit pie. “It was over in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “And how did you feel?” Amber asked, watching my intense enjoyment of the fruity treat with suspicion. The thing was that it was already the fourth pie I had eaten in a row. I swallowed the three previous ones in two bites. To put it briefly, I was overindulging. The last time I ate something this tasty was when Mink was cooking for me. 
 
      
 
    “A little sick, but it got better,” I answered thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    When I thought back on my beloved, my heart gave a sharp squeeze. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” Onyx said loudly, distracting me from the heavy thoughts. “You’ve grown even stronger.” 
 
      
 
    The tablet absorption process really was painless. Using Clay, I brought up all my main characteristics to level five. Added a couple new ones, too. For example, Intuition and Flexibility. 
 
      
 
    Using silver, I then brought all my skills up to maximum. But alas, I did not manage to get any new spells. Other than the ones I got in the battle with Livid and the Order of Mages executioners. 
 
      
 
    As for physical skills though, that was much better. Stealth, Camouflage, Sword- and Knife Wielding, Hunter, Fisher… Cooking and Butchering. I had plenty of that goodness. And by the way, Mee turned out right ― fifty points of Cooking was enough for me to not only cook for myself, but also eat dishes cooked by others. 
 
      
 
    “What next?” asked Amber. 
 
      
 
    Very good question. It was also troubling me. 
 
      
 
    “I think the time has come to go to the Stone Forest,” I answered firmly. “We’ll bring the crystals to Gallia, give Madi a command to find us some jewelry, wait for the elven prince and get on our way…” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s coming?” Amber asked seriously. 
 
      
 
    “At first, just me. Hm… Or rather, I’ll be going with my pets. We’ll scout around, feel things out, then you can come move in.” 
 
      
 
    They all nodded in perfect timing. Based on the pensive looks, I was not the only one worried about how it would all go. 
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, the relentless Onyx asked: 
 
      
 
    “Say, what did Wheeze come up with?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and smiled. The loot brigade commander proved quite resourceful. 
 
      
 
    “When he found out we were feeing crystals to the supply, he suggested we do the same with our other loot.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you say the remaining crystals you’d be giving to jewelers to rework?” Amber asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not talking about crystals. Wheeze suggested we feed shells, fangs, mandibles and other loot we took off the monsters’ bodies to the supply.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, well!” Onyx exclaimed. “And what does that get us?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know yet. We haven’t tried it. We’ll take care of that when we get back from Stenborg. I think the supply will have cooled off a bit by then.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what’s happening to it?” Mee piped up. He was the first to notice the anomalous temperature of the now larger crystal. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to be frightened of,” I responded confidently. “It’s trying to adapt to its new shape and size.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you say that loot would be going to our craftspeople?” Amber came again. 
 
      
 
    “I did,” I nodded. “But the problem is that a lot of the loot is stuff our craftspeople can’t use. And we were planning on using it.” 
 
      
 
    “What about selling it to the gnomes?” Amber asked. “There’s probably lots of interesting stuff in there.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps before I might have sold it,” I answered. “But while we’re at war, I do not intend to make an enemy stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “But the gnomes aren’t our enemies!” Onyx said in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not talking about the gnomes,” I objected. “Everything they buy from us will be resold to craftspeople, armorers, smiths and alchemists in other lands. I would not like to find out one fine day that weaponry or some alchemical compound made from those ingredients ended up causing the death of one of our warriors.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, everyone fell into thought. 
 
      
 
    Onyx wanted to say something else but stopped short and started frowning just like the others. I was frowning, too. I just couldn’t get used to this. My mouth filled with bitter saliva. 
 
      
 
    We traded glances. 
 
      
 
    “Dark forces!” Onyx hissed through her teeth, saying what everyone was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get ready to fight them!” I barked and left the wagon before the others. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I HOPPED over the fairly high side of the wagon and landed spryly on the cobblestones. I noticed distantly that my movement now required less expenditure and was crisper thanks to my improved Agility, Speed and Flexibility as well as the new High Jump skill. 
 
      
 
    The majority of my newly acquired characteristics and skills were equivalent to level five. To some, those figures might not seem all that high. But that was only on first glance. 
 
      
 
    As a matter of fact, the majority of those who lived in this world could not boast of having so many physical abilities and characteristics, especially ones levelled up to five. After all, that is a very costly indulgence. 
 
      
 
    Because for the most part, skills and spells take silver tablets to level. For example, High Jump had a level-five ceiling at fifty points. It could be leveled with Clay, too, but tablets corresponding to that skill were not particularly common. You couldn’t exactly call them rare, either, but it would take a very long time to get enough of them. 
 
      
 
    Silver tablets were a way out of that. Fifty silvers meanwhile was a fortune, which many would rather invest in something more worthwhile. Definitely not something as frivolous as High Jump. 
 
      
 
    I though had no problem with that. I tried to gather tablets with all kinds of characteristics and skills. And now I was pleased to discover the new sensations I got from using them. 
 
      
 
    I was particularly pleasantly surprised with the effectiveness of a few chains of skills and characteristics. It was as if they were made to complement one another. 
 
      
 
    For example, before even a minute had passed, I already knew the exact number of attackers, their locations and levels. Furthermore, I also knew what they could do and see their weak points with ease. All that was thanks to the chain of Observation, Concentration, Eagle Eye, Aim and Tracker, my magical sixth sense, and Reveal Essence. The potent mixture gave me an overall picture down to the nitty-gritty details. 
 
      
 
    We had almost been caught in an ambush. The attackers (clearly Dark) were waiting for us on both sides of the road hidden among some rocks. Because we sensed them in advance and stopped twenty paces before their trap, their plan failed. 
 
      
 
    “Headman!” I barked. “Shield wall! Onyx! Amber! Cover Mee!” 
 
      
 
    After my cries, the foxfolk went into action — the squad of ten had been specially selected for me by Murk. Their levels ranged from thirty to forty. They had all unlocked magic supplies in no small part thanks to me. The experienced troops had taken part in clearing dark beasts from the area around Foreston. With top armor, weaponry, potions and magic spheres from the arsenal, these ten could easily stand up against a small army. Beyond that, I was planning in the future to provide them with confinement crystals containing my spells. Thankfully, we had a stockpile of stone snake “skin” that would last me for years. There was just one little thing left to do ― hire jewelers with sufficient knowledge and skill. 
 
      
 
    But as for my bodyguards… Recently, they had been looking after the gremlin more than me. So, my last command was probably more of a reminder than anything. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn…” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” I muttered at Gorgie who appeared next to me. “I should have summoned you earlier… We could have had them surrounded by now…” 
 
      
 
    While the Dark creatures sitting silently among the stones decided what to do next, I took a closer look at them. And the more I studied, the more unusual they seemed. 
 
      
 
    There weren’t many of the dark creatures. Just over twenty. Hm… Somehow not all that much for us. Levels from ten to seventeen. Stats a real mess. Most of their skills are just common professions. I’m sure Onyx could easily deal with them all herself. 
 
      
 
    A very strange group… By the way, the system called them “Rank-One Altered.” Just sitting there, not moving. Like stone statues. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve noticed,” I nodded at the harn’s observation. 
 
      
 
    The thing was that the heads of all the altered had barely visible energy threads running from them to a big rock formation and behind it of course was hiding yet another dark creature. 
 
      
 
    And that one was level forty. His mana supply was just over five thousand points, Guide skill leveled to the ceiling. Other stats lagging behind at about twenty. In other words, the mysterious mage leveled himself up to forty just for one spell. 
 
      
 
    “Take care of the puppet master,” I muttered to Gorgie. “And make sure he doesn’t run. He has a strange spell of some kind. It’s called Shift.” 
 
      
 
    The harn snorted and darted off like a shadow right toward the stones to flank the mysterious mage. 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t kill him!” I shouted mutedly after him. “I want him alive!” 
 
      
 
    I was in no rush to summon the snakes. No sense in showing them off without good reason. They are my ace in the hole. 
 
      
 
    Either the dark Guide sensed something, or his nerves just got the better of him, but he gave a command to his warriors. I even saw a brief magic upwelling move down the energy threads to the heads of the altered. 
 
      
 
    “Get ready!” I shouted. “They’re about to attack! I hit first, then everyone else on my command!” 
 
      
 
    Seven of my troops, taking cover behind their shields, held short spears out in front. Behind them stood three archers with bows drawn. Mee, Onyx and Amber were standing next to them ready to provide support at any moment. 
 
      
 
    The magic pulse did indeed cause the dark beings to attack. The altered all jumped up at once from behind the stones and ran clumsily our way. Short in stature, haphazard dress, faces covered ― we even traded surprised glances after seeing how silly our attackers looked. 
 
      
 
    Something isn’t right here… I can feel it in my guts… Then the energy lines running from the enemy mage disappeared. I wonder why. After all, he could have kept controlling his troops, but for some reason he let them go. I glanced toward the Guide. What I saw was a bright flash. Clearly magic. And an instant later, the dark mage was gone… 
 
      
 
    “Little bastard!” 
 
      
 
    Gorgie’s aggrieved roar confirmed that we had let the mage get away. The harn was just a few paces from him. The dark being escaped right from under his nose. 
 
      
 
    The dark warband, abandoned to the hands of fate by their commander, kept running our direction. 
 
      
 
    “They’re unarmed!” Onyx commented. “Strange… They jostle when they run…” 
 
      
 
    “Attack only on my command!” I reminded them, leaving the shield bearers behind me. 
 
      
 
    When they were just fifteen paces away, I activated ram, which hit the whole tight formation. The three still on their feet I tickled with lightning. Not even a minute later, the dark creatures’ attack fizzled out. 
 
      
 
    “Is that all?!” Onyx exclaimed in disappointment, looking around at the dark creatures lying on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Archers — stand down!” I commanded. “All others, advance and finish them off! I give you a minute and a half!” 
 
      
 
    As expected, the nearest paralyzed creature was reached first by Onyx. Before cutting off the monster’s head, the fox took the rag off its face and stopped dead in her tracks. After that, she quickly checked all the others and turned my way to shout in surprise: 
 
      
 
    “Rick! They’re gnomes!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Our return to Stenborg could be called triumphant. Hundreds of onlookers were posted up along the street as we proceeded down. The fanfare was unimaginable. It was all because of the twenty altered gnomes we were dragging behind us, their hands tied to long poles and mouths gagged. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, they were just the shells of gnomes, nothing more. They had sagging bluish skin, empty eyes, some of them were even missing limbs ― the dark necromancer that escaped us must have been gathering his dead army for some time. The bodies of some of the altered had already begun to rot. The smell coming off them was beyond vile. 
 
      
 
    Before we reached the central square, something unfortunate happened. A redheaded gnome jumped out from the crowd of onlookers and ran over to one of the altered with a loud wail. Whispers ran down the crowd saying she was the sister of one of the altered who had disappeared a few days before. 
 
      
 
    If not for my troops intercepting the gnome, it would have been a tragedy. Her dead brother was able to spit out his gag and was about to sink his teeth into the neck of his weeping sister. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, the gnomes didn’t like how the foxfolk were behaving. The incensed crowd lurched forward in a frantic wave. Another moment of this and the gnomes will go on the attack. 
 
      
 
    Well, not all of them… Many were wise enough to take a closer look at our captives. And the horror on their faces was exactly why I decided to embark on this little venture. 
 
      
 
    The thing was that Madi had told me in no uncertain terms that some common gnomes were upset because they opposed the war. And blame for the conflict was placed squarely on Gallia and me. Many gnomes conducted trade with the human kingdoms but now, “thanks to our ancient queen and the upstart magister of the dead order,” they had to go to war with their former business partners. I’m sure the Steel King and magisters of the Order of Mages sent agents provocateurs, who had something to do with this. 
 
      
 
    I hope the gnomes today see their trading partners for who they really are. 
 
      
 
    But there was one more problem. There were rumors spreading as fast as lightning that a huge army was being formed to fight us, one that surpassed ours in number by nearly three times. Do I even have to say that the people were not exactly in a fighting mood after that news? As a matter of fact, that was putting it lightly. Gallia’s principality was now on the verge of a popular uprising. The war was at risk of coming to an end before it even got started. 
 
      
 
    While listening to Madi’s, I frankly could not understand. Did any of these rebels truly believe the coming war could be stopped by an uprising? The gears of conflict were already turning. The human kingdoms had already sent out their forces. They wouldn’t stop until their former trading partners were ruined. The gnomish principality was too tempting a treat, and everyone had already long been licking their lips ravenously. 
 
      
 
    Now I see why the necromancers had set up the whole poorly executed ambush. They wanted to turn the order of hunters and gnomes against each other. Making us out to be the murderers of our own allies. Honestly though, I couldn’t understand how they were planning to bring evidence of this “betrayal” to the people. Week-old altered bodies aren’t exactly a stellar argument. Though the agents provocateur were probably more familiar with how the gnomes might react. What mattered most to them was to light a spark. The flame would start on its own. The bastard that ran away from us must have known all the details. Ah, what a shame you got away, scoundrel… 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the situation escalated. The crowd’s outrage was just about to spill over onto us. But we were trying our best to behave ourselves. Thankfully, I warned everyone not to give into the provocation. 
 
      
 
    I also realized we were taking a risk but, if it all worked out, we would be giving the agents provocateur a little pinch on the nose. Without even suspecting it, our foes had given me the chance to correct a festering issue in gnomish society. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?!” Gallia Longbraid shouted out as powerfully as thunder, her voice carrying over the whole square. 
 
      
 
    The crowd quieted down. But I still heard cries of dismay here and there. No one was joining them anymore, though. Everyone was waiting to see what would happen. 
 
      
 
    The gnomish sovereign appeared surrounded by a few dozen level-fifty warriors packed into armor suits. Beyond that, next to her were two bearded gnomes. Mages! 
 
      
 
    “Mister Supreme Magister!” Gallia addressed me loudly and demandingly. “What do you think you’re doing here?!” 
 
      
 
    Her voice sounded menacing, but in her eyes, I saw approval. She could already tell the gnomes I’d brought with were altered and dead. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled to myself. So, I did everything right. 
 
      
 
    My turn. 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty!” I proclaimed loudly. “Today, on our way to the glorious city of Stenborg, we were ambushed by Dark creatures!” 
 
      
 
    The first rows gasped. My words spread through the crowd like ripples on still water. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know they were Dark creatures?!” someone shouted to the right. 
 
      
 
    But he got shushed. 
 
      
 
    “These are monster hunters!” came a response from the left. “Who can recognize Dark creatures better than them!?” 
 
      
 
    I noticed who said that and recognized him. It was one of the queen’s personal secretary’s many assistants. 
 
      
 
    I smiled internally. Gallia had already taken insurance. Smart, it worked quickly! 
 
      
 
    Whispers of approval ran through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Why have you taken our citizens prisoner?!” someone to the right wouldn’t settle. 
 
      
 
    I turned to get a better look. I might have never noticed the man. But now things were different. The little, gray-bearded gnome with shifty eyes thought I couldn’t see him behind a big, red-bearded fellow. Well, well, I do see you and I won’t forget. 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty!” I said, putting on a doleful expression. “Alas, but these unfortunates are no longer your subjects! They’re just shells! The spawn of vile necromancer magic!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd gasped and began to stir. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and one of the foxfolk started untying the same altered man whose sister had run towards him. For the record, it was a very good thing she turned up. We needed another witness. 
 
      
 
    Two of my troops held the rabid altered by the arms. His skin was already blue, the once red dirty hair on his head and chin stuck out in clumps. His cloudy eyes were staring at the now silent onlookers. The altered man was gnashing his teeth from time to time, trying to bite the foxfolk holding him back. 
 
      
 
    “That is not my brother!” the redheaded gnome suddenly exclaimed with strain, all that time walking in the crowd and watching the prisoners with hope. 
 
      
 
    “That monster is not my brother!” she exclaimed again and began to weep bitterly. 
 
      
 
    The crowd fell silent. It all came together a bit better than I thought. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right!” I declared loudly. “The Great System calls these creatures ‘altered!’ They’re just rank one! But with time, after they eat enough flesh of the living, they will turn into necromorphs!” 
 
      
 
    Now that was a word they had all heard before. Who didn’t know the story of the ancient Age of the Dead Wars? 
 
      
 
    “The skies of the dark continent teem with predatory beasts!” I continued loudly, driving my words home like nails into soft wood. “Thousands gather at Foreston’s gates seeking refuge from a mysterious scourge! The Wastes are infested with herds of bloodthirsty necromorphs that devour every living thing in their path. A Dark Gateway has opened in the Stone Forest, allowing a horde of otherworldly monsters to come flooding through. Our enemies form alliances! Our world stands on the brink of a Great War! Those who think they can sit it out will not be so lucky! The Steel King and his necromancers have long been amassing forces! Sooner or later, they were always going to start a war against the Light! Everyone you once considered a trading partner or friend would sooner or later have barged into your home brandishing a weapon! Her Majesty, Gallia Longbraid, saw the threat before it was too late and decided to stop our enemy while we still can! And we monster hunters shall stand at your side and fight as well! Just as we did all those centuries ago!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd’s enthusiastic roar drowned out my last words. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bravo!” Gallia clapped her hands when we were in her palace in the throne room. “Excellent move! Were you lying about the ambush?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “That was exactly what happened. My companions can confirm it with an oath.” 
 
      
 
    There were five bearded gnomes in the throne room, two mages and our party. The group of five, by the way, were jewelers with high crafting figures. 
 
      
 
    “Curious,” the gnome said thoughtfully, stroking her beard. “We can discuss it in more detail in the future.” 
 
      
 
    I just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “But now!” she exclaimed, smiling and rubbing her hands together. “Am I understanding correctly that you have come bearing gifts?! Did you pull it off?” 
 
      
 
    I saw all the gnomes in the room lurch forward. With my nod, the six foxfolk brought three big, huge sacks forward and set them before the throne. After untying the drawstrings, they took a few steps back. 
 
      
 
    On the floor, three massive differently colored shards lay before the enraptured gazes of the gnomes. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I am aware, this should be enough to bring the entire Bronze Legion back, to life!” I said with a smile and saw the drooling gnomes shudder abruptly and turn their heads to face the queen. 
 
      
 
    She winced and, clenching her jaws, menaced me with a fist. They must not all have known why the queen needed so much crystal. I just shrugged my shoulders. Should have warned me. 
 
      
 
    Gallia sighed and looked point blank into the eyes of the suddenly shrinking jewelers. 
 
      
 
    “It might actually be better this way…” she said slowly. The look in her eyes sent a chill running down my spine. And that look was directed at her craftspeople. “Today you will give me an oath in blood that you will never mention what you heard here.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes breathed a concerted sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “I assume this gift comes with strings attached?” Gallia asked with mockery in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty…” I spread my arms with a smirk on my lips. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” she waved it off. “Just don’t tell me we’re fighting for a common cause… Tell me what you want…” 
 
      
 
    “Two thousand golems,” I answered quickly. “And jewelers that know how to work crystals like these.” 
 
      
 
    The queen squinted. I withstood her heavy gaze calmly. 
 
      
 
    “Five hundred golem archers,” she responded quickly. “I’m not giving up any jewelers.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “A thousand golems and some jewelers. At least one…” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred lancers, the same number of swordfighters and a hundred archers. No jewelers. For real. Before you are all the gnomes who can work these crystals. And they have lots of work to do here.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded at the five master craftspeople listening intently to our negotiations. They looked very entertained. When you really think about it, they were now witnessing a historic event they would one day tell their grandchildren about. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    “Toss in a hundred golems of each type…” I saw the gnome’s eyes light up. “And a few recipes…” 
 
      
 
    Gallia stared gloomily at me. Then turned to the craftspeople. They instantly shook their bearded heads “no.” They don’t want to share their knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” she pronounced solemnly. “You’ll have the recipes! But you have to swear an oath that you will never use the knowledge you receive against my people.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. 
 
      
 
    Today really is a historic event. Just one such recipe is plenty of compensation for three crystals. 
 
      
 
    Now I can make jewelers of my own! 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE STORY WITH THE INSTIGATORS on the square was not over. Gallia’s secret chancery proved that they’re really worth their salt. 
 
      
 
    The next day, when the queen and I were alone discussing the details of our upcoming military campaign, we were interrupted by her Majesty’s personal secretary. 
 
      
 
    “Speak,” Gallia ordered the gnome curtly. 
 
      
 
    “You need to come down to the torture chamber,” he said with a colorless voice. 
 
      
 
    “Are the provocateurs talking?” the queen asked and winked at me. 
 
      
 
    Gallia was letting me know that her watchdogs had everything under control and the men shouting on the square were being observed. 
 
      
 
    “No one has said a thing, except one,” the secretary responded. 
 
      
 
    “Am I to assume he has agreed to break the oath he gave to his masters?” Gallia gave a sidelong smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, your Majesty!” the secretary nodded. “By all appearances, he wants to negotiate something for himself or his family.” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely the latter,” Gallia said as she stood up from the chair. “The Great System is not likely to let him keep his life after breaking an oath.” 
 
      
 
    Stretching out in satisfaction, the queen glanced at me then, making a predatory grin, she asked: 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever been to a torture chamber before…?” 
 
      
 
    I just snorted in response and was about to get out of my seat when a quiet but insistent knock came at the office door. 
 
      
 
    The secretary disappeared behind the door right away and, a minute later, appeared again. 
 
      
 
    “What’s out there?” the queen asked. 
 
      
 
    “You are no longer required in the torture chamber,” the secretary said calmly. 
 
      
 
    “You took care of it? That’s good. Brief me.” 
 
      
 
    I then gave an imperceptible sigh and stayed sitting. To be frank, I had no desire to visit her palace’s dungeon. I didn’t expect to see anything good there. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the secretary cleared his throat and began the briefing. 
 
      
 
    “The Supreme Magister was right,” he said with a respectful bow to me. “It was an attempt to frame the Hunters. Right here in the capital, the bodies of several gnomes were found in one of their houses.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” the queen chuckled. “As soon as the magister and his troops entered the city, the bodies were going to be blamed on them.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems too simple and sloppy…” I said. 
 
      
 
    The queen waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, you just wait and see what’s about to happen. It only takes one little spark to light the flame of rebellion! My subjects are in a panic. They haven’t gone to war with anyone in centuries. The once fearsome warriors have become a nation of traders and craftspeople.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s okay,” I shrugged. “Nobody wants war. I don’t want it either.” 
 
      
 
    “As if I do,” Gallia waved a hand. 
 
      
 
    Then she turned back to her secretary: 
 
      
 
    “What else?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you’re not gonna like this…” The secretary expressed a shade of emotion for the first time in the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “And the news was all so great until now!” the queen threw up her arms. “Dark creatures committing sabotage and conspiring right under my nose… My people on the brink of rebellion… Ugh! Get it over with! Tell me…” 
 
      
 
    “The Dark creatures had help from elves,” the secretary said with no prelude. 
 
      
 
    Gallia trained her cold gaze on the secretary. 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he answered. I could sense tension in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Details,” the queen ordered shortly. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have much info,” the secretary responded. “But it’s all coming together. The four highest houses are thought to be involved. And if you take that with the fact that their ambassadors left the capital just yesterday, then…” 
 
      
 
    “Who?!” barked the queen. 
 
      
 
    The secretary quickly rattled off the names of the highest elven families in a colorless voice. 
 
      
 
    I felt my fingers latch dead into my armrests. One of the clans listed was Clan Crimson Leaf. Had Tananth really decided to break our agreement? 
 
      
 
    I slowly raised my head and looked at Gallia. As if reading my thoughts, she said reassuringly: 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe Tananth is involved. Most likely, his vile grandfather stands behind this. He must have had help from the elven king, as well. Looks like the fact that you disregarded the Great Forest and did not give them seeds has offended them a great deal. And now they’ve decided to play dirty tricks in response. But the fact that they are in cahoots with Darkness ― I will never forgive them for that!” 
 
      
 
    The last sentence Gallia basically roared out. 
 
      
 
    “Then…” I said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t wait for Tananth,” the queen interrupted me. “I’d bet my right hand his grandfather did everything in his power to slow his grandson down and prevent his plan from coming to fruition.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought the elves would be happy to see a new Heart of the Forest…” 
 
      
 
    “The majority of them are,” said Gallia. “Mainly commoners. The heads of the highest houses and their inner circles on the other hand are very uneasy. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn they didn’t even sense the Call. I mean, how else can you explain their actions? I think they lost their connection with the Forest long ago. As a matter of fact, when they found out the Heart was not calling to them, they probably only dug in their heels. Heh! And of course! Some poor suckers got called, but they were passed over. Even some filthy trolls heard the Call. That’s exactly the way they think, Rick! Believe you me.” 
 
      
 
    “But Tananth…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to start without him,” Gallia sighed heavily. “And the sooner the better.” 
 
      
 
    “Our scouts in the Wastes are reporting that necromorphs have started coalescing into large packs,” the secretary tossed in his five copper. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like they’ve found plenty to eat,” the gnome said gloomily. “The puppet masters will bring them here soon. If you manage to close the Dark Gateway in the Stone Forest, their attack will fail. The necromancers will have no energy.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the time has come,” I said decisively and got up from the seat. 
 
      
 
    Gallia walked over to the table and picked up a few scrolls. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” she said and handed them to me. “The recipes, as promised. There are more here than I was planning on giving you at first. I hope they help you carry out your plan.” 
 
      
 
    I accepted the scrolls gingerly. I now had seven recipes in my hands. Three for making confinement crystals, two for mana and one each for life and energy. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head, and Gallia and I met eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Remember this,” she said. “You swore an oath not to harm my people.” 
 
      
 
    “And I intend to keep it,” I said firmly. 
 
      
 
    The queen, satisfied with my response, gave a short nod. 
 
      
 
    “As for the golems, the craftsmen have promised the first thousand troops will be ready in a month. Then they need to be brought to life.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia winced and breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t even spoken with Gramner yet… So, you won’t be getting your golems any time soon.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s quite the long time to wait,” I winced. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she shrugged her shoulders. “But don’t you worry. I think the craftsmen are just covering their bases. They’re purposely asking for longer than they need. In any case, I’m not going to be tough on them. The pace will pick up after they get the hang of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I really hope so,” I said. “We don’t have much time left…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’re ready,” Murk said and nodded at the door behind which seven aspiring hunters were waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s go,” I answered and opened the door first. 
 
      
 
    There were seven foxfolk in the reception room. Four foxmaidens and three foxmen. Levels over thirty. All jewelers. I ran a Reveal Essence on them all right away. 
 
      
 
    Hm… As Murk said, all of their main professions are beyond level two hundred fifty. In other words, they all hit the ceiling first with Clay at one hundred fifty, then from there used whatever they could get their hands on. And then their rise ground to a halt due to a lack of high-level materials. 
 
      
 
    Other than Jewelry Making, they all had approximately level-twenty stats and skills such as: Masonry, Mining, Crafting and Smithing. Overall, the four had worked pretty hard on their development. At the very least, that would save me a huge number of tablets. 
 
      
 
    When I came over, all seven of them stood up. I looked all of them in the eyes one after the next. Despite their respectable ages and positions in society, they were noticeably anxious, and a few looked like they were getting cold feet. And no wonder… If I were in their place, I’d be feeling weird, too. Murk got them all together in secret and, without a word, brought them to me. 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re surprised and alarmed,” I started. “No one has explained a thing to you but, believe you me, this was the way it had to be. For your own safety.” 
 
      
 
    They all gave a noticeable shudder. And started trading sheepish glances. 
 
      
 
    The most senior of them spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister, we understand darkness is already near. War is on our doorstep. But we are not warriors. If need be, we would all take up arms and stand on the walls, but…” 
 
      
 
    I raised a hand to stop him. 
 
      
 
    “Esteemed master craftspeople,” I said in a reassuring tone. “By all appearances, we’re having a misunderstanding. No one is planning to force you to take up arms. On the contrary… The safer you are, the better it will be for all of us. And by ‘us,’ I mean the whole Order and city.” 
 
      
 
    The craftspeople again exchanged glances. Based on their timid smiles, my words had reassured them a great deal. 
 
      
 
    “Then what do you need us for?” the red fox asked. “And why all this secrecy?” 
 
      
 
    “Patience,” I said. “You’ll learn everything very soon. But first I have something to show you… Come with me…” 
 
      
 
    As we went down the stairs into the treasury, I continued: 
 
      
 
    “As you know, our supply has grown stronger.” 
 
      
 
    The craftspeople responded with approving cries. 
 
      
 
    “It was a miracle!” said a short foxman who walked with a wooden cane. “I was shocked you pulled it off! I hadn’t stood up in many years. And now look at me ― walking around on my own two!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. The additional thirty points of regeneration had put many back on their feet. Murk told me that the news of the wonder city that heals and refills supplies had spread like wildfire around the area. A few leaders of steppe tribes had asked to meet with me. 
 
      
 
    “Today you will learn the secret of why,” I smiled and opened the door to the treasury. 
 
      
 
    The craftsmen followed me cautiously. They turned their heads in a daze and stared at the mountains of crystal. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, forest spirits!” the oldest craftsman shouted out in astonishment. “But that’s…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I smiled. “I think now you understand how we transformed the supply.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s an honest-to-gods miracle!” one of the foxmaidens said, her voice quavering. 
 
      
 
    “But you still haven’t said what you need us for.” The old man was first to come to his senses. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to start creating crystals of mana, life and energy. As well as confinement crystals. Those can be made of that black granite over there.” 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk were transfixed and turned their heads where I pointed. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister,” the old man said contritely. “Most likely, you were misinformed… From the bottom of our hearts, we would truly love to help you create these artifacts. But alas, our crafting skills are not high enough. The floor for working these stones is three hundred fifty. But that’s only half the trouble. Even if by some fantastic means we are suddenly able to get to that point, there’s still no way.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that,” I nodded calmly. “Because you need recipes.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right, sir Magister,” one of the foxmaidens said. “Finding such recipes is a great stroke of luck! It’s practically impossible!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Esteemed master craftspeople! I am perfectly aware of everything you are telling me. And believe you me, I would not have brought you here for nothing.” 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk again started trading glances, shifting from foot to foot. 
 
      
 
    “So then,” I continued. “Let’s start from the beginning. From this day forth, you will be inducted as magisters!” 
 
      
 
    In response came a joint sigh of astonishment. 
 
      
 
    “After that, you will all choose the path of Vanquisher of Darkness. That way you’ll be able to enchant items using dark orbs.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded to Murk standing not far away. 
 
      
 
    “I left a reserve of dark orbs behind for you, sir magister.” 
 
      
 
    The albino nodded to confirm. 
 
      
 
    “Other than that, you will all be unlocking magic supplies this very day. Murk already has the tablets.” 
 
      
 
    The craftspeople stared at me unblinking. 
 
      
 
    “Beyond Intellect tablets, you will be provided sufficient silver tablets to bring up your skills such as: Jewelry and Blacksmithing, Crafting, Masonry, and the Mind characteristic.” 
 
      
 
    The foxman with a cane cleared his throat loudly. 
 
      
 
    “But that isn’t all,” I said. “In order to lighten the load, I bought all the best tools in the gnomish capital and outfitted a number of workshops, which you’ll find in the next room over.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell over the treasury. 
 
      
 
    “And to top it all off,” I smiled and took out seven scrolls. “Each of you will be receiving one recipe.” 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk stared wide-eyed at the scrolls in my hands. 
 
      
 
    “Esteemed masters of your trade!” I exclaimed triumphantly. “Mark this day! For today, your people shall ascend to a higher level of progress. Your masterful abilities will make our warriors even stronger. Make haste! Do as much as you can, regardless of if it’s possible. The enemy is already at the gates! Get to work as quickly as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent speech,” Murk said after we’d left the treasury and the craftspeople had gone home to prepare to absorb the tablets. 
 
      
 
    “I sincerely meant every word,” I answered gravely. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Murk responded just as gravely. 
 
      
 
    “Get them all in one place to absorb,” I said. “Have Mee monitoring their condition.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the albino nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he, by the way?” I asked. “I haven’t seen him much recently.” 
 
      
 
    After his inborn ability to heal plants was unlocked, the gremlin had been racing from one end of the city to the other. 
 
      
 
    “He’s performing magic on the vines right now,” Murk responded. “And he’s doing a great job.” 
 
      
 
    Woah! Praise from Murk himself. That doesn’t happen often. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell him what you said,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    The albino just shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “go ahead, what’s it to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Are the warriors ready?” I asked, changing the topic. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “Five hundred of the best troops. Fully equipped. Fifty of them are trap masters.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I praised him. “I’ll be needing them very soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be going with them, as well,” Murk came like a broken record. 
 
      
 
    “No, my friend,” I shook my head. “I need you here. I cannot leave Foreston to anyone else. With you here, I feel at ease.” 
 
      
 
    The albino breathed a heavy sigh. The Fang chieftain was spoiling for a fight. It wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. Not even the twentieth. 
 
      
 
    I’m not gonna lie, a warrior as powerful as Murk would be nice to have out in the Stone Forest. Especially in light of the fact that Tananth still hadn’t shown up. And meanwhile, he promised to take a few dozen powerful mages with him. The Great Forest seems to be a more restless place than ever before. 
 
      
 
    Deep down in his soul, Murk knew that as well, but he kept asking to go fight. 
 
      
 
    Shifting away from the slippery topic, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Keep an eye on the jewelers at all times. They swore an oath, but someone is sure to take note of what they’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Murk muttered. “I’ll take very good care of them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” I nodded. “What I need most is confinement crystals. I’m going to put my most powerful spells into them. We can hand them out to troops with mana supplies.” 
 
      
 
    The albino nodded in silence. 
 
      
 
    Seeing his mood, I sighed heavily, then gave him an approving pat on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be mad, buddy. Very soon you’ll have to do a lot of fighting. Do you think all these flying freaks just came out of nowhere? There’s another dark portal in the mountains. The necromancers are using its power to forge another army. And guess where that army is headed?” 
 
      
 
    Murk sighed quietly again. 
 
      
 
    “And I don’t need company in the Stone Forest just yet,” I continued. “But you know that…” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Murk answered. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, he had snapped out of it. 
 
      
 
    “First I need to scout things out,” I said. “Then bring up the size of the fort’s supply. If the supply is even still ‘alive…’ Then activate the city blueprint. Grow a couple sequoias. Only then can we start transporting troops there.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the Heart of the Forest?” Murk asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to summon a new keeper,” I said, stroking my chin. “But that’s after we dig in. That forest is teeming with dark beasts, and a keeper will need time before the seed puts down roots. During that time, they will be particularly vulnerable.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Murk nodded. “It’s gonna be intense…” 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again…” I snorted and, smiling predatorily, added: ”But it’s all gonna work out for the best. It has to. At the very least, we will do everything we can. We’ll tear all these creeps limb from limb!” 
 
      
 
    Murk growled in approval and bared his teeth. 
 
      
 
    By the time we made it outside, the sun was already preparing to sink beneath the horizon. Feeling satisfied, I breathed in the fresh night air and, smiling, said: 
 
      
 
    “Buddy, let’s go see Aunty Agatha! We should get a bite of something tasty. Because tomorrow morning, I’m warping out to the Stone Forest. So, I want this evening to be relaxing.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FORT STOUT’S PORTAL ROOM greeted me with cryptlike silence and desolation. And one other thing ― a vile, clammy sensation of Darkness. It was like a greeting from an old friend, the otherworldly portal. I’m reminded that I used to have worse reactions to these upwellings. Now I take them as minor inconveniences. Like bad smells. Nothing more. 
 
      
 
    I activated the amulet and summoned Gorgie, who immediately started studying the room. 
 
      
 
    According to the map of Fort Stout I found in the Foreston magistrate’s library, its portal hall was located directly beneath the tower. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “How much time could I have saved if I had access to this room before?” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn,” Gorgie agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Find something?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The harn just snorted to let me know there was nothing of interest in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Like I thought…” I muttered and walked toward the door. Beyond it ran a wide corridor leading to the surface. If the map was to be trusted, the exit was in the western part of the fort. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I feel it too.” 
 
      
 
    The otherworldly portal has grown more powerful over the past year. I can even sense its dark emanations from here. And it’s a few hours’ walk away. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’ll have visitors soon. We need to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    Before getting outside, we had to do some messing around. The exit was blocked by a pile of rocks and dirt mixed with ancient debris. 
 
      
 
    After digging out the cave-in and getting to the surface, I summoned the whipsnakes. Now there were four of us, and we were ready to turn back any attack. 
 
      
 
    I took a look around. 
 
      
 
    A-hem… It’s all much worse than I thought. The Stone Forest is immersed in darkness. This huge piece of land seemed uninhabitable. The trees looked dismal as if something invisible was pressing down on them. Everything around was enshrouded in grimy gray fog. Visibility was abysmal. If not for my magic sight, I’d basically be blind. 
 
      
 
    “Go take a walk around,” I ordered my pets. “Just stay quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Following my order, they disappeared into the darkness silent as shadows. 
 
      
 
    I meanwhile got started looking around and, to put it lightly, wasn’t particularly encouraged. 
 
      
 
    Everywhere I cast my eye, there was stone debris lying around, having grown over with black moss and withered vegetation over the past year. There was literally nothing left of the fort. Someone had simply wiped it off the face of the earth. 
 
      
 
    At first, I blamed it on the orcs. After all, Sarkhaat the Great Shaman of the Wastes was hot on my heels and burning with righteous indignation to take revenge for the death of his grandson. But I somehow had a hard time believing the orcs would waste the kind of time and energy it would take to level every structure to the ground. And I should note that it would take a huge amount of energy. My ancient forerunners worked on this for centuries. Even after the attacks of the otherworldly brutes, the majority of the fortifications and the tower itself were essentially untouched. 
 
      
 
    No, someone else had been here… 
 
      
 
    And whoever it was had demolished the ancient Hunter structures. As a matter of fact, the fort was even missing its supply. I didn’t find the golem, either. And no wonder. Who could pass up such goodies? 
 
      
 
    I’d have to start over from scratch. What a pity. The size of the stolen supply was pretty striking. The ten shards I’d brought to fuse with it were supposed to increase the power of the supply and future city. 
 
      
 
    First back from scouting were the whipsnakes, who hadn’t found anything. The Stone Forest was hard to call populated on my last visit. And those days were long gone. I had seen something similar before. Looks like we’re currently witnessing the formation of an anomaly. Very soon, its masters would be dropping by for a check-up. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie was last to return, having gone to check the road leading to the otherworldly portal. And he brought news that something ghastly and huge was moving our direction. Just what I wanted him to tell me. 
 
      
 
    My pets were agitated. The snakes hissed menacingly while the harn batted himself on the scaly sides with his tail, growling nervously. They were ready to do battle right here and now. 
 
      
 
    But beyond the pets, someone else was showing unease. Or rather, impatience and hunger ― the Heart of the Forest seeds. Recently they hadn’t been acting up much or causing particular trouble. Either it was because we had gotten used to each other, or their desires were suppressed by my Will. Hard to explain. But in one way or another, I managed to forget about the little gluttons until today. But I shouldn’t have… 
 
      
 
    The two monsters needed food. Especially Bad Seed. That was what I was calling one of the big eaters to myself. Since I got them, I managed to get to know them and concluded that they had completely different personalities. Bad Seed was more active and unstable. It was always begging for food at the very worst times. And that was how it earned itself the name. 
 
      
 
    The second glutton was quieter. It didn’t jump out in front, instead ceding the initiative to its insatiable sibling. At first, I thought Bad Seed was dominating and suppressing the other one, but very quickly I realized it was something else completely… It just couldn’t be bothered to constantly pressure me. Why waste energy on such foolishness? On top of that, the impatient Bad Seed was doing a good enough job. And for the record, when I lost patience and started using my Will to pressure them, it nipped back hard enough for them both. And that led to me calling the second one Lazybones. 
 
      
 
    But now, Bad Seed and Lazybones were getting on my nerves equally. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, children,” I reassured all my creatures through clenched teeth. “Soon we’ll be able to do some fighting and eating. But first we have to get ready.” 
 
      
 
    I should note that Lazybones calmed right down, where Bad Seed needed some pressure from my Will. For the umpteenth time… I already knew which of them I wanted to get rid of first. Ahem… I do not envy their new keeper. 
 
      
 
    By the way, about that. As it turned out, I was not able to summon a new keeper while in Foreston. The Great System told me there already was one Heart of the Forest nearby. Basically, they can’t live too near each other. 
 
      
 
    Seemingly, I would have to summon a keeper while in the Stone Forest. To be frank, I was hoping to put that on Tananth or someone from his circle, but I hadn’t heard from the elves. So, the issue of summoning a “new Pinebogey” remained open and it was honestly starting to worry me. Without help from a Heart of the Forest, it would be hard for us to take over the Stone Forest and thus distract the necromancers. 
 
      
 
    We spent a few minutes cleaning off the huge stone pedestal where the fort’s supply had once been. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I placed a hand on the slab’s scratchy surface, a message appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    ― Magister, would you like to create a supply? 
 
      
 
    Giving my permission, I saw a short list of requirements. 
 
      
 
    ― Large shard of lilac ice (1). 
 
      
 
    ― 50,000 development points. 
 
      
 
    ― 30,000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    Great! Just one shard! No need to create mana crystals just for that. The ancient writings were not lying. 
 
      
 
    I read the message one more time and turned to my patiently awaiting pets. 
 
      
 
    “So then, kiddos,” I said, shaking the dirt and leaves off my knees. “That’s enough scouting. Let’s go back to Foreston for shards.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I popped out of the portal in Foreston, I was awaited by my entire inner circle as well as thirty troops who were supposed to bring the preprepared crystals. 
 
      
 
    All of them look tense. They’re waiting to hear what I have to say. 
 
      
 
    “How was it?” Murk asked shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet for now,” I answered. “But it will begin soon.” 
 
      
 
    I saw that the albino was struggling against himself, though not a single tendon twitched on his face. Great! He proved yet again that the decision to leave him behind in Foreston was the right one. I wouldn’t have wanted to leave our main city without a commander. After all, anything could have happened with the portal at Fort Stout. 
 
      
 
    “Everything ready over here?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Murk nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Then after me,” I waved a hand and again stepped into the portal arch. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, troops started appearing in the fort’s portal hall carrying shards. 
 
      
 
    I saw them losing their footing and grimacing. Not all of them took the otherworldly portal’s greeting well. Some of the foxfolk stopped, doubled over and started to vomit. And that was despite the fact I had placed my marker on all of them. 
 
      
 
    “Hang in there, brethren,” I reassured them. “Just a bit more. Bring it all up!” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, all the shards were lying outside next to the pedestal while the troops caught their breath and looked around alarmed. Based on the standing fur on the backs of their necks, they were not big fans of the area around Fort Stout. They kept glancing over at the whipsnakes and Gorgie. With my pets around, the foxfolk felt more confident. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the snakes started to hiss menacingly while the harn bared his fangs and gave a muted growl. 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” I said loudly. “We’ve got company! Go back to Foreston!” 
 
      
 
    I could see lack of confidence on the troops’ faces. I understand. They don’t want to abandon their leader. 
 
      
 
    “Well!” I barked. The avatar of chaos had already started to transform my body. “What are you standing around for!? March to the portal!” 
 
      
 
    I reinforced the last order with Will. 
 
      
 
    A few troops shuddered, some stepped back, but every single one of them obeyed. 
 
      
 
    When the last soldier’s tail flickered down the hole, I breathed a sigh of relief and turned toward the direction our uninvited guests were coming from. 
 
      
 
    The Darkness began to condense. Something huge and dangerous was coming this way from the otherworldly portal. A few heartbeats, and the wall of darkness was practically looming over us. 
 
      
 
    With my permission, Coal flicked his tail and a wave of fire rolled toward the dark spot. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, the clammy dark gray fog rolled back. The fiery wall wafted with flame. Burning up everything in its path, it rolled a few dozen feet and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Based on the fact that the Great System ignored it, the fire had not only not killed anything, it didn’t even do any damage. The feeling of a stranger’s presence weas only growing stronger, though. 
 
      
 
    Sparky wanted to make a play as well, but I stopped her. I finally figured out what we were up against. And that awareness made me tense. 
 
      
 
    The creature coming to pay us a visit was a dark spirit. 
 
      
 
    To confirm my guess, the system told me an “Elder Spirit of Darkness” tried to take control of me and my pets. My heart fluttered. We had yet to come up against a beast this powerful. It was an order of magnitude more powerful than the spirit that tried to kill me next to the portal on the other side of Narrow Lake. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the clammy fog surrounded us. The first thing it did was cut off our retreat to the portal. I sensed a growing panic from my pets and could feel the evil spirit’s delight in my very bones. It was celebrating! It had trapped a new group of victims! And it was very easy. Too easy. 
 
      
 
    I barked loudly and recalled my pets, leaving myself one on one with the creature from another world. A wave of unease and disappointment rolled over me. The Elder Spirit couldn’t tell what was going on. Where had its prey gone? A stream of annoyance and fury spewed out onto me. The Dark Wall started to contract, threatening to swallow me up whole. 
 
      
 
    I quickly looked around and snorted. This spirit doesn’t even suspect who it’s tangling with. No doubt it is used to its victims being helpless against its magic. But not today! 
 
      
 
    With a loud growl, I took a bold step out to meet the Darkness swallowing me up with delight. But the spirit’s jubilation did not last long. Suddenly, it felt a sharp pain. Something very angry and hungry was trying to tear off a piece of it and swallow it without chewing. In fact, there were two of the mysterious predators. 
 
      
 
    Bad Seed and Lazybones, after their strict diet, were having a field day and really savoring the free energy. And by the way, there was a lot of it. A real lot. They broke out of my hands, trying to absorb as much dark energy as possible. They were rushing to tear off the juiciest chunks. The gluttons can sense that their victim will soon turn tail. 
 
      
 
    The spirit, by the way, got a handle on the situation quite quickly. In just a moment, it had gone from the hunter to the hunted. And as expected, it was hurrying to retreat. It was quite agile. While I blinked my eyes, it had traveled twelve paces. And a minute later, it had disappeared from view entirely. Based on the way it felt easier to breathe, the fearsome elder spirit of Darkness was high tailing it back to the otherworldly portal. I suspect it was very upset with us and would try to mess with us from afar. 
 
      
 
    I let my guard down a bit too much and almost missed a rebellion. Bad Seed was on a rampage. It was demanding the feast continue. It was trying to force me to follow the “tasty prey.” Lazybones was laying low as ever though. It knew the rebellion would be suppressed in any case. So, it wasn’t especially boisterous. 
 
      
 
    Pressuring Bad Seed with my Will, I promised that very soon there would be lots of food. It accepted my leadership for the umpteenth time, cooled down unmistakably and quickly fell silent. It was clearly starting to digest what it had eaten. Although knowing its appetite, it wouldn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh of relief, I went back to the pedestal. I have to finish up before the spirit comes to its senses and tries to take revenge. 
 
      
 
    Hoisting the largest shard of lilac ice up onto the pedestal, I gave the system permission to take the resource. A short flash and a message appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention, Magister! You have created Small Magic Supply! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! The Higher Powers have noted your commitment to the fight against Darkness! 
 
      
 
    ― Your reward: 
 
      
 
    ― 200,000 development points. 
 
      
 
    ― Iridescent tablet “Ravisher of Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled nervously. Great bonus! And just what I needed. 
 
      
 
    Setting the tablet aside to study later, I moved on to the next step. I took the ancient scroll from my bag and set it on the pedestal next to the supply. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention, Magister! Would you like to activate Living City blueprint? 
 
      
 
    ― You will need: 
 
      
 
    ― Living City blueprint. 
 
      
 
    ― 1,000,000 development points. 
 
      
 
    ― 100,000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I growled impatiently. “Make it snappy!” 
 
      
 
    The system immediately snatched the majority of my hard-earned development points. It also nearly drained all the mana crystals that took me so long to buy. 
 
      
 
    At first, nothing happened. But after a few minutes that felt like an eternity, a very powerful shockwave swelled up from underground. Slicing through the earth like flesh, big fat whitish roots burst forth everywhere around. They slithered around like giant snakes, modifying the local landscape to suit their needs. 
 
      
 
    Right before my eyes, on the edge of the forest, living walls sprouted up. As they grew, I started seeing familiar prehensile killer vines on their trunks. Right where the fort’s tower had once been, up grew a giant sequoia, shooting into the sky with its young branches. The first one on this continent! 
 
      
 
    I was jubilant! Bad Seed and Lazybones were as well. 
 
      
 
    The living city was struggling to push back the edge of the Darkness and I could sense that it needed my help. 
 
      
 
    “Now!” I barked shortly and ran toward the shards. 
 
      
 
    First in line were two shards of lilac ice. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to perform fusion? 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Fusion successful! 
 
      
 
    ― Supply capacity has increased by 3 times. 
 
      
 
    ― Mana restore speed increased by 2 times. 
 
      
 
    ― Permanent spell activated: Mana Aura. 
 
      
 
    Great! I felt a powerful shockwave from underground. The mana stream being absorbed by the living city had grown larger. Things sped up. 
 
      
 
    But I was not going to stop. Next in line were three shards of black granite, making the bark significantly more durable. 
 
      
 
    Once finished with the granite, I fed the supply the last four shards. Two fiery rubies provided the future city dwellers a forty-percent boost to life supply and a fifteen-point regeneration bonus. And next, the two smoky crystals brought up the capacity of their personal energy supplies and the restore speeds. 
 
      
 
    After deactivating avatar, I sat down wearily on the stone supply pedestal and wiped the sweat off my brow. The earth around me was heaving, swallowing up the wreckage of the old structures. Fort Stout, having served its term with honor and distinction, was heading into oblivion. I actually felt sad. After all, one year ago, its walls had kept us safe from the ghastly beasts that came flooding out of the otherworldly portal. 
 
      
 
    “No, old buddy,” I patted my hand on the scratchy surface. “You will not be forgotten. I will make sure future generations know of your deeds.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around and chuckled ravenously. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to see them try and smoke us out of here now!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER A SHORT TIME watching the living city grow to life and realizing that my presence was no longer required, I went back down into the portal room, which was now right beneath the main sequoia. 
 
      
 
    As I stepped through the portal into Foreston, I smiled to my waiting friends. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” I said wearily and, nodding to Murk, added: “You can move out.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” the albino nodded back and growled loudly: “Troop commanders! Let’s get started!” 
 
      
 
    And right then, the first hundred soldiers started diving into the portal with decisive looks on their faces. 
 
      
 
    “What about us?” Onyx tugged at my sleeve. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. All three of my familiars were looking at me expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “You too,” I approved and stepped into the portal. I just barely heard Onyx shriek out in joy. What a tomboy. 
 
      
 
    “This place changed completely while we were gone,” Mee said softly, looking around in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    We just so happened to be standing beneath the sequoia, which was growing slowly but surely. My familiars turned their heads right and left looking aghast as if afraid to miss the best part. 
 
      
 
    “What was it like here before?” Onyx asked, spellbound as she watched the flexible whitish roots running toward the living stockade wall. 
 
      
 
    “Over here,” I nodded at the home tree. “There used to be a small tower. There and there were the walls. Honestly though, it was all in ruins when I got back here.” 
 
      
 
    “It can’t have been Sarkhaat,” Mee came straight away. He crouched and ran his hand gingerly over a young shoot stubbornly breaking through the soil. After Mee touched it, the shoot started going even faster ― the inborn gremlin spell in action. 
 
      
 
    “I thought so, too,” I agreed with my brother, watching what he was doing out of the corner of my eye. “Most likely, some pals of the Steel King’s paid this place a visit. I’d bet my right arm that they were the ones who destroyed Fort Stout’s supply. They even carried off the golem, the bastards…” 
 
      
 
    “Must have been the necromancers,” the gremlin nodded. “The orcs were in too great a rush to settle scores with us. What do you think, is Sarkhaat still alive?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “If he didn’t get into a confrontation with the necromancers, maybe. At the very least, it’s still too early to write him off.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a dangerous creep,” Mee muttered. “Sarkhaat is the most powerful shaman on the steppe. I remember even orcs used his name to spook children when they were behaving badly. And be careful… That time when you walloped his band with an ice storm, it didn’t take him long to think.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he run?” Onyx asked right away. 
 
      
 
    Mee nodded. 
 
      
 
    “He activated a portal and abandoned all his warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “Coward,” Onyx spat out scornfully. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you jump to that conclusion?” Amber objected, finally speaking up. “It’s just that he knew Rick’s spell would kill him. So, he decided to retreat. Why die?” 
 
      
 
    “What about his warriors?” Onyx asked, her arms crossed on her chest and her right leg planted out in front challengingly. 
 
      
 
    “You think they wanted their shaman to die heroically with them?” Amber answered with a question of her own. 
 
      
 
    “He abandoned them!” Onyx scowled. She always did that when her sister came in with a weighty argument. 
 
      
 
    Amber snorted. 
 
      
 
    “That shaman acted rationally. After all, if I’m understanding correctly, there was no way he could have escaped that ice storm alive. And that means sacrificing the minor troops was the right move.” 
 
      
 
    Onyx wanted to reply, but she was interrupted by a troop commander walking up. It was Gus, who was in charge of the trap masters. 
 
      
 
    I remembered this foxman well. He helped us fight off the kobolds and restore the castle’s magic trap network. Back then, I remember him being one of Brown’s deputies. Now he was in command of fifty troops. 
 
      
 
    “All the traps are drained to zero,” Gus began his report. “More than half of them are destroyed. We’ll need lots of mana and materials to rebuild. Where should we start?” 
 
      
 
    “I already considered that, troop commander. Start with the first row of traps. Do you have enough materials?” 
 
      
 
    “More than,” the troop commander replied shortly. 
 
      
 
    And no wonder. Madi had sent whole caravans of useful resources to the castle. It was an expensive indulgence, but it was worth it. Now our trap masters had everything they needed. 
 
      
 
    “Repair them without mana for now?” Gus asked. 
 
      
 
    “For now,” I confirmed. “You’ll see. The city has a ways to grow yet. The growth bar has just passed the fifty percent mark. Despite all the fusions, the supply can hardly cope. So, any attacks right now we’d have to fend off without magic.” 
 
      
 
    The troop commander nodded and went off to carry out the order. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s after we all put all our mana into the supply?!” Onyx asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “It burned through that mana a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Woah!” she exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “What did you think?” Amber smirked. “This isn’t the Foreston supply.” 
 
      
 
    “And can this supply become like the one in Foreston?” Onyx asked, ignoring her sister’s derision. 
 
      
 
    “Foreston is at level five in development right now,” I started to explain. “But this city is just trying to get up to level one. I’m sure by two it’ll be easier. Because every level the supply transforms, too.” 
 
      
 
    As we spoke, I took my eye off Mee. When I realized he was not near us, I started to look around. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Amber said when she noticed my concern. “He’s inside the home tree.” 
 
      
 
    “He must have sensed that the sequoia needed help,” Onyx smiled. “He has a lot of work right now.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed with relief. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. Don’t let him out of your sight. It’s quiet now. But it’s just the brief calm before the long storm. Don’t be a hero. Be prepared to run away to the portal at any moment.” 
 
      
 
    As I spoke, I was looking Amber in the eyes. She was the only one in the trio who would not take long to choose between a hero’s death and a timely retreat. But to stop Onyx from blurting something out, I had to put on a bit of pressure with my Will. 
 
      
 
    It’s plain to see ― I got through to both of them. By the way, these games with Will where the Great System didn’t make a peep had me somewhat on edge. It was like it was ignoring the effect and I didn’t totally understand why. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, the system didn’t react to dark spirits either. Or rather, it did have a reaction, but nothing more. A brief mention of the attempted mind control and that was it… After all, I still don’t know how much damage Bad Seed and Lazybones did to the entity. Dark spirits must just be too foreign to our world. I had seen something similar in Mink’s world… 
 
      
 
    My former bodyguards headed out in search of their charge. I meanwhile was left alone. But not for long. 
 
      
 
    A step away from me there stopped a stocky orange foxman, who asked with an anxious voice: 
 
      
 
    “Have your beasties come back yet?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “No, Wheeze. They’re all still outside the walls.” 
 
      
 
    After the outing to the dungeons, Wheeze, who had proven himself a great manager and commander, was appointed to head the loot brigade. Thanks to his sharp eye and prudence, we were able to fill the Foreston treasury to the brim. 
 
      
 
    After that expedition, Wheeze appreciated my pets’ assistance more than anyone else. Honestly though, the miserly foxman thought in somewhat different categories. For example, at one point he asked me to have Coal burn less of our enemies. In his words, it left nothing behind but ash. Basically, Wheeze was most interested in loot. The hunt was secondary. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you afraid to just let them roam like that?” The red fox looked warily out into the black trees. “They could get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “If those three came across somebody in the woods, I’d be more afraid for the other guy.” 
 
      
 
    By the way, Wheeze is one of the few Foreston natives not to fear being around my pets. As a matter of fact, the sly fellow had developed quite the rapport with them. He always had a treat for the trio in his pocket. The snakes and harn responded in kind. As soon as they saw his stocky figure on the horizon, they forgot everything and ran over to him for a treat. Well, that was if I let them. And I did let them… Why not? It’s good for the kiddos and it makes Wheeze happy. 
 
      
 
    At times like that, the foxman swelled with importance, looking down on his fellow countrymen. And of course! The most dangerous creatures of our world treat him like house pets. One look from them could turn the blood to ice in anyone’s veins, but they made Wheeze’s heart melt. Need it be said that his authority in foxfolk society had taken off precipitously? 
 
      
 
    Heh… And to think, the kobold mother had advised me to kill Wheeze and the other loot gatherers to keep their mouths shut. I wonder what Wheeze would say about that. It occurs to me that the clever fox may have guessed something was up. I remember the looks he kept shooting me down in those dungeons. He probably knew how it all might end… In any case, when I mentioned the secrecy oath, Wheeze breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “Anything is possible,” the foxman said vaguely. “Maybe they get distracted. Try finding them then.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. They were given clear instructions. Gorgie is guarding the road…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he’s an old hand at that,” Wheeze cut me off with a hand wave. “But the snakes are still just children. They might get carried away with a chase…” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t,” I said confidently. “Plus, it’s all clear around here.” 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again,” Wheeze sighed and, rubbing his chest, added: “This is a deadly place.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Change your mind about settling down here so soon?” 
 
      
 
    I had heard rumors that there were many in Foreston who wanted to move to the new town. And Wheeze was among them. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve heard the rumors?” he chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “It’s what I do,” I shrugged. “Know everything about everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure,” Wheeze nodded. “Being Grand Magister is no walk in the park. It’s stature.” 
 
      
 
    “How about you not jump off topic,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    Wheeze grumbled something under his nose and responded: 
 
      
 
    “No, I haven’t changed my mind.” 
 
      
 
    “And what makes you wanna move here?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not?” the fox answered with a question of his own. “Whether here or in Foreston I’m a newcomer, an outsider. The only difference is that in Newtown there’s more room to grow.” 
 
      
 
    Hm… I’ve never heard that name before. But you know what, not bad. Newtown… 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s not like Foreston is small,” I chuckled. “Soon enough, after the war, we’ll bring up its level. The city will grow even bigger.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze glanced at me sidelong and responded: 
 
      
 
    “Everything in Foreston is already claimed. The old clans cling tightly to what is theirs. But here, I could start from the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    “Found your own clan, for instance…” I said, tilting my head to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, why not?” Wheeze asked with challenge in his voice. “What makes us any worse than the others?” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Time will sort out the better from the worse.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure,” Wheeze rubbed his neck and added: “As long as we don’t die…” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, about that,” I remembered. “What did you think up for that?” 
 
      
 
    The clever fox lit up straight away. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the thing. Remember how I suggested feeding the supply with the body parts of subterranean monsters?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “I just haven’t gotten around to it yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” Wheeze waved. “Murk and I have already run a test.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing my look, the fox shuddered and spat out like a machine-gun: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think… We didn’t throw anything into the supply without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what do you mean you ran a test?” I asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, I was not a big fan of this self-starting. I was overall not opposed to initiative. But only within rational bounds. You see, administering the living city was something like wading through a swamp. One step to the right or left and you might find yourself head-deep in muck. Everything needs to be done with care. And most importantly ― before anyone did anything, I had to be aware. I think I was madder at the fact that Murk didn’t tell me about the experiments. Although, when I consider it, the albino was acting in good faith. He must have thought Wheeze would tell me soon. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Wheeze threw his arms up. I could see in his eyes that I had spooked him. “We just brought down some loot, one piece of each type and Murk offered them to the supply the same way you did. One hand on the stone, the other on the item.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in silence as if to say, “go on.” 
 
      
 
    “So then,” Wheeze said, noticeably emboldened. “At first nothing happened. The supply stayed quiet as a church mouse. By then, we had already tried more than half of the loot. But then the Great System piped up.” 
 
      
 
    “What was it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The poisonous mandibles of some creature,” Wheeze replied and added: “An epic.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything other than that work?” 
 
      
 
    “Scales and a shell. Also epics.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you try any legendaries?” I asked quickly. 
 
      
 
    “We tried everything,” Wheeze answered. “And nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “So just three things,” I said, stroking my chin in thought. “Do you have them with you?” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze melted into a smile. 
 
      
 
    “How could I not?!” 
 
      
 
    “Then, after me,” I commanded, and we headed to the supply. 
 
      
 
    At the pedestal with the big, huge crystal, the orange fox opened his traveling bag and started taking out loot. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see…” I said, picking up a black scale the size of a chicken egg and activating Reveal Essence. 
 
      
 
    Obsidian Stonehide Scale 
 
      
 
    — Type: Universal ingredient. 
 
      
 
    — Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    — Requirements: 
 
      
 
    — Butchery – 70. 
 
      
 
    — Additional information: 
 
      
 
    — As a creature that uses otherworldly magic, the stonehide is highly sought-after by rare-ingredient hunters. Considered especially valuable are its scales, and in particular those made of Morion (legendary), Obsidian (epic) and Onyx (rare). 
 
      
 
    — Recommendations: 
 
      
 
    — If you had the good fortune to find a Stonehide, the first place you should take it is a knowledgeable weapon maker – they’re sure to give you a good price for the ingredient. 
 
      
 
    ― Using this ingredient, a master weapon maker can improve the defense and resilience of his wares (weapons, armor). 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary, Epic, Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Important! 
 
      
 
    ― Ancient master alchemists used stonehide scales to create special potions that hardened the skin of living creatures. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary, Epic. 
 
      
 
    When I was done reading, I quickly asked Wheeze, who was shifting from foot to foot: 
 
      
 
    “Have you read the description?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “It says there that this scale is best sold to a weapon maker.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all I saw,” Wheeze said in surprise. “Is there anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring his question, I asked again: 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a lot of these scales?” 
 
      
 
    “Just five.” 
 
      
 
    “Got a legendary?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Wheeze shook his head. “Like I said…” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, slipped my mind. What do you have there?” 
 
      
 
    “Mandibles and armor,” Wheeze answered quickly and couldn’t resist a question: “What did you see there?” 
 
      
 
    I quickly looked over the rest of the ingredients and answered: 
 
      
 
    “So, here’s the thing. To sum it up, the scales and shells increase resilience and defense both for armor and the skin of living creatures.” 
 
      
 
    The fox started shaking slightly in overexcitement. 
 
      
 
    “What about the mandibles?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all much more complicated…” I snorted. “They can be used to brew a powerful poison or give a living creature the ability to poison.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” the foxman asked in surprise. “If I suddenly feel like being able to poison somebody, then…” 
 
      
 
    “You would grow mandibles instead of fangs,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    At first, Wheeze froze, digesting the information. Then he frowned. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he shook his head. “I can’t do that. My wife would kick me out of the house…” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled: 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’s all so simple… First of all, we’d also need to find a master alchemist who knows the recipe. And second, even if we find one, there’s no guarantee you’ll be able to drink the brew. Ever heard of anatomical incompatibility?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the fox nodded. “Then what about the supply?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged again. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have enough to go on. But I know one thing. If the supply is ready to accept tribute, we don’t have to go looking for craftsmen. Just like the shards, it can process materials on its own.” 
 
      
 
    The fox frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Curious… Our city is also a living creature… And does that mean…?” 
 
      
 
    “Precisely,” I said. “It would be logical to assume the scales and shell would increase the defense and durability of some part of the bark.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about the poison?” 
 
      
 
    “The vines,” I waved a hand toward the wall. “They’ll become poisonous.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze’s eyes lit up. A smile blossomed on his face. 
 
      
 
    “When can we get started?” he asked, rubbing his hands together. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AS SOON AS I SUGGESTED making a contribution to the supply, the Great System presented me with a choice. Based on the number of ingredients, I was offered to make changes to the structure of one of the wall segments or transform the main sequoia. 
 
      
 
    After I read all that to Wheeze, he fell deep into thought. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” I turned to him. “Get all the commanders together. Have them tell us what they think.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze’s sullen expression lightened up. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right! Why should we do all the work?” 
 
      
 
    When the stocky fox, shifting funnily from foot to foot, hurried off to convene the new city’s first military council, I smirked at his back. 
 
      
 
    As a matter of fact, I already knew which changes to make. But I thought it couldn’t hurt to get all the troop commanders together. They could use a chat. It would calm them down a bit. They have a battle soon and need to meet the enemy with a cool head. Plus, then I will be showing them respect. And whoever said my way would be the best? I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the commanders has a better proposal. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, all the commanders were present and looking at me grimly. Wheeze, who had brought them all together, puffed his chest out importantly as if looking down on all his countrymen. 
 
      
 
    I had to give the little twerp his due. Without my awareness, he had suddenly become close to me. First, he gets along with my pets and now he’s cohosting a council session with the grand magister. Heh… Let’s see how all this ends. In any case, if Wheeze does decide to settle in Newtown in the future, I would have someone else I could count on. And most importantly, he was clever and a go-getter. 
 
      
 
    “Brothers!” I addressed everyone. “I have gathered you here to discuss an important issue! I know I have pulled you away from important matters but believe me – very soon, we will not have time to gather and speak like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, we are listening!” Troop commander Gus answered for everyone. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The thing is, brother Wheeze came up with a very interesting idea for strengthening Newtown’s defenses.” 
 
      
 
    After those words, Wheeze’s chest seemed to double in size. He’s about to pop. That’s what respectful looks from brothers in arms and the praise of the supreme magister himself will get you. He’s definitely going to pop. What an important look. I have to bring him down to earth so he doesn’t start thinking too highly of himself. He is a rather quick-witted fox though. I don’t think he’ll cross the line. 
 
      
 
    As an aside, everyone basically approved of the city’s name. It had seemingly already taken hold. Okay then. Let it be Newtown. 
 
      
 
    “So then,” I continued. “We now have the opportunity to perform another fusion.” 
 
      
 
    “Feed more crystals to the supply?” asked broad-shouldered Troop Commander Gray. He was one of the Fangs. Murk’s closest confidant. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “We won’t be touching the crystals just yet. We’ll save those for other things.” 
 
      
 
    Some nodded understandingly, others sunk into thought. There didn’t seem to be just one common opinion among the commanders for how to use the crystals. Hm… And that’s curious. I’d have to talk with Murk about that. 
 
      
 
    “We can feed the supply the monster parts we looted in the dungeons. Shells, scales and venomous mandibles.” 
 
      
 
    “What will that do for our defenses?” asked a short troop commander called Whistle. He was in command of the archers. 
 
      
 
    “The Great System offered two options. Option one ― reinforce a section of the city walls and also make the guard vines on that section venomous.” 
 
      
 
    Based on the way the foxfolk started smiling and trading glances, the news was to their taste. 
 
      
 
    “What size section are we talking about?” asked Scowl, the leader of the shield troop. 
 
      
 
    “A dozen paces at most,” I brought them all down to earth. 
 
      
 
    “Why so little?” the fifth troop commander spoke up. Also a Fang. Everyone called him Slick. Under his leadership were Foreston’s hundred best swordfighters. 
 
      
 
    Wheeze snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Be thankful we even have that much! They’re very rare ingredients!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled internally. Not that long ago, Wheeze was outraged that Coal left only ash after his attacks. 
 
      
 
    “What’s option two?” Gus asked. 
 
      
 
    I nodded at the sequoia growing behind me. 
 
      
 
    “All the ingredients we have can be used to strengthen and improve the defenses of the treehouse walls.” 
 
      
 
    “And the poison?” asked Whistle. 
 
      
 
    “The treehouses also have guardian vines,” I shrugged my shoulders and asked: “What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s to consider?!” Whistle took the floor. “Strengthening the walls and gates is top priority!” 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Scowl objected. “The dark beasts from the portal won’t give a crap about gates. Have you seen the way Gorgie hops over walls?” 
 
      
 
    “Hardly a fair comparison! The walls here are just triple my height. But for him, even the walls of Foreston are no obstacle!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Wheeze sighed habitually. “The walls here are not tall. Thankfully, it’ll be a breeze to defend the city with five hundred troops while it’s still small.” 
 
      
 
    I agreed mentally. You couldn’t easily call Newtown a city just yet. It was more like a small village. In size it was about four times bigger than Fort Stout. And I agree about the walls, too. I don’t think the situation will change drastically even when the city is done being built. Bringing up its level is high priority. 
 
      
 
    “We could use ten gnomish ballistae,” Whistle said dreamily. “Like the ones we saw in Stenborg.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “The order’s already been placed. But it’ll be a while before any ballistae are actually finished. All their craftspeople are busy right now. The gnomes have to fend off an attacking alliance army soon. So, the ballista situation is rough right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t rely on them,” said Gray. “After all, we have other party favors for our visitors.” 
 
      
 
    The commander of the archer brigade gave a predatory smile. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you doubt it. All of my archers have several hundred fury scrolls. The brutes will be getting more than they bargained for.” 
 
      
 
    All the commanders broke into smiles. 
 
      
 
    “Then what are we gonna do about the wall?” Slick reminded. “Should we maybe actually reinforce the front gates?” 
 
      
 
    “A dozen paces is very little,” Scowl repeated. “A drop in the ocean. It won’t solve the problem and we’ll be wasting resources.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s assume it isn’t a waste,” Gray objected. “But overall, I agree. A dozen paces of strengthened wall won’t change a thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what should we do?” Slick asked. 
 
      
 
    “It would be best to use all resources on the main treehouse,” Gus spoke up. Up until then, he was listening in silence to his comrades and periodically glancing up at me. He had seemingly already guessed why I had convened this council. 
 
      
 
    For some time, the troop commanders kept silent, thinking over Gus’ suggestion. 
 
      
 
    “You know, that really would be best,” Scowl said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Whistle nodded. “If the enemy breaks through the walls, the treehouse will be our last line of defense.” 
 
      
 
    “The stronger it is, the longer it’ll hold out,” said Slick. “Beyond that, while we retreat to the portal, the poison vines will hold the attackers at bay.” 
 
      
 
    “So, its decided!” Gus put a period on the end of the discussion. “We’ll use all the ingredients on the treehouse!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone started nodding to confirm. 
 
      
 
    “Alright!” I said. “Let’s do that.” 
 
      
 
    When the troop commanders, discussing amongst themselves, headed off to their underlings, Wheeze and I were again left alone. 
 
      
 
    “You decided all that in advance, didn’t you?” the fox asked with a chuckle and a sly look in his eye. 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Then why’d you bring everyone together?” Wheeze asked. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you guess?” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” the foxman said pensively, rubbing his chin, then added: “I’ll go. I’ll check up on how my guys are doing.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what Wheeze was thinking, but the look on his face was pensive. He didn’t even say he wanted to see how the fusion turned out. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t go filling his head with unwelcome thoughts. I went down to the supply, which I fed all the ingredients left by the savvy loot brigade commander. 
 
      
 
    Other than the ingredients, the supply required twenty thousand mana points. But a minute later, the Great System informed me that the resilience and defense of the treehouse’s bark was up by thirty percent. Beyond that, the guard vines could now inject poison during attacks, an ability they gained from the gray scolopendra. 
 
      
 
    The successful fusion made the Great System reward me with quite a respectable bonus. Two hundred thousand development points. I wonder why such generosity. Could it be because the fusion wasn’t totally standard? If that was true, I would have gotten a notification to tell me so. 
 
      
 
    When I’d finished up with the supply, I was finally able to give some attention to my new tablets. 
 
      
 
    Up on the second floor of the treehouse and sitting comfortably by a window, I took a look around. Work to fend off an attack was in full swing. The foxfolk, driven on by their commanders, were racing around like chickens with their heads cut off. But despite the apparent frenzy, there was no panic or confusion. Every soldier knew what they were supposed to do. 
 
      
 
    Occasionally, foxmen from the trap master regiment emerged from the treehouse laden with crates and boxes. Repair efforts on the trap network were blazing ahead at full speed. Despite the fact that Fort Stout was not very large compared to my ancient forerunners’ other structures, its size was compensated and then some by the truly gigantic network of magic traps. For example, neither the castle nor Stonetown could boast of so many traps. Its only true rival was Foreston. 
 
      
 
    There was practically no information in the library about Fort Stout. Apparently, it was just one of many guard towers built next to otherworldly portals. And that was why there were so many traps. 
 
      
 
    The Dark Gateway must have meant something to my ancient predecessors. They even took care to build a portal for ease of transport. My suspicion is that hunters came here for otherworldly loot. At the very least, I cannot find any other explanation. It’s what I’d have done. As a matter of fact, destroying the dark portal does not fit into my plans. We’ll put up a seal and monitor it. Knowing Bad Seed’s appetite, the new Great Forest would require a very large amount of otherworldly energy. Ahem, I don’t envy its future keeper. The little glutton would surely be testing their patience. 
 
      
 
    After a while observing the commotion inside the growing city, I got to looking through my tablets. 
 
      
 
    ― Ravisher of Darkness 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― One of the most powerful light magic spells, created by King Nidas. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Offensive/Area of Effect. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic School: Light. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Mage selects a point and summons a stream of the Great Light. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 15,000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Radius of effect: 330 feet. 
 
      
 
    ― Duration: 2 minutes. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Cooldown time: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    As I read, I felt my heartbeat speed up. I thought back to the legend. King Nidas, great mage of Light. Archnemesis of the Steel King. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what the Great Light is, or what effect it might have, but I suspect dark creatures will not like it. As a matter of fact, I can’t wait to use it to give the Dark Spirit a little pat-down with it on its way out. 
 
      
 
    Just then, as the saying goes, speak of the devil and he appears! The second I activated the tablet and started tossing ten points into Will as usual, out from the forest I heard Gorgie growling in warning ― the Dark Spirit had sent its servants out to meet us. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later the harn appeared on the wall and, a minute later, Coal and Sparky emerged from the forest with a loud hiss. 
 
      
 
    When the snakes got inside the city, it immediately felt cramped. But the foxfolk weren’t bothered. More the opposite really. I saw cheery smiles on their faces. My pets were inspiring the warriors with their presence. How could they be afraid of some monsters out there when the ones in here were even scarier? 
 
      
 
    My pets’ arrival served as a signal to the commanders, who immediately started handing out orders to their troop commanders. The city, which already looked like a huge anthill, came to life instantly as if hit with an invisible lash. The trap masters who were wandering around outside ran back into the city. 
 
      
 
    I quickly went down and ran over to the segment of wall where Gorgie said the enemy would be arriving. 
 
      
 
    Based on the harn’s vague explanations, I figured there was a huge pack of some kind of four-legged beasts racing our way. 
 
      
 
    Once up on the wall, out of the corner of my eye I saw the foxfolk frowning and spitting. They could all sense the Dark creatures coming our way. Yes, it was unpleasant, but no hunter had ever complained about the unusual skill. Forewarned is forearmed. Nausea is bearable, and the bitter saliva can be spat out. 
 
      
 
    We were clearly getting a visit from otherworldly creatures fresh from the portal yearning to be reborn in a new world. It wasn’t hard to guess who summoned them and showed them the way to us. The Dark Spirit was clearly upset. It had clearly never been smacked around like that before. 
 
      
 
    From up on the wall, I could feel my troops’ impatience and excitement in my bones. And of course! Over the last few months, prices for ghostly crystals and hunter tokens in Foreston had taken off like a rocket. No wonder. The houses’ reserves are not bottomless, and there are more and more wishing to join the order’s ranks every day. 
 
      
 
    Murk had recently given me a report from the halfling quarter. They were ferociously buying up ghostly crystals and tokens. Most likely, that meant the first halflings would be joining the Order very soon. 
 
      
 
    I don’t blame them. They’d gotten an eye-full of how the hunters lived, particularly after the last fusion of Foreston’s supply. Murk after all had not allowed all the halflings to avail themselves of the city’s amenities. Only children, the people I knew, and their families got the privilege. And of course, the severely injured or ill. None of the others got anything from the city’s aura. And that must have been exactly why halflings had started buying up resources they could use to join the Order in the future. My troops meanwhile, already smelling a big payday, were getting ready for the fight. Wheeze by the way was up on the front lines. And why am I not surprised? 
 
      
 
    Staring out into the distance, I raised my right hand. Gus, interpreting the signal correctly, barked out a few loud commands and silence descended over the city. At first nothing happened, but a few minutes later, many creatures howled out from the dark forest. 
 
      
 
    The fur on the back of my warriors’ necks stood on end. A huge herd of otherworldly creatures came racing our way, paying no attention to the ground beneath them. It was easy to tell which way the pack was moving from the shaking treetops. If the magic traps were in working order, the creatures would already be sustaining losses. 
 
      
 
    After a few more minutes, the wall of young trees on the forest’s edge shook and a lithe wolflike creature jumped out into the clearing. At first, I thought we were dealing with wargs but then I looked closer using my new skills. 
 
      
 
    The system called the creature a bone hound. And the reason for that name was obvious. The monster’s entire body was packed into a dark gray suit of bone armor. 
 
      
 
    “Level forty-five!” I started commenting out loud on what I saw. “Characteristics levelled to approximately level twenty! No magic skills! Defense ― a hair shy of five hundred points! Overall, it’s a speedy beast with good armor!” 
 
      
 
    My words made their way down the ranks. The warriors looked tense. The goddess Fortuna had brought a very powerful enemy into our path. 
 
      
 
    The hound fell to the earth for a moment. The bony growths on the nape of its neck stood on end. The creature sniffed voraciously, then rose up on all four limbs with a nasty bone-scraping sound. Head pointing straight up, it gave a loud drawling howl. The forest called back with many more howls. 
 
      
 
    “Get ready!” the troop commanders barked. 
 
      
 
    “Archers!” 
 
      
 
    “Shields out in front!” 
 
      
 
    The otherworldly creature was still howling when its brothers and sisters started to emerge from the dark vegetation. Quietly clicking their teeth and barking in impatience, they threw themselves on the attack. 
 
      
 
    It was as if the darkness had come to life and turned into a solid roaring wall made of hundreds of bony bodies. 
 
      
 
    “Archers!” Whistle yelled. “Loose arrows!” 
 
      
 
    I heard a rapid series of claps and hundreds of arrows went flying toward the running creatures, strengthened by Fury scrolls. I had yet to intervene, as arranged with the troop commanders. I was giving the hunters a chance to earn themselves some loot. 
 
      
 
    The first and second line of attackers ceased to exist in just one moment. The arrows, reinforced by Hunter magic, blasted their bony bodies to smithereens. 
 
      
 
    Only monsters from the third row were able to reach the wall and arrows and darts rained down on them in short order. I practically didn’t look down because the tell-tale sound of bones crunching and joyous cries from the foxfolk told me the attack had been successfully deflected. 
 
      
 
    All that time, I was watching the forest’s edge closely. A new wave of creatures was already forming. And this one was bigger. An instant later, another wall of bones came rolling our way. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down. The dead bodies of the otherworldly monsters disappeared into thin air, making way for their still living compatriots. After that, I heard a scream with slight notes of panic. 
 
      
 
    “They’re scaling the walls!” 
 
      
 
    I leaned over the parapet, looked over where the shouting came from and shuddered. The bone hounds, moving fairly agilely on their four legs, were climbing confidently up the wall fifteen paces away from me. The archers were unable to hold back their onslaught. The lancers prepared to meet the creatures on the wall. 
 
      
 
    No, they could not be allowed to break into the city. 
 
      
 
    “Look out!” I shouted, extending a hand. 
 
      
 
    The hounds were climbing up the wall, latching their claws into the bark and gnashing their teeth impatiently. The city still had yet to enter the game. So, we had to fight with our own forces. 
 
      
 
    Slamming the bony bodies with a Ram, I nodded in satisfaction. The bone hounds went raining down, taking down all their comrades climbing up behind. Sure, it didn’t kill any, but the attack fizzled out. Only on that section, though. Very soon it would be the same all over the wall. 
 
      
 
    “They just keep coming!” Gus shouted to me. “We cannot hold them back!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in understanding and shouted with a predatory smile: 
 
      
 
    “Coal! Your move!” 
 
      
 
    In response came a loud joyous hiss and, an instant later, the no man’s land between the city and forest was engulfed in a wall of flame. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE OTHERWORLDLY BEASTS, wailing and howling loudly, bolted away from the smoke and fire. Many of them tried to hide in the forest, but the wall of fire was faster. The bodies of the hounds went up in flame. 
 
      
 
    Just as quickly, victory and loot messages flickered before my eyes and got dismissed. Now was not the time. 
 
      
 
    I had to see the faces of the foxfolk. They had a mixture of primitive fear, admiration and jubilation in their wide-open eyes. They had never seen what my pets could do before. I’m sure they’ll never forget this show of force. 
 
      
 
    When the fire went out, only slightly singing the far wall of trees, a strong char smell followed, and clouds of wispy ash went shooting up into the sky. 
 
      
 
    The pack of bone hounds was no more. 
 
      
 
    “Like I said,” Wheeze grunted next to me. “Nothing left but ash…” 
 
      
 
    But based on the notes in his voice, the fox was happy this time. The number of beasts we might have had to face was distressing. 
 
      
 
    For some time, silence hung over the city. The warriors, unable to believe their own eyes, stared out at the smoldering wasteland. 
 
      
 
    But then somewhere to the right, I heard the first joyous outburst and after it a second and a third. And an instant later, the city was drowning in an unbroken victory cry joined immediately by the frenzied hissing and roaring of my pets. 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk turned and shouted their praise at Coal. And the whipsnake clearly enjoyed the attention. 
 
      
 
    But my small army’s sudden burst of jubilation didn’t last long. Gorgie gave a warning roar behind me, making me turn around. And a few instants later, I heard cries from the sentries up on the far wall. 
 
      
 
    “Over there! They’re about to attack!” 
 
      
 
    It took me just a second to realize what had happened. The Dark Spirit seemed to have tricked us. It distracted us with the attack, giving the other beasts a chance to surround the city. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I realized it, the forest around us came to life. The huge number of howling creatures heralded the real attack. Based on the sounds, this time there would be more of the otherworldly hounds. A lot more. 
 
      
 
    I must note that the foxfolk didn’t give into panic. The troop commanders were rattling off orders and the warriors carried them out quickly and impeccably. When I go back, I’ll have to thank Murk for running so many drills. To turn disjointed clan bands into an army like this in such a short timeframe. Obviously, there was a lot more work to do, but the groundwork had been laid. In battles like this, troops gain experience and learn to work together. Now, we’ll have some foundation to stand on when it’s time to face the Steel King and his allies. There wasn’t much left to do. Just survive until the end of the day, then the next one… And so on… 
 
      
 
    The warriors, obeying their commanders, fanned out in all directions. Almost all the troops got up on the wall. Down below were Wheeze’s underlings as well as the trap masters. The former were shooting arrows and darts, while the latter were still repairing the magic traps. They were so engaged in their work that they practically didn’t notice what was going on around them. 
 
      
 
    I glanced toward the treehouse. In a window on the second floor, I spotted Mee and the foxmaidens. I nodded to Amber as if to say, “everything is fine, sit tight.” I saw Onyx looking sour. She was clearly unhappy to have so much loot being snatched from under her nose. Oh well, she’ll huff and puff, but then she’ll forget about it. Keeping everyone safe is of paramount importance right now. I’ll make sure to divvy up the loot fairly. Just look at how much the system is showering down on me. 
 
      
 
    Sending Sparky out to defend the northern part of the wall and Coal to the eastern section, I stayed back to monitor the south and west. 
 
      
 
    And just in the nick of time. A lonely but powerful howl sounded out over the forest. 
 
      
 
    “They’re on the attack!” someone cried to the right. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming!” I heard from the far wall. 
 
      
 
    I made a note for myself. The alpha of the pack is hiding somewhere out in the woods. The big creep would rather command the attack from afar. Are you really that clever, or did the Dark Spirit tell you to do that? I wished I knew where it was hiding… 
 
      
 
    “Archers,” Whistle barked. “Get ready!” 
 
      
 
    A wave of enraged beasts rolled toward the city from all sides. A few dozen more yards and they’d reach the walls. I traded looks with Gus. We couldn’t afford to worry about loot now. It was more important to stop the enemy from getting inside. 
 
      
 
    I commanded the whipsnakes to attack when ready. Gorgie I gave a special mission. The harn was supposed to safeguard the defenders on the walls. Today he’d have to do some running around. But he didn’t seem opposed. When was Gorgie ever opposed to a good fight though? 
 
      
 
    Beating the archers by just a second, Sparky entered the fray. 
 
      
 
    Dozens of flashes of bright blue flame lit up the city. It started to smell like rain. The dark gray cloud of hounds attacking from the north had been hit by Thunderstorm, Sparky’s most powerful spell. With every flash, a powerful thunder-blast carried over the forest, making the foxfolk crouch down instinctively and tuck their heads between their shoulders. 
 
      
 
    The city was shaking noticeably. Even the trap masters got distracted. Looking around dumbfounded, they tried to figure out what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Nothing yet. I remember the first time Sparky used that spell. It was in the dungeons. At that time, I thought the stone ceilings wouldn’t withstand such abuse and come crashing down on our heads. But we got lucky. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see what was going on outside the wall. There was no need. Based on the number of notifications raining down on me, the attack from the north had sputtered out. 
 
      
 
    When the thunderstorm finished, Sparky wasn’t even thinking of stopping. A ball of lightning the size of Gorgie’s head flew at the attackers. Coal by the way was not going any easier on his section. Stretching his neck over the wall, he spat balls of fire that burned wide swaths into the ranks of the attackers. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. Nothing to worry about on the northern and eastern flanks just yet. 
 
      
 
    The time had come to enter the game myself. 
 
      
 
    Activating avatar of chaos, I selected a spot in the middle of the no-man’s-land teeming with otherworldly creatures and brought down a Chaos Whirlwind. 
 
      
 
    After levelling, that spell expended fifteen thousand mana points, but the damage radius had gone up to two hundred and thirty feet while the active time was up to fifteen minutes. Beyond that, I could now partially control the whirlwind. At the activation stage, I was told to input a movement direction. 
 
      
 
    For the next few seconds, as the giant dark-lilac tornado grew to sixty feet across and started to wander the field with a loud howling, I pushed it along the wall to the southwest. I imagined that was exactly where the pack alpha was hiding and doling out commands to his bony warband. 
 
      
 
    With our direct involvement, the otherworldly beasts’ attack fizzled out. The hounds only reached the walls in a few different places. I can only imagine how hard the Dark Spirit must be kicking itself. If of course it even has legs. 
 
      
 
    The huge tornado ― two hundred and thirty feet in length ― swallowed up the majority of the pack and fairly quickly rolled off to the southwest with roaring and howling. 
 
      
 
    And then the whirlwind hit the forest. And on top of its howl, which was already drowning out all other sounds, I could now also hear the loud cracking of trees. The tornado was swallowing the forest up yard by yard like an insatiable monster. The bodies of the hounds that got stuck in the vortex looked like tiny little splinters. 
 
      
 
    I was using the spell for the first time and, to be honest, I found it hair-raising. What could I say about the foxfolk? In the space of a few minutes, my pets and I had just taken down a large pack. I noted the reactions of the warriors standing next to me. I was especially impressed by Wheeze’s reaction. He looked at me with a long unblinking gaze containing what I judged to be flickers of simultaneous horror and admiration. 
 
      
 
    The chaos whirlwind didn’t make it all that far into the woods before the Great System told me the alpha of the pack of bone hounds, level eighty, had died. As soon as that happened the onslaught let up and, another few moments later, the creatures put their tails between their legs started running away like cowards. 
 
      
 
    While deactivating avatar of chaos, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “Nicely fought.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze standing next to me reacted to that with a soft, nervous chuckle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    — You have killed Bone Pack Alpha (80). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (120). 
 
      
 
    — Large ghostly crystal (30). 
 
      
 
    — Large vial “Spirit of Bone Pack Alpha.” 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (8). 
 
      
 
    Distracting myself from reading the notification, I stroked my chin. We had indeed fought well. All told, my pets and I had taken down around eight hundred creatures. For that, the system rained down generously on me – fifty thousand tokens and twelve thousand large ghostly crystals. Beyond that, I got almost six and a half thousand orbs of darkness as well as one hundred sixty large vials confining the spirits of bone hounds. An excellent haul! At the very least I now did not need to worry about what I would use to seal the dark portals. 
 
      
 
    I was distracted from my thoughts by footsteps on the stairs. A few moments later, the door flew open and troop commanders started to enter the main hall, which was located on the third story of the treehouse. The foxmaidens and a dismal Mee slipped in behind them as well. 
 
      
 
    While we all took our seats around the wide table, I was watching the gremlin from under my brow. He had not been himself for a few days. He was constantly frowning and screwing up his face. He clearly just could not get used to the “hunter’s sense.” That was what the foxfolk called the unusual sensation experienced by every monster hunter when Darkness was near. 
 
      
 
    When everyone had taken their seats, I hit them with an attentive gaze. It was the second military council in a row we had decided to call because of a temporary lull. 
 
      
 
    “Do you feel that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    They all nodded at almost the exact same time. 
 
      
 
    “Something is happening next to the portal,” Wheeze was first to speak up. 
 
      
 
    “The enemy must be amassing forces,” Whistle confirmed. “Nothing has happened for over a day now.” 
 
      
 
    “On the other hand, it has given the city time to reach level one,” Gus said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. That was true. In the middle of the night, I was awoken by a notification from the Great System informing me the city’s construction was complete and allowing me to give it a name. 
 
      
 
    Because we already had one, I chose Newtown with a clear conscience. As soon as that happened, the system congratulated me with a new rank. Beyond supreme magister, I was now also a rank-one City Planner. 
 
      
 
    The new rank gave me a permanent discount on resources if I wanted to build something again or bring up the level of things I had already built. Without giving it much thought, I triggered the process of bringing Newtown up to level two. The growth scale was currently twenty percent full. 
 
      
 
    But alas, other than development points, the Higher Powers gave me no tablets. I didn’t lose hope, though. Maybe I’d get them for higher city levels. 
 
      
 
    “Level one is a whole other ball game!” Scowl croaked. And everyone supported him. 
 
      
 
    “The walls are twice as tall!” Scowl continued, enraptured. “The vines have come to life! Now, our enemies won’t be scaling the walls so easily!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone smiled. And so did I. You might think it was just level one, but it was cause for so much celebration. After all, the message that it was finished growing had been received by every hunter in the city. So, the news was met with cries of joy from everyone. And no one cared that it was the middle of the night. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see how fast the sequoias around the edge are growing?” the ever-serious Gray asked with a smile. “Let’s get it to level two quick. Then we’ll have a defensive dome!” 
 
      
 
    They all livened up and started fussing around. 
 
      
 
    I then took a quick glance out the window and looked at one of the new trees. And they really were growing quick. I had yet to activate the growth bar that night, but these giants meanwhile were already higher than the walls. Their branches reached the middle of the city so that, when the time came, they could intertwine all together to form a defensive dome like the one in Foreston. 
 
      
 
    In the future, the dome would shelter inhabitants from cold, rain and heat. At higher levels, it would also protect against magical and physical attacks. 
 
      
 
    The more attention I paid to the growing process the more I fell in love with this city. Whoever created the living city blueprint was a true genius! A deep bow from all of us. 
 
      
 
    I watched my troop commanders with a silent smile. Yesterday, I learned that everyone here wanted to stay in Newtown to found its new society. And that meant I was currently sitting at a table with the founding fathers of a new set of clans. Seemingly, they were all perfectly aware what was on the line. Of course, in the future, their current good mood would be nothing but a distant memory. The clans would get mired in squabbles and disputes but, hopefully, something of this would be remembered. At the very least, while I’m alive I won’t let them forget the most important part ― why the Order of Monster Hunters exists. 
 
      
 
    When they all settled down, Gus was first to speak up. 
 
      
 
    “What are we gonna do next?” he asked, looking around the room. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t interfere too quickly, giving everyone a chance to speak their mind. 
 
      
 
    “The city could use some help right now,” Wheeze said thoughtfully, and shot a gaze at me. The others also turned my way. 
 
      
 
    I snorted mentally. This clever fox sees straight through things. 
 
      
 
    “I summoned a keeper on the very first day, as soon as I crossed through the portal,” I shrugged. “And I can only give a heart of the forest to a keeper.” 
 
      
 
    They all traded glances in silence. My former bodyguards were clearly bored. Mee meanwhile was frowning and lowering his head yet again. Yep, my brother definitely has a hard time near Darkness. 
 
      
 
    “As you see,” I continued. “No one has answered the Call yet.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Wheeze replied. 
 
      
 
    And silence hung in the room again. But not for long. 
 
      
 
    “How are things going with the traps?” Slick finally spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “The innermost circle has been repaired,” Gus answered. “We even filled it with mana with no detriment to the common cause. So, if some foe comes racing toward the city now, they’ll have lots of interesting surprises in store.” 
 
      
 
    Ravenous smiled appeared on the troop commanders’ faces. 
 
      
 
    “How many of these circles are there?” asked Slick. 
 
      
 
    “The inner circle,” Gus began counting on his fingers. “And three outer ones. Small, medium and large. The small circle is almost repaired. But even if the work does get finished, there’s no way to feed mana to the whole network without activating the security pillars.” 
 
      
 
    Mee and I exchanged looks of understanding. 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re talking about. The trolls that once dwelt in this forest called the pillars Black Fangs. They aren’t all that far from the city. But it isn’t safe for you to go there now.” 
 
      
 
    Gus nodded, but it was plain to see he did not like that news. Much the same as everyone else. 
 
      
 
    “So that means we’ll just sit and wait for more creatures to come pay us a visit?” Gray asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing to fear,” Wheeze objected. “We can wait. In that time, the city will grow a bit and the supply will accumulate power.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be allowed to just develop peacefully,” Gus said. “They must be preparing something near the portal. Something more serious than packs of hounds.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “More serious? If not for the supreme magister and his beasties, we’d have gone down in the first wave!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, who’s arguing?” Gus waved him off. “But that isn’t what we’re talking about.” 
 
      
 
    The pair clearly had no lost love for one another. And in theory, I get why. Gus as the first troop commander is laying claim to a future leadership position in the city council. Wheeze meanwhile, constantly posted near me, is trying to stop him from worming his way in. Sometimes, interesting ideas come out of their disputes but other times, like now, it’s just a regular old squabble. 
 
      
 
    Wheeze was about to continue the fledgling argument, but I stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “I have a plan,” I answered calmly. 
 
      
 
    Everyone instantly turned their heads in my direction. 
 
      
 
    “What scheme have you cooked up now?” Mee asked, agitated and lurching forward. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Brother, you know me better than anyone else. Like the back of your hand, you might say. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wait for the next attack,” I started laying out my plan. “But you’ll have to fight it off without me.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone’s faces stretched out in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” I waved a hand. “The whipsnakes and harn will stay in the city. I’m sure with them, you can handle it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to the portal all on your own?” Gus asked with a frown. He quickly figured out my basic plan. There was a reason Murk put him at the head of a squadron. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I nodded and gave a rapacious smile. “While you distract the bulk of the forces, I’ll be going to pay a visit to our new friend.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I LEFT NEWTOWN before sunup. Mee saw me off and wished me luck. Beyond that, I could see that the gremlin had something to say to me but couldn’t work up the courage. Even when I asked him directly, he opted to keep silent. I wonder what’s going on with him. When I get back, I’ll have to sit him down for a talk. 
 
      
 
    Before leaving, I reminded Mee not to try and be a hero no matter what. As soon as you smell fire, go straight into the portal to Foreston. An hour before this conversation, I had given the exact same instructions to Amber. I also reminded her that if I did not come back, they would have to leave Newtown and not worry about the whipsnakes. They would find me on their own and make sure I was not harmed. 
 
      
 
    I did not want to think such bad thoughts, though. On top of everything else, the city was just a measly three percent away from hitting level two. I think the process will be over before midday and Newtown will become even stronger. 
 
      
 
    When the city walls were hidden behind the trees, I activated avatar of chaos and canopy of invisibility. And with a dull roar, I darted off. Leveling my stats and skills had made me much stronger and faster. My run through the forest was accompanied by unforgettable sensations. It was as if I had escaped to freedom. The world had new sounds and smells to share with me. It stirred up within me something ancient and hidden away. Something very long forgotten. 
 
      
 
    Next to me, snarling happily amongst the trees, a lithe shadow flickered past. Gorgie was volunteering to accompany me to the Black Fang. The harn understood perfectly well what I was up to and was sincerely happy for me. 
 
      
 
    We reached the farthest pillar before sunup. Though I remember distinctly that the same walk took Farhas the troll shaman and I several hours. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t come across a single living soul whole way ― just silence punctuated only by the creaking of dead trees swaying in the breeze. I couldn’t sense any Dark creatures, either. Going off feel, all the creatures must have been near the portal. The Dark Spirit was getting ready for another attack. 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I remember this place, too,” I whispered quietly, looking around. 
 
      
 
    Beyond the tall pillar, which was coated in a thick layer of black moss, there towered a heap of old trees, stone and earth. On the tips of the especially poky branches, there hung animal skulls staring back at me with the mortal emptiness of hollow eye sockets. 
 
      
 
    The trolls called this heap the Boundary. It had been erected by their forebearers. It was their way of trying to keep their people safe. After all, despite the fact that the monster hunters had long since left the area, the magic traps were still functioning, killing anyone who dared try and cross into the large circle. 
 
      
 
    Now there’s no mana left in the traps, but hopefully our craftspeople will have the whole network back up and running very soon. Maybe they’ll even add something deadly of their own. Then Newtown will be very hard to conquer. This attack had been fended off only thanks to me and my pets. It would be nice if the foxfolk could handle a battle without us in the future. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie snorted and licked my cheek. Then looked me searchingly in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No, brother,” I rubbed his head. “This is my hunt. You have to go back and take care of everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    The harn just snorted again and nervous tapped his scaled tail on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Go back,” I ignored his dismay. “And don’t even think of coming after me.” 
 
      
 
    Realizing it was futile to try and convince me, the harn licked me goodbye and disappeared among the trees. 
 
      
 
    I was left alone. 
 
      
 
    Overcoming the heap in two jumps, I headed toward the portal. I was wary to come at it head-on. I decided to make a big arc. My mission is to get up to the portal as stealthily as possible. The battle with the Blackblood Patriarch, then the standoff with the Dark Spirit had taught me a lot. Now I knew what to do. 
 
      
 
    When the first timid rays of the sun tried peeking through the dark fog, I walked out into the small clearing and froze stock-still. The sight unveiled before me sent a nasty chill running down my spine. 
 
      
 
    The clearing was completely littered with skeletons. Not long after that, my nose was struck with the smell of decay. Weird. Why didn’t I smell this earlier? Maybe the dark fog blocks smells, too? 
 
      
 
    Trying my best to breathe quietly, I slowly walked into the middle of the clearing. There I saw a particularly large pile of bones. Based on the size, they were troll skeletons. I counted around forty. The abandoned clubs and stone axes alongside the animal fang torcs some wore around their necks all fueled my theory that there was no one left to bury the fallen. That meant most likely every member of this large squad had perished. If any of them did make it out alive, they must have had bigger concerns than conducting a proper burial. I should get moving. 
 
      
 
    Looking carefully at the remains, I came to the conclusion that all the trolls were warriors. Based on their weaponry and torcs, the squad consisted of members of at least three or maybe even five tribes. Walking a circle around the battlefield, I realized there had been no survivors. None escaped with their life. 
 
      
 
    At first, I thought the trolls had gone up against the pack of bone hounds, but upon closer inspection, it became clear who really killed the forest giants. There hadn’t even been a proper battle… 
 
      
 
    It was the Dark Spirit. Only it could have shown up here without leaving a single track on the ground. Based on the positioning of the skeletons, the trolls had seemingly died before realizing what was killing them. I wouldn’t be surprised to discover the spirit fell on them here when they were making camp for the night. The heap of ash in the center of the meadow was clear evidence that most of the trolls had been next to the fire when they died. 
 
      
 
    That left me guessing as to what they were doing here. Why didn’t they go deeper into the Stone Forest? Why did they stay here and ignore my warnings? I after all recognized a few of the torcs. Narg’s squadron wore ones like that, the ones who stopped us before we left the Stone Forest. 
 
      
 
    At the time, Narg seemed sensible and intelligent. Had he really decided to stay in these lands and try to fend off otherworldly invaders with a combined army from several tribes? A very foolish choice. 
 
      
 
    But something wasn’t coming together. I left the Stone Forest many months ago. In that time, the dark portal should have gained power. The forest was probably teeming with creatures thirsting to be reborn in this world. It seemed unlikely the trolls could have held out as long as they did. After all, the bones in this meadow are relatively fresh. That means the mixed squadron came here recently. That makes me wonder what the Bug they were doing here. Doesn’t look like a scouting expedition. They were clearly on the war path. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head to drive off the unwelcome thoughts. It’s all in the past now. But I’m in the present. I have to think about something else. 
 
      
 
    Before leaving the meadow, I turned and whispered: 
 
      
 
    “Rest in peace, warriors. I’ll make sure you’re never forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The closer I came to the portal, the denser the darkness grew. Eventually, it got to a point where I had to fall back completely on magic vision. 
 
      
 
    My movement slowed. But not because I couldn’t see. No. The problem was something else. Thanks to my new spells, I now had an easy time surveying the “inner world” of the Darkness all around me. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the impenetrable sticky fog was nothing but a magic alarm network informing the “spider” sitting at the center of all goings on in the surrounding area. 
 
      
 
    I can’t really say why, but this alarm network had small gaps in it, and those who could see them could travel through the woods undetected with ease. 
 
      
 
    At first, I thought it was a trick by the Dark Spirit who had already long sensed my presence and was trying to lure me straight into a trap. But while hidden, I sat and observed for a bit before concluding it didn’t much look like a trap. 
 
      
 
    The gaps had formed all on their own. The cause was simple ― lack of energy. Bad Seed and Lazybones must have done much more damage to the Spirit than I thought. 
 
      
 
    After that came the failed attacks of the bone pack, which must have taken a lot of effort for the spirit to get together in the first place. Add to that the fact it was still amassing power for another attack, and you can see why it was overlooking the little gaps in the alarm network. 
 
      
 
    And I don’t really blame it. The “spiderweb” would warn it if a large warband or creature was coming. Anything little enough to slip through didn’t merit its attention. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled ravenously. I dare say this creep has no idea what “little thing” is slowly but surely making its way to his portal. 
 
      
 
    The closer I came, the harder it was to find gaps in the magic spiderweb. I praised myself yet again for not giving into Gorgie’s reasoning. He would not have been able to go unnoticed here. I even had to deactivate avatar with how narrow some of the gaps were. 
 
      
 
    In the end though I did make it. Once I reached the forest’s edge, I lied down in an old bush to check out what was going on near the portal. And there really was something to see. It sent whole squadrons of ants marching up my spine. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t say I was afraid. No. I felt no fear. But that wasn’t the issue. The portal smelled strongly of rot and vile otherworldly power. I had experienced something similar before in the Labyrinth of Fright while watching the attack on King Nidas’ palace. It felt like I was being turned inside out with disgust. But I handled it. I got a strong headache. I swallowed a mouthful of bitter saliva. I fought back nausea and a desire to run away and never look back. 
 
      
 
    After a bit of thought, I came to the conclusion that everything happening to me at the time was the effect of some otherworldly spell unknown even to the Great System. I guess if not for my high Will, I would have run away a lot earlier. 
 
      
 
    In the few months I was gone, the dark portal had changed to the point of unrecognizability. The Tree of Spirits, which was worshipped by the trolls and orcs had grown three times bigger. From the distance, it looked like a many-armed horror monster standing on its tiptoes and covered in a thick layer of black tar. The slime was flowing slowly to the ground forming a small coal-black lake around the tree. 
 
      
 
    It’s not really even a portal anymore. It’s a Dark Gateway now with gigantic slimy worms slowly but surely slithering through. The earth around them hissed and smoked. 
 
      
 
    I looked closer and shuddered. There wasn’t a single monster under level eighty. The system called them acid worms. After reading the creatures’ statistic and skill descriptions, I frowned. They’re slow, but very well armored. No magic. But they had one physical skill I particularly didn’t like. As if it wasn’t enough that the acid oozing out of their skin ate through everything in its path, the creatures could also spit the nasty substance around fifteen yards. 
 
      
 
    Just around the portal I counted up to thirty-five of the worms plus another few already slithering toward Newtown. The Dark Spirit seemed to have taken all its errors into account and realized the easiest way of storming our living city. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of the Spirit, there it is. Now it’s just a formless mass. Its body, as it turns out, is spectral. It reminds me most of all of a giant kraken. Just with way more tentacles. Long, limber and covered in spiny growths. They wriggle constantly. Some are touching the portal, others are wrapped around worms, and others still are directly attached to the threads of the alarm network. 
 
      
 
    While watching the spirit, I saw one of its tentacles twitch sharply and plunge into the black slime. And an instant later, it reappeared and went quickly toward the spirit’s bulbous head. At first, I didn’t realize what was happening, but then it hit me. The spirit had just pulled a creature of some kind from the portal and eaten it. Based on the flashes of lilac light emanating from his tentacles, the kraken’s victim was a magic creature. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the spirit swallowed its snack, I felt a fairly powerful energy upwelling. But I wasn’t the only one. The Heart of the Forest seeds were shivering in impatience. The upwelling had Bad Seed particularly feisty. I had a hard time settling it back down. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I looked toward the giant kraken. I sighed with relief. Close call. It didn’t notice us. 
 
      
 
    I threatened Bad Seed that if it couldn’t settle down, it would never get a keeper then got started. 
 
      
 
    Crawling on my elbows, I moved forward. From gap to gap in the alarm network, at times making elaborate zigzags, I slowly made my way to the portal. 
 
      
 
    The giant kraken didn’t notice me. I had a malevolent smile on my face as I crawled. The ugly bastard had put too much stock into its alarm system. 
 
      
 
    A few times, its tentacles went racing past me. To avoid detection when that happened, I froze and stopped breathing. 
 
      
 
    A distance I could have overcome in just a few jumps on any other day took me more than two hours. And I was still far from my goal. 
 
      
 
    I had stopped and waited many times for a new gap to appear. Several times I lost my cool and lunged ahead but I forced myself to stop before it was too late. I cannot afford to take risks! There’s a lot riding on this! 
 
      
 
    And now, finally, a new tear appeared a pace away from me. I was about to move into it, but suddenly an acid worm emerged from the portal in the grip of a lithe tentacle. 
 
      
 
    The huge brute was as big as a wagon and just a few paces away from me. 
 
      
 
    I winced and rubbed my eyes. What a stench! 
 
      
 
    Pushed on by the kraken, the worm went crawling straight at me. To dodge would mean touching alarm threads. Dash forward? Won’t work. Too many worms around. And the spirit will react quickly. All my shields taken together were unlikely to stop this brute’s attack. I had to crawl back and pray to all the gods the worm would crawl to my right. 
 
      
 
    The gods must be on my side after all. By the time the worm stopped just five paces from me, and I was ready to activate avatar of chaos and all my shields, the giant tentacle suddenly wrapped around the worm’s slimy carcass and moved it a few yards to the right. Closer to the rest of the beasts. The kraken was clearly rushing its warband along. I was starting to get the impression it could sense something. 
 
      
 
    I then breathed a sigh of relief and closed my eyes for a moment. Close call… Thank the gods! 
 
      
 
    A few times I thought I had reached my target, but the fickle alarm system had its own agenda. There was one silver lining though: there were more and more gaps appearing all the time. The rush must have been draining a lot of the Spirit’s energy. 
 
      
 
    Once approximately twenty yards from the portal, I grabbed out a small bag. It was filled with large ghostly crystals I had picked out specially. 
 
      
 
    My plan was simple. One toss and the portal would be sealed. As soon as that happened, all the otherworldly beasts that had yet to acquire a new body would die. Sly Redtail once told me that was the first law of the monster hunters. 
 
      
 
    Should I perhaps just throw them now? 
 
      
 
    I raised my head and looked around. Just twenty yards. A bit far. But not for me. 
 
      
 
    That settles it! There’s no more sense in waiting. 
 
      
 
    I quickly stood to my full height. I cast a vengeful gaze at the giant spirt looming over the hideous Tree and wound up for a throw. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! The leather bag packed to the brim with specially selected ghostly crystals flew in a wide arc toward the coal-black tar. 
 
      
 
    The giant kraken twitched abruptly. So, you do sense something, creep. His tentacles stopped everything else they were doing and reached for the flying bag. But they were too late. With a light splash, the crystals sunk into the portal. 
 
      
 
    I stood to my full height and smiled with satisfaction. My efforts were not in vain. I did it! 
 
      
 
    Ripples ran over the surface of the portal. A hiss burst from the kraken’s huge maw. Its body convulsed in tremors. Its tentacles started, chaotically cutting through the air. The giant acid worms froze in place for a moment then started turning my way with loud shrieks. 
 
      
 
    The satisfied smile gradually crept off my face. To be frank, I was not expecting this outcome. What is going on? Why is the portal still open?! 
 
      
 
    I quickly opened the system notification. I ran my eyes over the bright red lines and cursed out angrily. 
 
      
 
    I miscalculated! The bag of crystals I threw in was too small. I thought it would be more than enough… But it wasn’t… The portal was bigger than I assumed! 
 
      
 
    After dismissing the message, I glanced at the giant kraken. Dozens of tentacles were already racing toward me. The bodies of the worms puffed up, doubling in size. I was surrounded on all sides. 
 
      
 
    The spirit began to hiss in impatience. 
 
      
 
    “One time not enough for you?!” I barked, activating avatar and putting on all my available shields. “I’m gonna make you regret ever coming to MY world!” 
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    WITH A SUDDEN OUTBREATH, I blasted the nearest beast with a ram. The giant worm went flying and rolled across the ground before freezing from the daze effect. 
 
      
 
    An instant later, I activated Fracture, taking seventy percent defense from all my enemies including the Dark Spirit. To follow up, I also brought Curse of Weakness crashing down on the otherworldly monsters, halving their damage dealing abilities. 
 
      
 
    Shutting out the cacophony of hissing and shrieking as well as the large toxic green masses the size of a bull’s head flying my way, I summoned a beam of the Great Light. I set the casting location right on top of the giant kraken. 
 
      
 
    I was not going to run. When I was recently reading through the descriptions of my spells, I found a tooltip about the Great Light. To sum it up, it worked only against Darkness. In other words, to me and my allies, it was completely harmless. Furthermore, the tooltip said King Nidas who created the spell used it regularly to cleanse all those who had come under the sway of Darkness. for example, dark ailments like the one that tormented the late Papa Gino all his life, could be fully cured by the Great Light. 
 
      
 
    I was done with that in the span of just a few heartbeats. I finished activating right as the first volley of acid spit reached my position. Or rather, the position where I had just been. 
 
      
 
    As I watched the toxic substance glide around on the dirt with a vile hissing sound, I laughed. Too slow. Attacks like that were not meant for hunting such quick wild game as me. But they’d be perfect for besieging cities or fortresses. The acid ate through an impressive patch of ground very quickly, leaving behind a deep crater. 
 
      
 
    Easily dodging another few balls of spit, I got ready to counterattack. But I stopped myself. The big meadow where the portal was located was enveloped by the beam of the Great Light, driving away the dark fog at breakneck pace. 
 
      
 
    I froze transfixed by the sight of it. The bright column of light swallowed up everything in a hundred-yard radius. It reached all the way up to the sky before getting lost among the white clouds. 
 
      
 
    The soft light was gentle and warming, giving me confidence and strength. The corners of my lips stretched out into a happy smile all on their own. The light was so bright I had to close my eyes. Tears slipped out onto my cheeks from beneath my half-closed eyelids. 
 
      
 
    Unlike me, the otherworldly beasts were, to put it lightly, not big fans of the beam of light. The huge bodies of the worms suddenly popped one after the next like globs of fur falling into a fire. Their loud dying squeals and groans were very hard to hear. The beasts on the edge of the meadow tried ducking into the forest for safety, but the Light was merciless. 
 
      
 
    Peeking open my eyes, I looked toward the portal where I heard the giant kraken howling. I noticed with surprise that the spirit was unable to flee back to its world. The coal-black surface of the portal was now covered by a strange magic film which the kraken was trying to break through with its tentacles while going mad with pain. The spell must have temporarily sealed the gateway. Yet another curious effect. Hm… I’ll have to remember that. 
 
      
 
    Not wasting any more time, I ran over to the edge and started throwing handfuls of crystals into the lake. 
 
      
 
    Notifications flickered before my eyes about the deaths of beasts and loot for defeating them. 
 
      
 
    The two minutes flew by like two seconds. The spell ran out. The gigantic column of light faded away to reveal an empty meadow. The Darkness retreated. The fog bunched up around the trees in fear looking like a moth-eaten fur coat. Just like the kraken’s warband, its alarm network was now no more. But I wonder where the actual spirit is. 
 
      
 
    I turned my head from side to side. Nothing. Did it really escape? 
 
      
 
    The hideous Tree at the center of the meadow had been completely stripped of its greasy black “skin.” The once vast lake had been transformed into a little puddle of grease shriveling next to the angular roots of the dead giant. 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it,” I nodded and got ready to throw in the last handful of crystals to seal the portal once and for all. As an aside, the always hungry Bad Seed and Lazybones had finally settled down. I could sense waves of excitement and reverence coming off them. Heh… That’s a new one. They must have been infected with respect for me after that attack. 
 
      
 
    And really what did they have to worry about? I was after all not planning to destroy the portal. I was just sealing it to give whichever of them would remain in the Stone Forest a food source. 
 
      
 
    Just as I was about to throw the final crystals into the puddle, out from behind the Tree there came a small quivering tentacle. 
 
      
 
    “W-wait a second, Great One! Don’t do it!” I heard a plaintive rasp. 
 
      
 
    “So, you are still alive, creep!” I admired. “Looks like I really did a number on you.” 
 
      
 
    The thin little tentacle was covered in fearsome burns and from them oozed a sticky dark slime. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t close the door, Great One!” the rasping voice pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “Come out where I can see you!” I ordered. 
 
      
 
    “No way…” the spirit hissed back. 
 
      
 
    “As you like,” I shrugged my shoulders and threw a little crystal into the puddle which immediately shuddered and vibrated. 
 
      
 
    “No, Great One! No!” the spirit wailed and started crawling out from under the roots of the tree. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s where you were hiding?” I snorted, staring into the dark blotch the size of a rabbit’s den the thin little tentacles were poking out of. 
 
      
 
    I wonder why it never went back to its world. It doesn’t seem to be stuck here anymore. Sure, the portal had grown smaller, but there wasn’t much left of the giant kraken either. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you still here?” I asked. “Why haven’t you fled to your world?” 
 
      
 
    After asking my question, I showed that I could cast another crystal in to loosen its tongue. 
 
      
 
    “I do not have the power…” the spirit gave an instinctive twitch but, seeing the crystal still in my hand, calmed down. 
 
      
 
    I felt the urge to slap my forehead. Of course! I’m over here racking by brains. The creature was simply out of mana. 
 
      
 
    I took a closer look but just couldn’t see the monster’s characteristics. It was too foreign to our world. But I did notice that one of the dark limbs “just so happened” to poke onto the edge of the portal and start very slowly but surely sucking in energy. Well, well. I’ll let it think it’s tricking me. 
 
      
 
    “You are an enemy,” I stated. “You and all other fell beasts have come to my world to kill us. Why should I stop? Give me just one reason.” 
 
      
 
    “Our world is dying!” the spirit rasped out. “We want to live, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Not a reason,” I shook my head. “For one of you to live, one of us must die.” 
 
      
 
    “Not always!” the spirit hurriedly latched onto my words. “We can always exist as long as the portal is open! And even if a local creature here dies, what do you care, Great One?!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Curious logic. In other words, you suggest I leave the portal alone and allow your compatriots to hunt creatures native to my world?” 
 
      
 
    Clearly not noticing the ploy, the spirit responded instantly: 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” 
 
      
 
    That entire time, it just kept slowly sucking energy from the portal. It thinks I’m distracted by the conversation. Let it remain ignorant for now. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see what’s in it for me,” I stroked my chin. 
 
      
 
    “You may take the energy from the portal!” the spirit explained eagerly. 
 
      
 
    Just the way it shuddered. It’s buying my little performance. 
 
      
 
    “Like Ironskin and the Devourers!” the distracted spirit added unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    Did it let that slip on purpose? No. Doesn’t seem like it. It already thinks it has the wool pulled over my eyes. Now it has three tentacles sucking away at the portal. 
 
      
 
    I need to hurry. 
 
      
 
    “Ironskin?” I asked, though I understood exactly who the spirit was referring to. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” it answered eagerly. “He descends from the original Ironskin, who came over to this world many cycles ago. Here he is known as the Steel King.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying he descends from otherworlders?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “As do you,” the spirit responded. “But yours are from a different world ― one foreign to mine.” 
 
      
 
    My heartbeat started racing. The wily spirit could sense it, too. Another tentacle touched the edge of the portal. The weasel. 
 
      
 
    “Was Ironskin once the same as you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” the spirit replied. For the first time, I heard uncertainty in its voice. It was clearly wary of telling me the whole truth. 
 
      
 
    As encouragement, I nonchalantly tossed the crystal in my hand up and caught it. 
 
      
 
    “The Ironskins are all sovereigns!” the spirit sputtered out in fear. “But I am merely a guide… I look after the portal and help others cross the boundary.” 
 
      
 
    “Sovereigns?” 
 
      
 
    “They have the power to govern those who have crossed the boundary.” 
 
      
 
    Got it. The Steek King can control otherworldly creatures without his crown. That means… 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about Ironskin’s crown?” I asked the spirit. “And by the way, why do you call him that?” 
 
      
 
    “One of his inborn gifts is having impenetrably strong skin,” the spirit explained. “And his crown is a powerful talisman that makes all his spells and skills more powerful.” 
 
      
 
    There it is… So, the crown was actually a much more valuable artifact than I thought. Too bad I can’t use it. Though I should make sure of that. 
 
      
 
    “Other than Ironskin, is there anyone else that can use the talisman?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the spirit left me disappointed. “The craftsman who made the artifact tempered it in the blood of an Ironskin.” 
 
      
 
    Ahem… Blood magic. What a pity. 
 
      
 
    Moving on. 
 
      
 
    “You offered to let me take energy…” I said with an air of doubt and pensiveness. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” the spirit exclaimed joyously. “Lots of energy! As much as you like, Great One!” 
 
      
 
    I had to strain to hold back a smile. This weasel is lying through his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “By the way,” I pretended I just remembered. “How did you find our world?” 
 
      
 
    “It was very easy!” the cheery spirit responded eagerly. It had clearly interpreted my uncertainty as a sign to act. “I was summoned by the Devourers.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you mentioned them,” I said curiously. “Who are they? Others like you?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the spirit replied. “There are only two like me here!” 
 
      
 
    Would you look at that! Looks like I’ll have cause for celebration today. So much valuable information all at once! I had no doubt the spirit was speaking the truth. Either it truly thought it could win or, after losing all its former might, its mind had become very feeble. 
 
      
 
    “Is the other one as powerful as you?” I flattered the spirit. 
 
      
 
    “No, I am more powerful. Which is why I was summoned here. The lesser spirit is far from here now, somewhere beyond the bitter sea. It is guarding the other portal in the mountains. There was another lesser spirit in those lands before, but it was attacked and fled back to its world. Coward!” 
 
      
 
    The last word the spirit basically spat out. For these things, guarding portals must have been a very important and highly respected mission. 
 
      
 
    But as for the one who ran away… The bitter sea is the Dead Ocean. So, the chatty spirit must be talking about the Dark Continent. How surprised it would be to find out who exactly had chased its brother away. 
 
      
 
    And as for the mountains, I was right… There is a new dark portal up there somewhere and it already has its own keeper spirit. Now I just had to figure out who the Devourers were. I could already guess who the term referred to, though. Most likely, it was just another way of calling the necromancers. And they were summoning spirits for mass sacrifices. 
 
      
 
    “The Devourers must have made a great sacrifice,” I smiled with understanding. “Otherwise, you never would have noticed this world.” 
 
      
 
    “They sure did!” the Dark Spirit exclaimed dreamily. “They brought lots of food! So much!” 
 
      
 
    I had a hard time keeping my cool. I was afraid to even imagine how many intelligent creatures had died there. 
 
      
 
    “You call them the Devourers,” I continued my discreet interrogation. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because they feed on the portal’s death power,” the spirit explained. “Other magic is beyond their grasp.” 
 
      
 
    When I heard the last sentence, I gave a barely perceptible snicker. So, the necromancers can’t use normal mana. Good to know. Very good. I had been in that position before. It’s not a very nice feeling to have your own spells unavailable. 
 
      
 
    “How long since they were here?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The spirit considered it for a moment, then replied: 
 
      
 
    “In your reckoning ― one month. Soon, they will return with a great number of captives for their dead army.” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a slow sigh, trying to keep the blasé expression on my face all the while. Based on its tone of voice, the spirit was getting impatient for his guests to arrive. The creature could already taste the lavish feast. 
 
      
 
    “And has Ironskin come here himself?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” the spirit replied. “But his servant came. He is one of the Primordials that swore allegiance to the original Ironskin. A very powerful mage.” 
 
      
 
    Was it just me, or did the spirit just lick its lips? 
 
      
 
    “Why did he come?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “He helped the Devourers summon me. The young mages they brought as a sacrifice were delectable!” 
 
      
 
    The spirit said the last part with particular gusto. And that’s understandable. I could practically feel the power filling its spectral body in my bones. Over the course of our talk, it had restored its power. 
 
      
 
    But not enough. 
 
      
 
    I still had many questions, but there was no longer any time to ask them. The Dark Spirit was clearly ready to act. I don’t think it’ll attack. Most likely, it’ll run away. Or rather try… 
 
      
 
    “What is your decision, Great One?” the spirit asked unexpectedly, continuing to siphon power from the Portal though no longer really hiding it. 
 
      
 
    “A tempting offer,” I pondered. “But as I already said — this is MY world! And creatures like you have no business here!” 
 
      
 
    Before the ugly bastard could tell what was going on, I threw a few dozen crystals into the dark puddle. After that, the Great System told me the portal had been sealed successfully. 
 
      
 
    The spirit didn’t even have time to make a peep. Its hideous spectral body disappeared into thin air with a muted pop. 
 
      
 
    — You have undone Elder Spirit of Darkness (level undefined). 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (2,000). 
 
      
 
    — Large ghostly crystal (300). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (50). 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The Higher Powers are impressed by your deed! You have banished an offspring of Darkness from this world! 
 
      
 
    ― Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    ― Large confinement sphere “Spirit of Keeper.” 
 
      
 
    ― Iridescent tablet “Armor of Light.” 
 
      
 
    I took a look around. The dark fog was gone. The meadow was lit by the rays of the sun peeking out from behind the dark clouds. I smiled. Everything around was silent. I filled my chest with air. It was fresh, slightly humid. No tastes in my mouth. No nausea, no dizziness. Great! 
 
      
 
    With a sigh of relief, I fell down on the ground not far away from the Tree. Its dirty yellow trunk was completely stripped of bark and its twisted branches gnarled up skyward. Here and there I saw angular roots sticking up out of the ground like a time-yellowed animal skeleton. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and patted the trunk with my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Poor thing. You really took some damage. But oh well. That’s all about to change. Life will return to this place very soon. We’ll see to that. Right?” 
 
      
 
    Bad Seed and Lazybones responded with a stream of positive energy. 
 
      
 
    “All that remains is to wait for a keeper to come for one of you… Honestly though, it doesn’t seem like any are all that eager to get here.” 
 
      
 
    Savoring the free minute, I decided to take a breather and scan through my loot. 
 
      
 
    I started with the victory notifications from the acid worms. The Dark Spirit had managed to drag a whole seventy-five beasts to our world. I’m scared to even imagine the kind of stuff they might have done if they made it to the living city. 
 
      
 
    Not counting tokens, ghostly crystals or dark orbs, the Great System doled out a generous dozen large vials containing the spirits of acid worms. I glanced at the description. 
 
      
 
    ― Acid Worm Spirit. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical spirits. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Acid attack. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― The summoned spirit will attack an enemy using Acid Spit. 
 
      
 
    ― Summoning requires 2000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Remember! You may only appeal to the power of the Acid Worm 1 time every 5 days! 
 
      
 
    While rereading the description, I stroked my beard. I couldn’t tell if it would be just one spirit or several. But alas, no matter how hard I looked, I was unable to find more information. 
 
      
 
    Even if it was just one, it wouldn’t be too bad. I now had twelve 
 
      
 
    such vials. I’ll take my troops to the altar for them to absorb these spirits. A combined attack by a dozen of them against a cornered enemy would do fearsome damage. 
 
      
 
    “Done with that… What’s next…?” 
 
      
 
    ― Armor of Light 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― One of the most powerful light magic spells, created by King Nidas. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Defense. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic School: Light. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Creates Armor of Light around the body of the caster. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 5000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Absorbs 120000 damage 
 
      
 
    ― Darkness magic damage reduced by 30% 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Cooldown time: 5 hours. 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my hands together and chuckled in satisfaction. This King Nidas really knew his way around magic. I’d like to see someone try and get through my defenses now! 
 
      
 
    As usual, I invested the ten points into will and moved on to the last artifact. 
 
      
 
    It was a dark lilac sphere the size of a chicken egg. Staring transfixed at a baroque pattern on the stone, I led a finger over its smooth surface and felt warmth. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Lazybones showed some temperament. It clearly did not like the sphere. Bad Seed on the contrary reacted with indifference toward the spirit imprisoned inside. I might even say it felt friendly. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, kids, you’re just full of surprises today!” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    As expected, I was not able to see the sphere’s description. And my mind level was not the issue. The Great System did not perceive the artifact at all. It was foreign to our world. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem,” I sighed. “Now what do I do with you?” 
 
      
 
    The spirit inside the sphere naturally had no reaction. In fact, I think it was simply ignoring me. Oh well. Fine by me. What mattered was that I didn’t sense any darkness in it. 
 
      
 
    After turning the stone over in my hands, I tossed it into my backpack. Time will tell what to do with you. Groaning like a hundred-year-old man, I got to my feet and stretched out in satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    Time to go back to the city. There’s lots of work to do. We have guests coming. If the Dark Spirit is to be trusted, necromancers will be coming here soon with many prisoners. I cannot allow them to defile the portal with their sacrifices. This is MY land! 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FIRST THING I DID after defeating the Dark Spirit was to pay a visit to the Bridge of Bones. The same place where I fought Sarkhaat’s grandson and where big Bruni and Randy had died. 
 
      
 
    Now I know who the rangers were really serving but, strange as it may have been, I don’t hold any ill will toward them. Beyond that, they themselves most likely never guessed the true nature of their king. They were just spies working a case. 
 
      
 
    The gigantic backbone of a mystery monster lying across the raging river was still firmly in place. The centuries had transformed the bones into stone. Destroying the ghastly bridge or even moving it would require a good deal of effort and lots of wasted energy. It’s here for the long run. 
 
      
 
    The whole shore was well trodden and befouled. On the ground all around me, I could see the remains of intelligent creatures mixed with the bones of big, huge beasts. A battle must have taken place here between reborn otherworldly beasts and the lords of the steppe. Hm… More like former lords at this point. The orcs were likely no longer as in control of the Wastes as they once were. The tribes had probably migrated away over the steppe. Closer to the mountains. 
 
      
 
    Based on the variously sized skeletons, orcs weren’t the only creatures that had died here. Ogres, gnomes, humans, elves and a particularly large number of Mee’s kind. And no wonder. Gremlins are the most defenseless of all those creatures. With the obvious exception of my brother. Mee was pretty far from helpless now. 
 
      
 
    All that remained was to figure out what all these intelligent creatures were doing here. It was so close to the portal I had a hard time believing one of the tribes might have tried to dig in on this side of the river. The shamans are no fools. They must have been chased here with violence. For example, maybe a group of necromancers was leading captives to the portal for a sacrifice, but something went wrong, and they started fighting. 
 
      
 
    No, that isn’t coming together. These orcs were armed. There are just so many weapons strewn about. What if I had it all backwards? What if it was the shamans leading a batch of sacrifices here? Greedy bastards. They were conspiring with the necromancers. But seemingly, they opted to break the agreement and it turned into a bloodbath. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head while looking around the bone-littered riverbank. I could only speculate as to what sparked the tragedy. As a matter of fact, there were probably dozens of similar mass slaughter sites out on the Wastes. And why speculate about the cause? I only needed to know who was behind the massacre. And I would not rest until I killed every last one of the ugly freaks that did this. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Before I made it back to Newtown to celebrate our collective victory properly, a messenger came down from the castle. He told me Gallia wanted to meet with me. She must have been expecting fresh news. 
 
      
 
    I had to make a quick trip to Stenborg. As soon as I reached the gnomish capital, I was brought to the palace. 
 
      
 
    Gallia greeted me in her office. Face pale, faint bags under her eyes and nervous movements ― the queen had clearly not been sleeping well the past few days. Was she even sleeping at all? 
 
      
 
    Honestly, despite the exhaustion and nervousness, Gallia was still trying to be nice. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Rick!” she smiled wearily. “What’s got you in such a good mood?” 
 
      
 
    Her careless tone didn’t fool me. She was clearly shaken up. 
 
      
 
    “The portal has been sealed,” I answered shortly, sitting uninvited in a comfy armchair. One-on-one, we had stopped being formal with each other a long time ago. “I had to take down its Dark Spirit keeper. But we did it.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia, no longer holding back, sighed loudly with relief, then followed my example and sat down in her armchair. 
 
      
 
    “So, you possess light magic?” she asked unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “How else could you have taken down a dark spirit?” she asked with a smile. “As far as I know, no other magic works against them.” 
 
      
 
    Curious. So, she has no idea what Bad Seed and Lazybones can do. Should I tell her? What would that change? Nothing. I’ll keep her in the dark. 
 
      
 
    “Beyond that,” Gallia continued, “as far as I know, this is not the first dark spirit you defeated. The rational explanation is that you can use Light magic. I must say that you are probably the only one in the world who can. The Steel King took great pains to do away with all light mages.” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders and smoothly changed the topic: 
 
      
 
    “By the way, did you know the first Steel King came from another world?” 
 
      
 
    “There were rumors,” the queen said thoughtfully and asked with a smirk: “The spirit tell you that nonsense?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “What’s so funny?” 
 
      
 
    Rubbing her chin, the gnome answered: 
 
      
 
    “Spirits are wily, crafty beings. You probably had it by the throat, so it told you what you wanted to hear.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged again. 
 
      
 
    “That I did. But nothing it said felt like a lie. It called the Steel King ‘Steelskin.’ It also said all the Steelskins are sovereigns. I.e., they can govern otherworldly beasts. And it has nothing to do with the crown. Though that also plays quite a big role.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia frowned. 
 
      
 
    “You’re saying Egbert can control dark beasts without the crown?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” I nodded. “The crown is a powerful talisman that increases the power of all its wearer’s skills and abilities.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia sighed loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Cursed thing!” 
 
      
 
    “In any case,” I hurried to reassure her. “Egbert will never get to the crown. Its hidden away.” 
 
      
 
    We spent some time sitting in silence. I was the one to break it. 
 
      
 
    “If you’d like to know, the spirit said many other things, too.” 
 
      
 
    The queen turned her head and nodded in silence to tell me I could continue. 
 
      
 
    “It called necromancers, ‘the Devourers.’ Said they feed on death magic.” 
 
      
 
    “There it was not lying,” said the queen. “Everyone knows that.” 
 
      
 
    “But there’s one other detail,” I said. “Other magic is beyond their reach. Like dryads, they cannot use regular mana to cast their spells.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia shuddered and mulled it over for a few seconds. That clearly surprised her. 
 
      
 
    “That brings everything together!” she exclaimed quizzically. “How did we not guess this before?!” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what she was talking about with that “we,” but the overall idea was obvious. I had just unwittingly uncovered one of the necromancers’ greatest secrets. 
 
      
 
    Gallia jumped up in distress from her seat and headed to the door her personal secretary was working behind. For the first time in my memory, she didn’t summon her underling, but ran to the door herself. She looked severely overagitated. And because she was not born to be queen, old mannerisms were shining through. 
 
      
 
    Opening the door suddenly, she shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Assemble the war council! All combat mages must be in attendance! You have one hour!” 
 
      
 
    Slamming the door and turning to me, Gallia gave a broad smile. What happened to her exhaustion and nerves? Rubbing her hands together in satisfaction, she went back to her armchair and plopped herself down into its soft embrace. 
 
      
 
    “Well Rick, now we’re really in for some action!” she told me gleefully. “Great news! I hope that isn’t all.” 
 
      
 
    All the commotion had slightly thrown me off, but I quickly got myself together and responded while coughing: 
 
      
 
    “It’s not, but the rest isn’t quite as, hmm… nice.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me.” Gallia said decisively and chopped the air with her hand. 
 
      
 
    “We were right about there being another portal on the Dark Continent.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia nodded. As if to say, “keep going.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s somewhere in the mountains on the northeast of the continent. That is where the flock of flying beasts is coming from. That portal has its own spirit-keeper. Not as strong as the one I killed, but I think it could reach that size in short order.” 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t planning to go there, are you?” Gallia asked uneasily. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “That’s not possible right now. But I can’t forget about the portal either.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia sighed and, massaging her temples, turned to me with a smile: 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t I already tell you I’d be in a tight spot without you?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled back: 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that… You’d be lying in your sarcophagus in the Labyrinth of Fright. You’d know no pain.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia chuckled nervously and mechanically ran her hand over the place on her chest where a poisoned dagger’s handle had been sticking up until very recently. A gift from her “dear” mother-in-law. 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure… I’m to the point where I’m no longer always happy I came back. So many troubles came crashing down on me so quickly…” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, about that,” I distracted her from the gloomy thoughts. “How’s the golem repair work coming along?” 
 
      
 
    After hearing that question, Gallia cringed as if she’d just eaten a sour plum. 
 
      
 
    “Those roustabouts have totally forgotten the meaning of an honest day’s work!” she barked and slapped her palm on the stone tabletop. “They’re no proper craftspeople. These are soft noble popinjays! They’ve gotten lazy. They’re used to giving all their work to their apprentices.” 
 
      
 
    The more the gnome said, the angrier she became. The craftspeople seemed to be her main source of irritation. 
 
      
 
    “What is the point of all these long breakfasts, lunches, afternoon snacks and dinners?!” she continued, pacing from corner to corner and measuring out the office with her quick steps. “They thought this was a vacation! But it’s no big deal…!” She menaced the ceiling with a fist. “I’ve arranged some ‘rest’ for them. I’ve got them under lock and key in their workshops. That got the slackers off their butts!” 
 
      
 
    The enraged gnome was at the same time frighteningly dangerous and captivatingly gorgeous. Energy and power were wafting off her. I even found myself admiring her for a brief moment. 
 
      
 
    Upon seeing my transfixed gaze, Gallia froze for a moment. Her cheeks turned slightly red either in embarrassment or outrage at the disappointing craftspeople. 
 
      
 
    Quickly getting her embarrassment in check, the gnome smiled and went back to her seat. Now majestically walking past me, she snorted and tousled the hair on my head carelessly. The way mothers or older sisters do. Just then, I realized I never had sisters but, if I did, I would have wanted them to be just like Gallia. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, you’ve brought me great news,” the gnome sighed and plopped down in her seat yet again. “Too bad I don’t have anything so nice for you. Our scouts are reporting that the alliance’s troops have reached the sea. Soon they will start loading them onto ships to transport over here.” 
 
      
 
    “You should find out exactly where they’ll make land and be waiting on shore.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, if only it were so easy, Rick,” Gallia objected, staring wistfully out the window. “It’s already been established that the alliance warbands will be landing in elven territory.” 
 
      
 
    “Abyss…” I muttered through my teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes,” the gnome nodded. “That’s eternal allies for you… Just try trusting their oaths after something like this…” 
 
      
 
    “Heard anything about Tananth?” I asked with hope. 
 
      
 
    “Not a word,” Gallia answered. “It’s like he was wiped off the face of the earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Not good,” I frowned. “We were counting on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you want to make him a keeper?” the gnome asked me directly. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head. There’s no reason to hide it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did. If the Heart of the Forest selected him, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Tananth would make an excellent keeper,” Gallia said with absolute seriousness. “I have known him since he was a child. He was always the best of his kind.” 
 
      
 
    We said nothing for quite a while, each thinking about our own thing. 
 
      
 
    “You know…” the gnome broke the silence. “I say we assume Tananth is doing just fine. And if he’s in trouble, he’ll make it out alive and unharmed. I just don’t want to think about bad things right now. Especially after such wonderful news! After all, this is our first significant victory! We simply must celebrate it!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed mentally. If not for the urgent summons from Gallia, that is exactly what I’d have been doing in Newtown. 
 
      
 
    “Alas,” I shrugged my shoulders. “But we’ll have to set the celebration aside for better times. I have bad news, too. Before dying, the spirit told me the necromancers are going to be bringing lots of captives to the portal any day now. I have to prepare a fitting reception.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hurriedly leaving Stenborg, I headed straight to Foreston, where Murk was waiting. 
 
      
 
    The issue was that the halflings had decided to be inducted as hunters. Not all of them, just thirty. But it wasn’t a bad start. 
 
      
 
    After the induction ceremony, which I conducted myself, the newly minted Hunters immediately said they wished to move to Newtown. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t blame them. They needed tokens and crystals to improve themselves, but their levels were too low, which gave me pause. After all, if I gave them permission, I would by the same token be essentially signing their death warrants. Maximum level is twenty-three. What good could they do in Newtown? If the enemy gets over the wall just once, these thirty new recruits would be reduced to damp spots on the ground. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to tell them, “no,” but Murk convinced me to allow the halflings to follow me to the Stone Forest. His argument was simple. The halflings didn’t have to be placed on the wall. But thirty sets of working hands would lighten the load and allow us to work on other tasks. Plus, the halflings had proved themselves quite hard-working. And stubborn to boot. But that stubbornness worked in our favor this time. 
 
      
 
    I reluctantly caved and gave my permission in the end. And by evening, the thirty new recruits had been transferred to the Newtown garrison. 
 
      
 
    The city was now in the process of transitioning to level three. The progress bar read twenty-eight percent. Progress was clearly slowing down. And that made perfect sense. After all, there were a lot of changes we still had to make. A few wells, vegetable gardens, reinforcements to the defensive dome, a sewage system. 
 
      
 
    That and the upgraded magic trap system. The issue was that the craftsmen had approached me with a project to expand the trap network encircling the city. As it turned out, in the Foreston library, they found the blueprint for a similar structure. To sum it up, the craftspeople decided to expand beyond the largest circle. Almost right up to the dark portal. On top of that, the larger network promised to encompass a huge area around the city. They even suggested building a few dozen special traps around the portal for holding back otherworldly creatures without killing them before Hunters could show up. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, I gave my approval even despite the fact that building such a gigantic network would require quite the shakeup. No big deal! When it comes to stuff like this, every copper spent is worth the trouble! 
 
      
 
    After the craftspeople and I got on the same page, the time came to conduct the spirit absorption ceremony. All told, I had one hundred sixty large vials containing the spirits of bone hounds, a dozen acid worms and a large vial with the spirit of the bone pack alpha. 
 
      
 
    I had time to study the descriptions of the artifacts, and I liked what I saw. The acid worms needed no elaboration, but the hounds turned out to be a somewhat curious tale. As it turned out, I was essentially holding a whole bone pack in my hands. Beyond me, a few of the foxfolk had also gotten vials. In total, the pack would number no less than one hundred and eighty creatures. 
 
      
 
    All on their own, the basic hound spirits were nothing too extraordinary. They reminded me of black armorbugs but did more damage. The summoning cost was naturally also higher. 
 
      
 
    ― Bone Hound Spirit. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical spirits. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Rare. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Attack. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Summoned spirit deals 9000 points damage. 
 
      
 
    ― Summoning requires 600 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Remember! You may only appeal to the power of the Bone Hound 1 time every 5 days! 
 
      
 
    But the situation looks totally different when you’re up against just under one hundred and eighty of them. After being summoned, they would hit our foes with one-time crushing damage. 
 
      
 
    But that was not all. A pack with no alpha is no pack at all. And thanks to my level being zero, we could now assemble a true spirit army. Sure, it could appear only once every five days and would disappear after just one attack, but what an attack it would be! 
 
      
 
    ― Bone Pack Alpha Spirit. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magical spirits. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Epic. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― Attack/Ally buff. 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― Summoned spirit deals 15,000 points damage. 
 
      
 
    ― The summoned Alpha spirit will improve attacks by 35% (for two or more allies) and increase the speed of the Bone Pack by 30% (for two or more allies). 
 
      
 
    ― Summoning requires 1500 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Remember! You may only appeal to the power of the Bone Pack Alpha 1 time every 5 days! 
 
      
 
    We currently had around six hundred troops in the Newtown garrison, and only fifty of them had magic supplies. Those very fifty hunters would be the first to undergo a spirit absorption ceremony. 
 
      
 
    Sure, the sizes of their supplies left something to be desired. But that’s no big deal. That’s a problem I can handle. What matters most is that our order will soon have a whole squad of shamans. 
 
      
 
    I got distracted from the pleasant thoughts by Gorgie growling as he returned from a hunt. 
 
      
 
    “Hm… Curious,” I whispered, quickly coming down the stairs to the first floor of the central treehouse. 
 
      
 
    The last people I was expecting would soon be coming to pay us a visit. The harn told me that a small party was approaching Newtown from the Stone Forest and would arrive tomorrow morning. The former rulers of the area had decided to drop by ― the stone trolls. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHILE WALKING THROUGH TOWN, I was looking around mechanically. I hadn’t seen Mee for a few days at this point. My brother was constantly disappearing somewhere and the foxmaidens along with him. I don’t know but I am getting a strange feeling about the gremlin. I may be wrong, but I think Mee is avoiding me. 
 
      
 
    But I just had so much on my plate I hadn’t gotten a chance to have a decent conversation with him. Very strange. Maybe he’s mad at me? Though why would that be? I don’t get it. 
 
      
 
    After vowing to track my brother down and have a serious heart-to-heart, I turned my attention to Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    I exchanged mental images briefly with the harn and sank deep into thought. Everything was pointing to the idea that old friends of ours were coming to pay us a visit. Specifically, Farhas and his warriors. Gorgie remembered the trolls’ smells very distinctly. I wonder what they wanted out here. Why did they decide to leave their safe location? 
 
      
 
    Knowing what the trolls thought about the boundary posts they called Black Fangs, I decided to head out to meet my visitors. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie and the whipsnakes naturally tagged along. Once on the edge of the large circle, I ordered my pets to stay hidden, sat down on a wide stump thickly encrusted with dry moss and just waited. 
 
      
 
    That gave me a minute to think over what was going on with Mee. 
 
      
 
    He’s avoiding me. Or is he? I’d be able to sense right away if he were mad. Maybe it’s about something else? He has so much on his plate. He’s racing from tree to tree, garden patch to garden patch. He’ll have to be dragged out of the new city garden by the ears. Amber says the gremlin is doing a great job taking care of the plants. And he’s enjoying himself. Hm… Somehow, I never noticed him being such a big fan of trees and vegetation before. It must all be his inborn gift coming out. That gift we had leveled to the ceiling. Now to improve it further we needed gold tablets and above. But I should note that Mee is currently okay with where he is. I had watched him bring a little dry tree back to life with my own eyes. A few instants after activating his inborn spell, the dry black branches were tipped with little, green buds. The old bark fell away like ash. The trunk grew larger and filled out. I’ll never forget the smile of delight on my brother’s face. Heh… And here I always thought gremlins were steppe dwellers… The things you learn… 
 
      
 
    When I thought about Mee, I got the feeling I was missing something. Something very important. Somewhere deep in my subconscious, a foggy notion was constantly flickering up, but it was in no rush to come to the surface. 
 
      
 
    A sudden energy pulse ran through my body, breaking my concentration. And now these two! Ever since I got the crystal with the spirit confined within, Lazybones was acting like a different seed. It was not at all fond of its new neighbor. And that was putting it lightly. Every chance it got, the generally tranquil Heart of the Forest went out of its way to get into conflict with my new… Ahem… I don’t even know what to call it. Pet? Prisoner? Yet another parasite and sponger? What kind of beast the spirit was I could only guess. 
 
      
 
    The Great System kept up its veneer of proud silence, simply overlooking my backpack’s unusual inhabitant. I then was left only to guess. 
 
      
 
    By the way, there was another odd fact about that spirit. I couldn’t sense any Darkness in it. I had checked many times. All clear. At least I can sigh in relief about that. Another thing was odd, though. As it turned out, the mysterious creature was not a member of any magical faction. The spirit felt like a concentration of entirely neutral power. Like pure white canvas, yet to be touched by an artist’s brush. 
 
      
 
    Lazybones’ aggressive harassment it ignored, not reacting at all. With time, I came to realize the creature was in a deep state of sleep. It didn’t care about these hooligans constantly going out of their way to hurt it. 
 
      
 
    As for Bad Seed… It was surprisingly acting totally calm. The two of them seemed to have switched personalities. Lazybones had somehow snuck its way into dominant position. Now I had to curb its impulses and bring it to reason. And seemingly, it was the one I’d be giving to the new keeper. Ideally of course, I would get rid of both of the gluttons but, alas, Tananth had yet to arrive. I didn’t want to believe it, but I no longer thought the elf could possibly still be alive. Although, as my mom always loved to say, hope is the last thing to die… 
 
      
 
    The trolls showed up much earlier than we assumed. Dawn had just barely begun to glimmer when I sensed outsiders beyond the wall of trees. 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that I was sitting in the middle of the clearing not hiding at all, my old acquaintances were in no rush to show themselves to me. 
 
      
 
    I just chuckled derisively. If you only knew, children of the forest, that Gorgie had been “accompanying” for over a day already. 
 
      
 
    Switching to magic vision, I started to look around. I recognized the old shaman right away. He was the one with the biggest supply. 
 
      
 
    His level hadn’t gone up all that much. Just to twenty-two. But most of his characteristics had already almost hit their ceilings. I wonder where the old man suddenly got all those tablets? Actually, I know. All the members of the tribe probably worked together to level their shaman. 
 
      
 
    Among the trees, I saw another two supplies. Ha! Those two had also only grown a bit. Most likely, the big fellow there is Erg, and that one is the shaman’s relative Dago. 
 
      
 
    The other two are just regular warriors. Hm… Just five. Not all that many. Normally, shamans travel with bigger retinues. Had the creatures already reached them? 
 
      
 
    The other warriors’ levels made for a particularly bleak sight. Especially compared to my hunters. I was probably right, and the tribe was “boosting” their shaman. 
 
      
 
    The silence drew out. Until I got tired of it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Farhas!” I shouted, tilting my head to the side. “Come on out, my friend! Erg! Dago! Do you really not recognize me?!” 
 
      
 
    The trolls kept silent for a few seconds, then they started stirring. They had seemingly found the courage to come out. 
 
      
 
    I also stood to my feet but before I’d made it a single step, I froze. The surprise made me want to rub my eyes. As it turned out, the party was made up of six warriors. The last troll must have had a rare ability like my canopy of invisibility. But the level of that ability made me tense. Even Gorgie couldn’t sense the troll unless he wanted it. 
 
      
 
    When I switched back to magic vision and took a closer look at who I was dealing with, I felt a chill run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    The mark of chaos! That troll has the mark of chaos! 
 
      
 
    In an instant, I activated avatar and got ready for a fight. Sensing my mood, the harn and whipsnakes also jumped out into the clearing. Battle ready. A second before all three of us attacked, I heard a very familiar snarling voice. 
 
      
 
    “So, you escaped the old Snake’s clutches after all!” 
 
      
 
    A few thick branches started shaking opposite me in the wall of trees. I heard a crunch. I chuckled. Whoever made the noise was clearly doing it on purpose to show that they were not seeking conflict. And neither was I when I realized who it was. I commanded my pets to retreat. Why kill someone I myself freed from bondage? 
 
      
 
    Out from behind a distant tree, moving a branch aside with his big huge hand, finally stepped a giant troll. A satisfied smile played on his tusked face while a reckless fire flickered in his animal eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, Gatekeeper, you’ve come a long way!” I chuckled. “All the way to another continent. And here to the Stone Forest!” 
 
      
 
    The troll was not wearing his usual armor suit but, unlike the others, he was dressed as a scout. Heh… Like a giant scout. By the way, I couldn’t see his level or characteristics. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out the former Citadel of Chaos gatekeeper was a primordial. 
 
      
 
    The troll belly laughed and spread his arms to the side. 
 
      
 
    “The Gatekeeper is dead! I have gone back to the name my father gave me. I am Ur the Crusher. Thank you for saving me, my friend! I’m back home!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in silence, not knowing how to react. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry I didn’t get the chance to thank you in the Citadel of Chaos,” the troll said regretfully, furrowing his brow. “I had to hurry away from that snake den… If I hadn’t, the magister would have simply captured me again.” 
 
      
 
    “The keeper spirit of the citadel promised me he would free you completely,” I said, hinting at the marker of Chaos. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” the troll nodded. “He offered to get rid of it for me, but I decided to remain a servant of chaos.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing surprise on my face, the former gatekeeper explained: 
 
      
 
    “In her insatiable thirst for power, the old snake has twisted the true meaning of Great Chaos. She is trying to bring it under her control. The fool! Sooner or later, she will be defeated.” 
 
      
 
    I considered it. What if there’s something to that…? The troll is trying to tell me there’s no reason to judge a faction by the actions of one of its magisters. 
 
      
 
    Behind Ur’s broad back loomed, the outlines of the other trolls. Ahem, compared to him, even big Erg looked like a lanky teen. 
 
      
 
    I looked into Farhas’ face. He was clearly happy to see me. A glimmer in his eyes, a smile on his face. Seemingly, my presence isn’t the only thing the shaman is happy about. Something must be going on. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is your home?” I asked. “Why didn’t you tell me? After all, I told you exactly who gave me your friendship amulet.” 
 
      
 
    Ur shook his head and breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “The place where I was born was wiped off the face of the earth long ago.” 
 
      
 
    The troll unwittingly clenched his fists. The scars on his face went dark. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping one member of my tribe survived at least. But alas, the gods willed otherwise…” 
 
      
 
    Ur nodded at Farhas and the other trolls. 
 
      
 
    “Now, this is my family.” 
 
      
 
    “I am truly sorry,” I stated. “But I am also delighted to hear you found a new tribe. They will make loyal allies and valiant warriors! I can tell you that from first-hand experience.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Erg and Dago puffing out their chests. They appreciated my praise. 
 
      
 
    Once finished greeting and trading a few short phrases with old friends, we got situated in the middle of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    While the young warriors gathered kindling for a fire, we had an unhurried conversation. 
 
      
 
    From time to time, the forest folk looked warily at my pets. For the time being, the snakes were curled up into balls and dozing away and warming themselves in the rays of the morning sun. Gorgie meanwhile was sniffing everyone without particular courtesy. Young Dago he even licked on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    “A powerful beast,” Ur came with admiration. “Though he is still young and inexperienced. He made practically no effort to hide the fact that he was tracking us. He thought I wouldn’t notice.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded importantly with a restrained smile though inside I was slowly spinning out. I was very tempted to ask, “who the Bug are you?! How many tablets do I have to invest into Gorgie, so you won’t be able to sense him?!” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Ur continued, nodding toward the post: 
 
      
 
    “Are you restoring the old boundary?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and added tranquilly: “And I’m expanding.” 
 
      
 
    Farhas, Dago and Erg traded glances. 
 
      
 
    “When I first came here, you believed all this land to be yours,” I said. “But both you and I had to leave this area for a time. In my main city, there is an ancient scroll that speaks of a treaty signed in blood between my order and the great chieftain of the forest shadows. We have returned here to avail ourselves of our legal title to this land.” 
 
      
 
    Ur nodded comprehendingly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true. That is how our people were known in ancient times. Now no one has any memory of the forest shadows.” 
 
      
 
    The looks on the other trolls’ faces were something to behold. 
 
      
 
    “I could provide the scroll as evidence at any time.” 
 
      
 
    “The Stone Forest is vast,” Farhas spoke up. “There’s plenty of room for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    They all nodded. Ur and I did, too. 
 
      
 
    “We have found a new home,” Dago added. “It’s a nice place. And far away from the Dark Gateway.” 
 
      
 
    “You need no longer worry about the portal,” I said. “It has been sealed.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the spirit keeper?” Ur asked tensely. 
 
      
 
    “Dead. I killed it.” 
 
      
 
    The trolls greeted that news with a gasp of admiration. 
 
      
 
    “Good news!” Ur exclaimed and slapped himself on the knee. “You can’t even imagine how hard it was for me to convince the other tribes to leave this place! But alas, some were foolish enough to think they could tangle with the spirit of the portal.” 
 
      
 
    The trolls shook their heads contritely. 
 
      
 
    “They gathered together their best warriors and advanced on the Tree to do battle with the otherworldly creatures,” Farhas sighed. 
 
      
 
    “None of them ever returned,” Dago added quietly. 
 
      
 
    Erg just clenched his fists in silence. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he was also spoiling for a fight. It’s just his nature. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell you where those warriors perished,” I said gloomily. 
 
      
 
    They all looked up. 
 
      
 
    “Based on the tracks, they made camp for the night not far from the altar. The spirit killed them in their sleep.” 
 
      
 
    The trolls began to bellow mutedly. Erg slammed his fist on the ground. Farhas stared dismally at a fixed point. 
 
      
 
    Ur tsked and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “The dolts! And I warned them! They even called me a coward… Just imagine it. How could I explain to them that the only one who can take down a spirit of Darkness is a very powerful mage of Light?!” 
 
      
 
    They all turned their heads toward me in unison. In the gazes trained on me I could read respect and admiration. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Ur said that on purpose, the clever bastard. If that was so, then I would like to know how it benefited him. 
 
      
 
    While the young trolls discussed the information loudly, Ur, Farhas and I kept talking. 
 
      
 
    “Why have you returned?” the shaman asked me directly. 
 
      
 
    “To close the portal,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “What’s in it for you?” the old man wouldn’t let up. 
 
      
 
    Ur gave an imperceptible chuckle and shook his head. It was clear he was quite frustrated with his people’s level of development. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders: 
 
      
 
    “I am a monster hunter. Only hunters can seal and destroy portals like those.” 
 
      
 
    “And here I thought you were going to launch into some melodramatic speech about saving the world,” Ur grinned. 
 
      
 
    “This is a war to the death,” I responded calmly. “It’s either us or them. The beasts are racing this way to acquire bodies and stay in our world to live. To them, we are little more than food and a way to be reborn. And for that matter, if we had not come here, the whole Stone Forest would have come under the spirit of Darkness’ sway within a year. Just a few days ago, the very place we’re now sitting was under its complete control.” 
 
      
 
    An oppressive silence hung over the bonfire. The trolls stared gloomily at the fire, digesting what I’d said. 
 
      
 
    “But that isn’t all,” I continued. “The portal had become a supply for the necromancers. The Devourers of death and their sovereign the Steel King are creating a huge army of necromorphs to conquer our world. Very soon, the necromancers will reach the portal in order to replenish their power. They are bringing with them many slaves from the steppe to use as sacrifices.” 
 
      
 
    I saw Farhas’ face turn gloomy. His daughter had once been sacrificed to that very portal. If not for our timely intervention, his grandson would have perished as well. 
 
      
 
    “We have to kill them all!” Erg barked. 
 
      
 
    “Silence,” Ur ordered. Despite the calm tone, Erg clammed up and stared at the ground. 
 
      
 
    I just chuckled. This is not old man Farhas weaving a lace of words around his positions. The former Citadel of Chaos gatekeeper has his own methods. To me they look more effective. 
 
      
 
    “Our people will not take part in the battle,” Ur said with a sigh. I could see that he did not exactly relish saying it. Most likely, after this, he would again be called a coward behind his back. But not by everyone. Farhas, for example, is in complete support. For the record, it seems like I’m sitting next to the future great chieftain of the trolls. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have enough left,” he continued. “Our best warriors have died. We need to raise another generation.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why have you come here?” I asked. I spotted Erg stealthily hitting Ur with a sullen expression. What a restless guy. He hadn’t changed one bit in the last year. Blustery mannerisms. Empty head. How was he still alive? 
 
      
 
    After my question, Ur traded looks with Farhas. Then they both looked at Dago. The young troll was sitting in silence at the bonfire and staring captivatedly at the flickering flames. He for the record had changed. He’s now strange somehow. Scatterbrained or something. There’s strange glimmer in his eyes. Constantly looking around. As if he’s trying to find someone. I frowned. It was about the same thing that was happening to Mee. Pretty much to a tee… 
 
      
 
    A moment later, it dawned on me. The very same thought, the notion that just kept bothering me. I practically slapped myself on the forehead. I wanted to jump up and run headlong to the city. I had finally realized what was happening to Mee. And to be frank, it did not fill me with joy… 
 
      
 
    “You see,” Ur began unconfidently, by the same token distracting me from the unhappy thoughts. “Here’s the thing… Young Dago asked us to come here. Basically he…” 
 
      
 
    “Did he sense the Call?” I finished his sentence. 
 
      
 
    All the trolls shuddered at the same time. Dago got distracted from the fire and lurched forward, hanging on my every word. What a poor sap. He had had a rough last couple of days. He probably thought he was losing his mind. After all, I had no idea how that magic might work. 
 
      
 
    “How’d you know?” Ur asked for the rest. 
 
      
 
    “Because I was the one who put the Call out,” I responded and took out the keeper summoning amulet. 
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHILE THE TROLLS STARED CURIOUSLY at the amulet, I took Lazybones out and observed their reaction. And I should note that it surprised me. Neither Farhas nor Erg nor the two other trolls even considered reacting properly to seeing the Heart of the Forest. In their eyes, I saw no respect or reverence. They are not elves or dryads, falling to their knees upon seeing the legendary relic. For trolls, it was just the big seed of a plant they’d never seen before. 
 
      
 
    Actually no… I got ahead of myself. One troll did in fact fall to his knees. His burning gaze was fixated on Lazybones. It was Dago. 
 
      
 
    The young troll’s behavior did not evade the attention of Farhas and the others. The shaman crouched down with concern over his relative and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I heard Ur’s contemplative voice. “You sure do have a knack for surprise… Is that what I think it is? The legendary Heart of the Forest?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Now I see why you need a keeper,” he said, rubbing his chin. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Farhas mumbled. “And what is happening to Dago?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s just fine, old man,” Ur waved it off. “As a matter of fact, if the Heart accepts him, your grandson will be given unprecedented power!” 
 
      
 
    “The Heart of the Forest?” the shaman asked. 
 
      
 
    “The very same,” Ur sighed with a frown. “Its call is what Dago was hearing.” 
 
      
 
    “But why him?” the shaman asked, perplexed. The old man was clearly not too happy with this. 
 
      
 
    “Seemingly, the blood of our great forebearers flows in your grandson’s veins,” Ur smiled. “A great honor has been bestowed upon him. He has heard the voice of the future Great Forest.” 
 
      
 
    “But why can’t the rest of us hear it?” Erg grunted with envy. 
 
      
 
    “Well, for me it’s obvious,” Ur responded. “I dedicated my life to Great Chaos long ago. But as for you… Though you are forest dwellers, you lost contact with the Forest long ago.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it’s a living creature?” one of the trolls asked. 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” I nodded. “And quite a strong willed one. But without their help, I could not have taken down the Dark Spirit.” 
 
      
 
    Ur perked up his ears right away. 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying that this is not the only seed?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “There were a whole three. One of them is currently on the Dark Continent. Beyond Narrow Lake, the first Great Forest in many centuries is again taking root. I still have the other two seeds with me. They have yet to find their Keepers.” 
 
      
 
    Ur chuckled in perplexity and scratched the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Never a dull moment with you. The world changes at breakneck pace around you. Ahem… And those changes are affecting everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Even us?” one of the trolls asked. 
 
      
 
    “Us most of all,” Ur chuckled. “I’d say we’re at the very center of events.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” the shaman asked, concerned. 
 
      
 
    “Well, at this very second, everyone who heard the Call is hurrying this way. You think only your tribe has an heir to Great blood? Very soon, this place will be packed full of challengers. Ha-ha! Now that’s something I have to see!” 
 
      
 
    The whole time Ur was talking, something was happening to Dago. He was on his knees with his head bowed respectfully and whispering something to himself. Even while kneeling, he was much taller than me. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to my enhanced hearing, I could make out his muttering. He seemed to be having a chat with Lazybones. Or rather Lazybones was saying something to him, and Dago was meekly agreeing. 
 
      
 
    After that, he suddenly fell silent and raised his head. His calm fully determined gaze fixed on me. 
 
      
 
    “I am not worthy to be keeper!” he announced quite loudly. 
 
      
 
    So that’s how it’s gonna be! I frowned and looked down at the little seed in my hand. What had this jerk told the poor little troll?! 
 
      
 
    “I am not worthy to be keeper!” Dago repeated, standing decisively to his feet. “But because the Heart of the Forest itself wishes it I will safeguard the keeper. Such is Its will!” 
 
      
 
    It scared me to look at the shaman. Seemingly, today, the heir he had clearly pinned many hopes on, had set off down his own path. 
 
      
 
    We were not able to finish our conversation. Gorgie gave a short aggression-free growl to warn that a small party was approaching from the direction of Newtown. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, a trio of foxfolk emerged from the woods. 
 
      
 
    The trolls got slightly on guard. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “Those are my warriors. They have come bearing news.” 
 
      
 
    Ur looked at my troops’ levels and equipment then gave a respectful nod. 
 
      
 
    “Powerful warriors,” he praised. “I hope you have many more like them.” 
 
      
 
    “Not all that many,” I responded. “But we’re getting up to a thousand.” 
 
      
 
    I heard Farhas clear his throat. Erg’s face stretched out in astonishment. The trolls traded looks. Only Dago stayed cool as a cucumber. He seemingly didn’t care about the number or levels of my warriors. I don’t know what Lazybones did to him but clearly, starting today, this troll will have a single-minded focus. I shuddered despite myself. I’m sure my will figures are the only thing that saved me from living the rest of my days as a puppet to these two gluttons. 
 
      
 
    “Great One,” the foxfolk commander nodded shortly at me. 
 
      
 
    “Speak,” I allowed. 
 
      
 
    “Our scouts have returned from the steppe,” the headman said and took a quick glance at the trolls. 
 
      
 
    “They’re friends,” I reassured him. “You may speak.” 
 
      
 
    The foxman nodded again and continued. 
 
      
 
    “A very large battalion is moving toward the ford.” 
 
      
 
    “Orcs?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not only,” the foxman shook his head. “I don’t know the details, but several times our scouts avoided encounters with horror beasts that never tire or feel pain.” 
 
      
 
    “Necromorphs!” Ur barked out, unable to hold back. All the scars on his face went dark. 
 
      
 
    “We take any losses?” I asked, alarmed. 
 
      
 
    “No,” the foxman shook his head. “As you ordered, they did not engage.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s nice,” I said with relief. 
 
      
 
    After the portal had been sealed, we sent a party of scouts out to the steppe. The group was composed of five of our quickest troops with the highest endurance, observance, camouflage, senses and other things. They aren’t exactly easy to detect and, if they do get spotted, it’ll take a bit of luck to catch them. Beyond basic characteristics and abilities, their chosen Path added another unmistakable boost. As far as I know, they all have Eagle-Eyed Tracker at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    I turned to the trolls and said: 
 
      
 
    “Friends, I must leave you. But before I go, I wanted to invite you to visit our city.” 
 
      
 
    The trolls traded looks. Ur answered for the rest. 
 
      
 
    “You have our gratitude, friend! But we must refuse. As I already said, my people will not be taking part in that battle. May the gods of this world be on your side!” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, the former Citadel of Chaos gatekeeper turned and walked off toward the forest. And the others followed. Honestly though, Erg was bursting to say something, but couldn’t find the courage to go against his leader. 
 
      
 
    Only Dago stayed behind. The young troll was clearly intending to accept my invitation. 
 
      
 
    Farhas didn’t notice right away while following Ur that his grandson was not at his side. The shaman shivered and turned his head. Seeing that Dago was not planning to leave, the old man shuddered and hurried back. 
 
      
 
    When I saw how scared he was, I decided to take pity on him. 
 
      
 
    “Dago,” I said firmly. “It would be best for you to go with your grandfather now. The enemy we are going to do battle against is strong. And you are still weak. I do not want you to die in the battle. You have another calling in life now and you must keep yourself safe for it. I am seriously counting on you. Don’t die!” 
 
      
 
    I added some Will pressure to the last few words. At the same time, I also put some on Lazybones to sway his adept. Overall, it worked. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Great One,” Dago nodded, then turned and went over to his grandfather. 
 
      
 
    Farhas was listening. I could read gratitude in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    With a short nod to the old man, I commanded my pets to get up and we set off toward Newtown. 
 
      
 
    “Great One,” the headman was slightly coy as we walked down the path. “I didn’t want to say it around those…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “There were three tamers in the tracker squadron…” 
 
      
 
    Hm… Tamers. One of the magical paths the Great System offered to monster hunters. An interesting one, giving large boosts to wisdom and intellect. I remember liking that path, too. And I might have picked it if not for one troubling little factor. The role basically had one core element ― taming a pet then powering it up with two active abilities and one passive one. At the time, the path didn’t seem balanced enough for my purposes. Beyond that, I already had Gorgie. 
 
      
 
    “And?” I hurried the headman along. 
 
      
 
    “They brought three monsters back from the steppe,” he answered quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” I chuckled. “And what’s wrong with that?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re very big!” said the headman. I saw the hair on the nape of his neck stand on end. “And highly dangerous. Gus didn’t allow them to enter the city. So, the tamers are still outside the walls.” 
 
      
 
    I just snorted. I thought back on what Ur said. There really was never a dull moment for us hunters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hm, they really are quite large,” I said thoughtfully while looking at the three monsters the tamers had brought back with them. 
 
      
 
    No wonder the cheery group wasn’t allowed to enter the city. The tamers’ main problem was that they could not recall and summon their tamed creatures like I could. In other words, the Great System hadn’t given them amulets. 
 
      
 
    Keeping a pigeon or maybe large dog as pet is one thing. Pets like that don’t cause problems for those around them. Especially considering the fact that the tamers themselves had complete control over their pets. But the monsters I was seeing now could cause big problems in the city if they spun out of control. 
 
      
 
    The Great System called the bipedal creatures steppe raptors. Their wide mouths are packed full of sharp teeth. Long tails. Powerful arms and legs with big, huge sickle-shaped claws growing out of the backs of their feet. My imagination immediately painted a picture of this little beasty quickly catching up to a victim and slashing an artery with one swipe of those claws. 
 
      
 
    Noticing the newcomers, my pets ran straight over to greet them. Forming a ring around the lizards and their masters, the whipsnakes studied the unfamiliar animals closely. Gorgie, up on Coal’s back, was watching it all with an air of indifference. The harn must have seen lizards like them before during our travels through the Wastes. 
 
      
 
    They by the way were bunched up in the middle of the circle and, bristles up, were hissing furiously at the curious snakes. Because my pets were not acting hostile, the raptors were in no rush to attack, though. 
 
      
 
    Up on the city walls, I noticed some action. Seemingly, the whole garrison was now watching the show. 
 
      
 
    After a close inspection of the monsters, I settled down. Level twenty. Their stats aren’t even high enough for level ten. Overall, these beasties would require lots of investment. 
 
      
 
    The people who would have to undertake that difficult and fairly expensive task were now standing in front of their pets and blocking them with their bodies. From an outside perspective, it looked pretty funny. A rabbit would have about as much success blocking a cave bear. But on the other hand, the tamers were making it perfectly clear that they were prepared to take this to the end. I was struck with respect for the trio of foxes. 
 
      
 
    After getting their fear somewhat under control, one of them finally noticed me and boldly stepped forward. His fluffy gray tail was twitching nervously from side to side. 
 
      
 
    “Great One!” I heard a sonorous woman’s voice. “Don’t kill them! They’re nice. They’re little and very afraid. Their mother died on the steppe.” 
 
      
 
    If that’s what you call little! What would they be like when they grew up? 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to fear!” I reassured the tamer. “My beasts will not touch them. How is your control?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re completely at our command!” the gray fox smiled and patted the nearest raptor’s long neck fearlessly. “Bitey here won’t touch anyone without my say-so.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. They had already given them names. 
 
      
 
    Turning my head toward the wall, I found Gus’ gaze and waved a hand at him as if to say, “it’s all good, you can open the gates.” 
 
      
 
    Then I turned sternly to the smiling tamers: 
 
      
 
    “For the first while, never let them leave your side. If something goes wrong in the city, we’ll have to put them down. And you’ll be the only ones to blame. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Great One,” the lady tamer answered for the rest and bowed her head. 
 
      
 
    “Then take them inside,” I instructed, looking curiously at the lizards. “Give them some food and water. I’ll figure out the best place to grow an enclosure for them.” 
 
      
 
    Smiling and talking cheerfully, the foxes jumped gracefully onto the backs of their raptors and raced off toward the gates. I just shook my head. They’re already riding on their backs. I get the sense they’ll be doing some ass-kicking for us someday in the not-too-distant future. After all, it doesn’t end here. When they chose the path of tamer, they must have known it would mean having two pets. But on the other hand, we now had our own cavalry. 
 
      
 
    Gus and all the troop commanders were waiting for me in the city. Along with them was the scout commander, a short thin wiry foxman. I looked at his characteristics. Fast, very fast. With a large energy supply. Observation, camouflage, visual distraction ― pretty much the full set. Plus, light gear. Overall, everything a scout could possibly need to complete an assignment. 
 
      
 
    Staring at the riders as they raced past, Gus shook his head. He clearly didn’t like these changes but opted to keep quiet. And rightly so. Monster Hunters are free to choose their own path. The Order has no right to restrict their decision. 
 
      
 
    “Please enter the council hall,” I said to the troop commanders. “We can discuss everything in there.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we were sitting at a round table listening to a story from Chris, commander of the scouts. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll reach the Bridge of Bones in seven or eight days,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What are their numbers?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hard to say,” Chris answered. “At night on the steppe, we saw hundreds of bonfires.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible not all of them are warriors,” Gus said. “Probably most of them are slaves being led to be sacrificed.” 
 
      
 
    “Lots of orcs?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Around two hundred riders at least,” Chris answered. “We also saw a shaman. But they seem to be a distinct group. A trio of riders that use fell beasts as their mounts.” 
 
      
 
    “Necromancers,” I nodded. “I was told you spotted necromorphs. What did they look like?” 
 
      
 
    “There were different kinds,” the scout commander shrugged. “Some looked like lizards, others like huge wolves and some were indistinguishable from humans or orcs from a distance.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you see them up close?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Chris responded. “A small pack of necromorphs attacked our tamers’ pets’ momma. She took them all down but paid with her life.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you get a look at their levels?” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty and up.” 
 
      
 
    The troop commanders started trading glances. They clearly relished the news of the enemies’ relatively low levels. 
 
      
 
    “But there were other beasts as well,” Chris brought them back down to earth. “A level ninety wraith. We spent two days running away from one. If we’d disobeyed orders and engaged with the monster, I don’t think we’d be here talking to you now.” 
 
      
 
    “You did exactly right,” I said. I was immediately supported by all the troop commanders. 
 
      
 
    “So, one week,” I said thoughtfully and added: “We have lots of work to do.” 
 
      
 
    “By then, Newtown will be level four,” Slick said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Then let them try!” Scowl supported him. 
 
      
 
    “We will not wait for them in the city,” I said, and silence fell over the council hall. 
 
      
 
    “But why…?” Whistle tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “I concur with the supreme magister!” the omnipresent Wheeze shot out unexpectedly. “You have forgotten about the portal. The supreme magister didn’t kill the spirit of the keeper and seal the portal so the necromancers could summon yet another almighty brute to our world. Were you planning to sit behind the walls of the city while those ugly bastards slit the throats of their sacrifices like rabbits?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but…” Whistle burbled out. 
 
      
 
    “We cannot let the necromancers get to the portal,” I cut off the fledgling argument before it got started. I also cast a fleeting but meaningful glance at Wheeze as if to say, “now is not the time for bickering.” The clever foxman immediately understood and fell silent. Although I did see him fill his lungs with air. That rapscallion doesn’t even need to eat. Just let him argue and he’ll be fine. 
 
      
 
    “Gus, transfer all trap masters to the portal,” I turned to the garrison commander. “They have one week to transform that part of the forest into a death strip.” 
 
      
 
    Then I got up from my seat and looked around at everyone in the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Brothers! Remember! This is our land! It belongs to us by blood right! So, let’s make sure not a single vile beast gets out of here alive!” 
 
      
 
    The troop commanders shot up from their seats and supported me with a unified cry. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IT’S LIKE YOU CAN SEE the future,” I muttered, looking down from the walls at a group of riders coming through the gates. 
 
      
 
    The other tamers, inspired by the early successes and with my permission, headed out to the steppe the next day. And now, five days later, we were seeing the fruits of their “hunt.” 
 
      
 
    The goddess Fortuna did not smile on all of them. Of the twenty tamers, only seven returned with anything. This time it was wargs. 
 
      
 
    “Pups,” Wheeze commented next to me. “They must have been starving. Look how their ribs are poking out.” 
 
      
 
    The newly arrived tamers were surrounded and piled on with questions right away. The young wargs were looked over critically, petted, had their mouths looked into and got some shoulder pats. Slightly uncomfortable with the attention, the animals pressed down their tails and ears in fear, but displayed no aggression. Their masters’ faces were beaming with joy. Their chests puffing out, they were eagerly answering every question, trying to talk in glowing terms about their feats. 
 
      
 
    I watched the proceedings dismally. I hadn’t smiled much for the last few days in general. It was all down to that strange intrusive feeling. It’s like it was stuck in my mind. Nasty. Like I was missing something. Something important. But everything was basically going according to plan. Yesterday, Newtown hit level four right on schedule and had already made some progress toward level five. The size of the supply was up. We had enough mana for all our projects. Honestly, the lion’s share of the energy was taken by the trap masters, who had really pulled out all the stops over the last few days, transforming the path to and from to the portal into an air-tight network of magic traps. The necromancers had many surprises waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    Mee by the way was constantly at their sides in the forest. Amber reported that, with his help, the trap setting process was going much more quickly. We didn’t have much time to talk, but I could already guess what was happening to him. Which is why I didn’t put any pressure on my brother. I would give him time to realize it for himself. 
 
      
 
    The once small troll camp on the boundary of the large circle had grown several sizes over the last few days. And it wasn’t done growing. I was there yesterday. Tribes even Farhas had never heard of before were showing up to answer the Call of the Forest. The shaman was clearly out of his element with the influx of other trolls. Ur meanwhile was jubilant and rubbing his hands together in delight! Right now, if Ur were to seize power, he could command hundreds of warriors. 
 
      
 
    And by the looks of things, seizing power was exactly what he was going to do. The former Citadel of Chaos gatekeeper had clearly made an impression on the other trolls. And no wonder! The average level of all the rest was barely twenty. 
 
      
 
    But there was one more group in the camp. The thirty trolls of various levels and genders had been dubbed the Called by Ur. Dago was counted among them. I had also visited the group which was essentially the reason for the all-troll gathering. Upon seeing Lazybones, as expected, they fell to their knees then all expressed a desire to serve the future keeper. Lazybones again didn’t choose anyone. The weasel… I wanted to switch it out for Bad Seed, but it had changed a great deal over the last few days. Its sibling, the quiet one, was now the dominant partner. So Bad Seed remained ambivalent to the choice of keeper. Ordering “the Called” not to leave camp, I went back to Newtown emptyhanded feeling gloomy and peevish. That whole day, I just kept getting the feeling Lazybones was picking on me. The little creep! 
 
      
 
    The upcoming fight with the necromancers, Lazybones’ whims, Mee’s strange behavior plus the unpleasant feeling something bad was coming ― my mood was getting worse with every passing day. Now I couldn’t even properly feel happy for the tamers. Though I understood their cheery mood perfectly well. 
 
      
 
    Chris, the commander of the scout party, quickly got up on the wall and stopped respectfully before me. 
 
      
 
    “Brief me,” I allowed. 
 
      
 
    “They’re close,” the foxman said. “Their advance party will reach the Bridge of Bones by tomorrow at dawn.” 
 
      
 
    “Orcs?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Chris nodded. “Two dozen riders. Levels ranging from eighteen to twenty-two.” 
 
      
 
    “Gear?” 
 
      
 
    “Like vagrants,” the scout commander cringed with scorn. “They cannot see past their own noses. We could kill them many times over before they even realize they’re dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Why send such worthless trackers out to scout?” Wheeze asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Whoever is commanding this warband is confident in their power,” Gus said, standing next to us. “Plus, they’re still far away. They think they have nothing to worry about near a portal under the Dark Spirit’s control.” 
 
      
 
    As I listened to my commanders, I realized I didn’t like what I was hearing. 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe that’s exactly what they want us to think,” I said contemplatively. 
 
      
 
    The commanders fell silent. Gus frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you weren’t spotted?” he asked Chris. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he answered shortly without a second thought. 
 
      
 
    “His confidence cannot knock us off track,” I said. “Gorgie spent whole days following the troll party, but he never detected Ur. The former Citadel of Chaos gatekeeper had no problem concealing himself from the harn.” 
 
      
 
    The foxfolks’ faces stretched out in surprise. Chris was particularly struck. I could read disbelief in his eyes. His expression was screaming: “Gorgie couldn’t sense someone?! How is that possible?!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget,” I continued. “We are dealing with very ancient creatures. Necromancers share a very close bond with their creations. I recall that you said a few days ago you were being pursued by a powerful high-level beast?” 
 
      
 
    Chris nodded. 
 
      
 
    “A level-ninety wraith.” 
 
      
 
    “Such creatures never stray far from their masters,” I said. “They must be nearby.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying we’re being strung along?” Gus asked. 
 
      
 
    “Anything’s possible,” I answered. “Even if not, we have to be ready for anything.” 
 
      
 
    “And what might their plan be?” Wheeze asked with doubt in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “If they detected our trackers,” Gus started thinking out loud. “Their scouts and the main party crawling along slowly behind them must be a distraction.” 
 
      
 
    “What are they trying to distract us from?” Chris chimed in. “The only way they can bring the prisoners to the gateway without losing a single one is over the Bridge of Bones. The river is rampaging.” 
 
      
 
    As I listened, it slowly began to dawn on me. So that’s what had been bothering me all this time! It was all just too easy. The scouts were basically left alone out on the steppe. Even the tamers were able to find pets for themselves. But the Wastes were under the total control of the necromancers. I started getting the feeling someone was purposely messing with my warriors. To reduce their vigilance and caution. 
 
      
 
    “What is the situation at the far ford?” Gus asked suddenly. 
 
      
 
    “All quiet there,” Chris answered. “Soon a tracker party will arrive from there. I was honestly expecting them yesterday, though. But a few tamers went with them. Maybe they got held up catching pets.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a tingle run down my spine. There it is… 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the ford that’s three days travel down the river?” I clarified, trying to make my voice sound even. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Chris nodded. “It’s hard to really call it a ford. It’s more like a set of rapids you can lose half your warband crossing.” 
 
      
 
    “Abyss!” I cursed out mutedly and clapped my palm on the tree. 
 
      
 
    “You think…?” Gus started, but I cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “Get all our craftspeople back into the city right now!” I quickly started giving out orders. “From now on, they can only go out on my command. Chris!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Great One,” the tracker commander called back. 
 
      
 
    “Assemble all your fastest troops and send them out to the Bridge of Bones. The necromancers must have already realized the Dark Spirit is gone. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out we have an infiltrator right under our noses that slipped past the alarm threads and my pets.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” Gus asked. I saw doubt in his eyes, much the same as those of all the other commanders. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that it’s hard to believe, but my intuition has never led me astray before,” I said pointedly. “The necromancers are trying to lure our main forces out to the bridge. And while we are tied down fighting the main party, they’ll hit us from behind with their strongest creatures.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Chris. 
 
      
 
    “Let them think their trap worked. I allow ranged strikes. Your mission: to slow their crossing of the bridge as much as possible without dying yourselves. Remember, the forest behind you is chalk full of magic traps. Keep your troops safe. If the going gets tough, hide in the forest. Now go!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, Great One!” Chris said, bowing his head while heading toward the stairs. 
 
      
 
    I then turned and looked at the other commanders. 
 
      
 
    “It pains me to say this, but I think we’ve already sustained our first losses. If I’m understanding this right, the party of trackers we sent to monitor the ford is no more. Prepare for an assault. We will most likely be attacked tonight. They will be coming from the direction of the ford.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I greeted the dawn on the wall where I had in fact spent the whole night awaiting an attack. But the enemy hadn’t yet shown up. And really what difference did it make? My confidence that Newtown would come under attack within a day had only grown. Especially after my pets started acting uneasy. Our enemy had to be nearby. I’d bet my hand that one of the enemy mages is using something like my canopy of invisibility. If that’s really the case, we have to make a serious upgrade to the alarm system. Enemy infiltrators are sitting right under our noses and making themselves at home. That is not good. 
 
      
 
    I looked around at the troops sitting around me. Our main forces were hiding inside the walls. The only ones up on the walkways were sentries walking unhurriedly and feigning slack alertness. It was all supposed to look like we weren’t expecting visitors. 
 
      
 
    I turned my head toward the main treehouse and breathed a sigh of relief. Mee and the foxmaidens were there. Gus was able to get all the craftspeople in the city together. 
 
      
 
    I spent the whole night catching looks from my troops and commanders. I said the enemy would attack at night, but it didn’t happen. With every hour of standing around, I saw more doubt and less understanding in the foxfolks’ eyes. Bug knows what they’re thinking about me right now. But strange as it may have been, I was cold as a block of ice. My intuition had never let me down. And it wouldn’t this time, either. 
 
      
 
    I have just one regret – that I didn’t warn the trolls of the oncoming danger. I was wary of leaving the city without protection. And I didn’t want to risk any trackers, either. I’m sure the former gatekeeper will detect the threat. My conscience was clean. Yesterday, I made a genuine offer for the trolls to come live in the city, but they refused again. 
 
      
 
    I saw the tension fall with the first rays of the sun. Few of my troops now believed we were going to be attacked. 
 
      
 
    “Great One,” Gus turned to me at half volume. “It’s time for some rest. The warriors are tired.” 
 
      
 
    “Now is not the time,” I shook my head. “We’re waiting. And if they’re tired, have them drink a potion.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” the troop commander tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you understand that they’re getting exactly what they want?” I interrupted him, nodding toward the forest. “They are making us less vigilant. If you don’t believe me, then tell me what happened to the party of trackers sent out to observe the ford.” 
 
      
 
    Gus wanted to object, but suddenly something happened. I heard a sentry cry out happily from the wall to the right. 
 
      
 
    “The scouts are coming back!” 
 
      
 
    I must give our warriors’ training its due. None of them bolted off toward the wall. They all stayed in place. Just Gus and I, after a brief pause, went up on the wall with “sleepy looks” on our faces. We wanted the enemy to think we spent all night in bed. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like they’re all alive,” Gus said with relief as he watched the trackers emerge from the woods. “I see the tamers didn’t have much luck. They didn’t bring back a single beasty this time.” 
 
      
 
    The sentries on the wall greeted the returning trackers with cries of elation. Some tried to make jokes. It was obviously evidence of the tense night. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the sentries, the trackers walked in silence, somewhat stumbling and limping while a few even walked with their heads down. As if they were sleepwalking. 
 
      
 
    “Those guys must have had a rough go,” Gus said contritely. “They’re barely moving their feet.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Rustle!” one of the sentries shouted out happily at one of the trackers. Must have been a relative or close friend. “Why the long face?! You’re home now! You’re about to eat until you pop, then hit the hay!” 
 
      
 
    The foxman shouting from the wall was joined by happy laughter. But the foxman the sentry was talking to let it all go in one ear and out the other. He didn’t even raise his head. He just kept trudging steadily forward like a wind-up toy. 
 
      
 
    The closer the missing scouts came, the quicker their pace. 
 
      
 
    From up on the wall, they were being cheered on with whistling and cries of joy. 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it, brother!” shouted another sentry. “Hurry up! The grub’s getting cold!” 
 
      
 
    Those words seemed to embolden the trackers. A few quick paces and they were racing toward the city. But the whole time they stayed silent. And emotionless. 
 
      
 
    Their strange behavior didn’t go unnoticed. The troops on the walls were no longer shouting or laughing. They just looked on in silence as the scout party made its speedy approach. 
 
      
 
    “What do they have in their hands?” Gus squinted and asked. “Looks like bags or something…” 
 
      
 
    I was only half listening to the troop commander because I was busy activating one of the city’s traps. I had realized a while ago what was really coming to pay us a visit. My guess was right. Our scouts were long dead. Whatever was coming toward the city now, they were just dead shells. Death magic in all its glory. 
 
      
 
    The necromancers were trying to play with us. They were just bored, the scoundrels! They waited for dawn on purpose to give us a show. But there is an upside to all this ― they’re underestimating us. They could have attacked at night, but they decided to have a bit of fun instead. 
 
      
 
    I activated the Bottomless Muck trap while grinding my teeth. The brutes had forced me to play a part in their vile scene! But oh well. I’ll get you yet. Bastards! 
 
      
 
    Gus standing next to me shuddered in surprise. As garrison commander, he also got every notification about any action connected with the living city. The system must have just told him the grand magister had activated a deadly trap, catching the whole party of scouts on their return from a tough assignment. His troops. His countrymen. 
 
      
 
    Gus twitched and, dumbfounded, turned his head in my direction. Along with a few sentries. The troop commander opened his mouth to say something to me, but he wasn’t fast enough. Just then, the dead trackers all wailed out, stuck in the magic muck. The ghastly howl from beyond the grave raised the fur on the napes of most of my troops’ necks. The sound had an air of the otherworldly, dark and dead… 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, my friend,” the sound of my voice made Gus shudder. 
 
      
 
    The corpses stuck in the trap were slowly but surely sinking beneath the earth trying to twitch and wriggle their way out. All the while, they were squeezing out vile sounds which no living foxman could produce even if they wanted to. 
 
      
 
    “Our brethren are long dead!” I shouted out loudly to all my troops. “And the things you’re seeing now are just dead empty shells! Subordinate to the will of the vile warlocks!” 
 
      
 
    I added a particle of my Will to every word. I saw the warriors’ sullen faces. A fire of vengeance was now lit in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I swear it!” I barked. “The scum that did that to our brothers will pay for their wretched sorcery! To arms, brothers! You’ll have time to mourn your fallen comrades later!” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo! Bravo! Bravo! What a heartfelt speech! I’m tearing up over here!” 
 
      
 
    A loud derisive voice from the direction of the forest made me turn sharply. The speaker was somewhere among the trees but, despite the respectable distance, the voice seemed to be sounding out in my very head. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw foxfolk listening intently. The same thing must have been happening to them. 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha! Amusing! So, the little Hunter that slipped through Egbert’s fingers has teeth! Finally, some action in this boring wilderness! Alright then, let’s see what you can do!” 
 
      
 
    And an instant later, more undead started emerging from the woods. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I TURNED AND RAISED MY HEAD. The observers seated on the very lowest floor of the main treehouse were silent. The necromancers must have decided to storm the city in one place, rather than spread their forces too thin. As an aside, now I see how they were able to get past all the magic traps on the way to the city. Somehow, they could deactivate the alarm threads, then their method was simple, crude but effective. They sent a horde of low-level undead out in front to drain the mana from the traps by dying in them. On top of all that, using a very powerful spell, they were able to conceal this whole army from us. 
 
      
 
    And now they were going to try the same trick. Low-level undead were hobbling toward our walls, barely moving their feet. In their path was one final small circle of traps. The hardest to get past. 
 
      
 
    “Save your fury scrolls!” Gus shouted loudly to the archers. He must have also realized what our foe was up to. I must give our garrison commander his due. He got a handle on his shock very quickly and was already hard at work giving out commands to the headmen. “Fire when ready with regular arrows! Those rotten freaks are very weak!” 
 
      
 
    “Totally lethargic,” the ever-present Wheeze commented on the shambling march of the dead. “They must have scavenged up all these bodies on the steppe. They’re trying to overwhelm us with numbers.” 
 
      
 
    The herd of zombies really was a mixed bag starting with half-decomposed orc bodies and ending with all kinds of little animals like steppe jackals. The half-decomposed living corpses swayed from side to side as they walked. One that was missing several limbs just crawled along stubbornly, carrying out the will of its masters. 
 
      
 
    Gradually, the area between the forest and the city wall started to fill up with undead. Gus and I traded glances. 
 
      
 
    “They want us to use the traps,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Our archers are doing just fine for now,” the troop commander nodded. 
 
      
 
    The archers were indeed doing just fine. Arrows were raining down on the corpses, cutting wide swaths into their ranks. For the most part, the weak zombies only needed one or two hits to go down, their average level being approximately twelve. 
 
      
 
    “What is their scheme?” Wheeze asked directly. 
 
      
 
    “They want us to stick to their plan,” I responded while watching the zombies fall. “They want to wear us down. They’re trying to get us to waste magic energy. And all this time, they’re barely spending any of their mana.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what should we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait for them to make a mistake and try not to make one ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the situation on the battlefield had changed a bit. Some of the undead were now clearly different, faster than their lumbering counterparts. The fast ones were also higher level. 
 
      
 
    “Those ones are carrying bags, too,” came Wheeze, staring closely into the jumble of dead bodies and limbs. “Just like our… umm… well the ones that basically… that used to be our guys…” 
 
      
 
    The last words Wheeze sputtered out as if embarrassed by his weakness. Whatever happened to the quarrelsome foxman who was always ready to argue until he’s hoarse? The things the necromancers had done to his fallen comrades wounded even such a thick-skinned skeptic as Wheeze to the depths of his soul. At the very least, now I know this foxman can experience compassion. 
 
      
 
    Gus also noticed the faster ones. 
 
      
 
    “Archers, target the quick ones first!” he barked. “They cannot get close to the wall!” 
 
      
 
    Using magic vision, the things the runners were carrying looked like balls of pure blackness. The Great System did not identify them. Otherworldly sorcery, no two ways about it. 
 
      
 
    And then finally the first quick one, in a past life a stocky broad-shouldered orc, took an arrow straight to the face. Its head jerked back but its body and legs kept moving forward out of inertia. After taking two steps, the dead body fell on its back and the bag slipped out of its hands right at the feet of the zombie walking behind him. An instant later, the corpse that touched the black substance transformed into a cloud of gray dust. 
 
      
 
    “Abyss!” exclaimed Wheeze, a man who had seen everything. Then he shouted out full-throated: 
 
      
 
    “Shoot the fast brutes with the bags!” 
 
      
 
    The archers were loosing arrows like wind-up dolls, first targeting the quick ones with their dangerous cargo. But with every minute, there were more and more of them. And before being laid to rest, they were making it further and further. When one of the bag-carriers just about reached the walls, falling to several arrows just five paces from the ditch, I realized it was time to thin the attackers’ ranks. 
 
      
 
    One after the next, I activated a few fire traps turning hundreds of the undead to ash. It was obviously not enough though. I was getting the impression the necromancers were just getting into the swing of things. After the fire magic, ice and water magic came crashing down on the attackers as well. 
 
      
 
    The archers were drinking down potions for the second time already to restore their energy. If things kept going at this pace, the daily limit would not be far off. But the dead just kept coming and coming in a nonstop flow. They seemed to all be holding balls of darkness in their hands. 
 
      
 
    “Foolish little hunter!” the mocking voice in my head made me shudder a bit. “Have you really not yet realized who you’re tangling with, little Gunnar-spawn? You think you’ll be able to run away to one of the lost worlds like the founder of your good-for-nothing order? Ha-ha! Naive! Surrender if you know what’s good for you! Let Egbert have his toy! And I promise you will become my closest slave! Believe me, those close to me live very well! You won’t regret it!” 
 
      
 
    Strange as it may have been, the hideous voice brought me to my senses. I shook my head, ran a hand over my eyes and looked out into the darkened forest. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?!” I barked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” the voice lit up. “Finally, the kid speaks up. I am a man who was once celebrated as a hero! Conqueror of Darkness and Death! Ha-ha! I’m sure you’ve read of my deeds in your history books.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. Conqueror of Death? Hold up! So this is…? Impossible! But it’s been so many years! I think I know who the goddess Fortuna has brought into my path on the field of battle. Okay then, let’s see… 
 
      
 
    “Conqueror of Darkness and Death?” I asked, adding a dubious edge to my voice. “I know only one hero that goes by that name. But he died many centuries ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Hundreds of years. Thousands… It makes no difference! Plus, who better than you should know that Primordials can be brought back to life? Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Let’s see how immovable you really are. 
 
      
 
    “And whose heart and blood were you given?” I asked with mockery in my voice. “Your older brother King Nidas’? The one you betrayed? Huh? Cat got your tongue, eh, Udun?” 
 
      
 
    The creep proved quite difficult to get riled up. 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” the voice exclaimed with admiration. “You’ve caught me by surprise yet again, little hunter. You know of my brother, too? But how? I’m simply bursting with impatience and curiosity!” 
 
      
 
    I wish you would burst, freak! 
 
      
 
    “Actually, wait!” the voice exclaimed. “The Labyrinth of Fright! Right? What year did you visit?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw the attack on the palace with my own eyes,” I answered in spite of myself. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! I assume that’s where you also saw the demons being summoned from the portal? After that, all you had to do was put two and two together ― and then you know about the Steel Crown! I can only imagine Egbert’s face when he hears this story. Ha-ha! After all, he was just racking his brains over how you managed to do all this with the foxfolk and the ancient tomb! The crown is there, isn’t it? Isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. I’m the one who told you that. 
 
      
 
    The strange conversation didn’t stop me from using the walkways to go from one side of the wall to the other. My ice arrows, rams and lightning were flying at the walking corpses. But despite all our efforts, the enemy onslaught was only growing in intensity. I would have to use one of my powerful spells very soon. But that’s exactly what this bastard is trying to achieve. 
 
      
 
    Casting yet another ice arrow, I looked around the battlefield. Something had seemingly changed… First of all, Udun, when he saw I was ignoring him, finally shut his trap, and second… 
 
      
 
    “What’s second?” I muttered, staring feverishly at the oncoming wave of zombies. “Hey, Eric! You just noticed something! Well, look again! Come on!” 
 
      
 
    What if…? Deactivating magic vision, I looked at the world through normal eyes. A moment to adapt… And ― there it is! 
 
      
 
    Through the crowd of low-level zombies, two wraiths were inexorably approaching the wall. The beasts were not large. They easily blended in with the rest of the crowd. Narrow shoulders, dry skin, wiry bodies, little heads. Looks like I’m the only one who’s noticed. Though they were trying to camouflage themselves, they were betrayed by their sharp and quick movements. I looked closer. Abyss! Level one hundred twenty! 
 
      
 
    When I switched back to magic vision, I felt a chill run down my spine. Nearer the far end of the wall, a shadow made up of lots of balls of darkness was coming in quick bounding leaps toward the wall. The wraiths were staring at the uncanny shadow. 
 
      
 
    “Take cover!” I shouted with all my might, pointing out the oncoming danger to the wall defenders. 
 
      
 
    I was too late to activate a trap or spell. The eerie shadow flew over the ditch and jumped up on the wall. The guard vines started reaching for the trespasser but fell straight to ash. The Shadow swatted them off like bothersome flies. 
 
      
 
    Copying its master’s jump, the wraith, which I no longer doubted was being controlled by a necromancer, started to climb up the wall, windmilling its arms and legs. All the while, they were very nimbly dodging the arrows, darts and spears flying at them. 
 
      
 
    I ran along the walkways, bellowing with impotence. I was too late. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the Shadow climbed up and made it over the parapet, destroying a few guard vines in the process. And a moment later, I saw the bodies of my warriors begin to fall into black ash. 
 
      
 
    “Mare!” Udun spoke up again. “Terrible little thing! Just couldn’t wait. Got ahead of herself. Her lack of restraint is always causing trouble!” 
 
      
 
    Mare… Mare… Sounds very familiar. As I ran, I was trying feverishly to remember where I might have heard that name before. 
 
      
 
    “Little hunter, just where do you think you’re going?” Udun’s voice asked warily in my head. “You weren’t really trying to fight the Demon of the Night, were you? Stop, you fool! You cannot even imagine how much effort it cost me to convince her not to hurt you! Stop, I’m telling you! You belong to me!” 
 
      
 
    I raced forward with no regard for where I was stepping. My heart seemed about to jump out of my chest. Mare is a Demon of the Night! I remembered who Udun was talking about. Another scary story from old fairy tales. An emissary of Death itself. And that brute was about to kill my brethren. 
 
      
 
    “You will not get the better of her, you mutton head!” Udun tried to exhort me. “Stop! Your warriors are already beyond saving!” 
 
      
 
    “Now we’ll just have to see about that!” I barked, taking out the Black Widow’s mask as I went. 
 
      
 
    Just in the nick of time. Both of the wraiths had just made it over the parapet and were preparing to fight back the attacking foxfolk. 
 
      
 
    I focused my attention on the brutes, and the system immediately asked if I wanted to take them under my control. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I barked, and when the pair of monsters froze in place, I waved a hand at their master. “Kill!” 
 
      
 
    “Curious,” Udun commented straight away. I heard surprise in his voice. “You’ve caught me by surprise again, little hunter. Now you simply must become my slave!” 
 
      
 
    The wraiths shot off like a pair of arrows loosed by a capable archer. I then activated avatar of chaos and followed them with a fearsome growl. All that time, it was like I could feel Gorgie’s impatient gaze on the back of my head. The harn was with Mee and had been given clear instructions not to leave the gremlin’s side. I didn’t blame him one bit, though. Gorgie was raring for a fight. Good thing I recalled the whipsnakes. It’s easier to hold back one beggar than three. 
 
      
 
    The fact that they lost control over their beasties did not go unnoticed. The Shadow, which was crushing my warriors before, froze and turned in my direction. Right then, the wraiths went racing at their former master. She didn’t stay in one place either. A bounding leap and she landed in the internal courtyard. Battle ready. Only then did I notice that I had just one wraith left at my command. Mare had somehow managed during her jump to slay the high-level creature in one blow. 
 
      
 
    The second monster didn’t live long, either. From the Demon of the Night’s hands came a small ball of darkness which plunged into the wraith’s body. Nothing but ash landed on the ground. 
 
      
 
    The Shadow froze. I instantly sensed a look of anger on me. A bounding leap and I was twenty paces from the beast. 
 
      
 
    “Mare!” Udun exclaimed. “Don’t you dare kill him! Remember our agreement! He’s mine!” 
 
      
 
    The Shadow twitched. And I heard a rasping woman’s voice full of all-consuming hatred. 
 
      
 
    “Our agreement is no longer in force, Udun! He came to me on his own. Beyond that, I’m just furious! He just made me kill my best pets!” 
 
      
 
    “He knows a lot!” Udun tried to convince her. “Egbert needs him alive!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” the Shadow laughed. “Do I have to teach you how to extract information from the dead?!” 
 
      
 
    “His blood, Mare! His blood is valuable!” 
 
      
 
    “Egbert can find another ancient! Since when did we start doing everything that pitiable descendent of the Ironskin says?” 
 
      
 
    “Watch your tongue, Mare!” I heard tension in Udun’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a damn!” the Shadow waved it off. “And if you’re worried the old man will tell Egbert what I said… Well… Then I’ll kill the old man, too. I’m sure we can summon a powerful spirit by feeding him to the portal. By the way, I still can’t understand how this nonentity managed to kill the guide we summoned.” 
 
      
 
    They were talking about me. Okay then. Go on. I’m listening. 
 
      
 
    “Mare!” Udun exclaimed. I wonder what spell he’s using. He is after all somewhere in the forest, but somehow can see everything going on inside our walls. I had a hard time stopping myself from looking around. “Mare! I’m begging you!” 
 
      
 
    “I must punish him!” the Shadow jerked and came floating smoothly my way. 
 
      
 
    That’s all. Conversation time is over. Udun shut up as well. He must be mad at his friend. 
 
      
 
    I activated chaos shield and went up closer to the Shadow. Mare was amused by that. I heard scornful laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Stupid, puny human! Do you think that can protect you from my rage?” 
 
      
 
    “How about this?” I barked with a smirk and activated shield of light. 
 
      
 
    I followed that up with Weakness, Fracture, and Ice Golem’s Breath. I realized my chances weren’t great in close combat with such a nimble opponent, so I was attacking the Shadow from afar. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you are a little weasel!” Mare hissed, easily brushing off my ice arrows. And alas, ram and lightning did nothing to her, either. But the golem’s icy breath did slow her down noticeably. She was no longer moving quite as fast as before. “Udun! Where’d he get your brother’s spell from?!” 
 
      
 
    Was it just me, or did I just hear notes of panic in Mare’s voice? Udun didn’t respond. 
 
      
 
    “We’re so touchy!” Mare shouted out angrily. “Now I’m definitely gonna kill him!” 
 
      
 
    Realizing she could not reach me, Mare cast a few balls of darkness my way. One of them turned into a wraith in midair. I dodged the spirit and another two hit me in the chest and leg. And nothing happened. The shield of light had no trouble absorbing the dark missiles and barely even dipped. 
 
      
 
    “Is that all the legendary Demon of the Night can do?!” I roared out, casting an ice spear of chaos as I did. And just then, guessing where the Shadow would jump to, I activated stone spikes. 
 
      
 
    That was greeted by a roar from hundreds of throats. I quickly looked around. The foxfolk were watching our duel closely though keeping a respectful distance. So, they can see her without magic vision now. That’s good. The beast was starting to expend lots of energy. And as everyone knows, necromancers cannot use normal mana. 
 
      
 
    As expected, Mare easily dodged the spear and nearly avoided making contact with the spikes. She was not so lucky. One spike hit her. But it didn’t stop her. I realized something. The shadow around her body is not only camouflage, but a shield as well. 
 
      
 
    “Mites!” I shouted loudly. 
 
      
 
    And an instant later, dozens of spheres went flying toward the brute from all sides. The Shadow raced to and fro, trying to dodge the mites flying her way, but there were too many of them. A few seconds later, its energy no longer refilling, Mare’s shield began to dissolve. Arrows went flying, reinforced by scrolls of fury. 
 
      
 
    “Udun!” Mare wailed. “I need help! Udun!” 
 
      
 
    Her voice no longer contained any superiority or haughtiness. All that remained was the animal fear of a dying beast. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the Shadow that once covered Mare’s body disappeared to reveal a short woman with a pale face and animal eyes like a feral cat’s. Arrows were sticking out of her chest, stomach and back. Her right arm was hanging limp while the second, shivering, was holding tight to a long, curved blade. 
 
      
 
    “Udun!” she rasped. Black blood was spilling out of her mouth, running down her chin and cheeks. “Traitor! You turned your back on me!” 
 
      
 
    But Udun didn’t let out a single word. 
 
      
 
    I walked up to the Primordial in silence. She gave a clumsy lurch forward. She tried to stab me with her blade, but I easily dodged and landed a counter. Dragonfly easily pierced her left temple, and the system told me I had won. I stared unblinking at the dead body of the legendary monster and gradually came to my senses. And then, I saw the loot message. 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Tenazeer the Illustrious for a second time! You have defeated a Primordial being! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Drop of Primordial blood (7). 
 
      
 
    — Primordial Heart (1). 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The heavens bless you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Togrem Thunder! You have defeated a Supreme Follower of Darkness! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (100000). 
 
      
 
    ― Diamond tablet (20) 
 
      
 
    — Gold tablet (50). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (200). 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (1000). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (200). 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent tablet “Footstep of the Light.” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The heavens bless you! You have accomplished a legendary deed! You have defeated Mare Demon of the Night! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Demon of the Night’s Sword (1). 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I HUNCHED DOWN over Mare’s body and stared into her face. Her glassy dark green eyes with vertical pupils were open wide and staring into the sky. Her expression contained so much resentment it seemed like Mare had not died at all, only laid down for a moment to regain her composure. 
 
      
 
    Sharp facial features, white skin, a fragile constitution. If I hadn’t watched my warriors die to her blade, I never would have believed this was the bloodthirsty Mare. The cursed Demon of the Night. 
 
      
 
    A message that appeared suddenly before my eyes forced me to shudder. In it the Great System was offering to let me bring this primordial back to life. To do so I would need the heart and three drops of primordial blood. Essentially, the system was suggesting I return Mare’s heart and blood to her from my backpack. 
 
      
 
    No thank you! I chuckled and refused. I have to destroy this brute’s body before someone else brings her back to life again. 
 
      
 
    “We should go through her pockets,” I heard the ever-present Wheeze. “Someone like her probably has stuff worth taking.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. Everyone has their thing. Wheeze’s is loot. 
 
      
 
    My gaze landed on the blade still gripped tightly by Mare’s dead hand. The very same Demon of the Night’s Sword I had gotten as loot. 
 
      
 
    While the artifact’s description closer, I almost didn’t notice Wheeze reaching out and nearly touching the blade. 
 
      
 
    I managed to grab his wrist at the last second. I could read fear and surprise on the foxman’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Apologies, Great One,” he burbled out. “Bug have confused me.” 
 
      
 
    “Fool,” I shook my head and stood to my full height. “Before grabbing onto whatever you see, read the description first.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I pretty much did,” the fox said, perplexed. 
 
      
 
    I frowned. Then I realized. Wheeze doesn’t have enough Mind to see the whole description. 
 
      
 
    “It has a short but very important part you can’t read,” I nodded at the sword. “It says that only followers of Darkness may use the sword. If anyone else takes that sword into their hands… Basically, it will do exactly what this brute was doing to our troops. In other words, you’d be lying next to her right now as a neat little pile of ash.” 
 
      
 
    The fur on the back of Wheeze’s neck stood on end. He jumped sharply back from the cursed knife but, quickly getting a handle on his fear, asked: 
 
      
 
    “And what, is there nothing to be done? As far as I can tell, that is not the only artifact.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it is not,” I agreed. “But somehow I don’t much want to go looking for more. You’re the commander of our loot brigade. The cards are in your hand.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze shook his head vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… no. If all her junk is like that, leave it lie. The smart way thing to do would actually be to give Coal a command to turn this beast into ash along with her stuff.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and patted the clever fox on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Now there I recognize our Wheeze. And as for the ash… Don’t get ahead of yourself. Let’s just leave her here for now. We’ll deal with her later. We have bigger things on our plate.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I nodded at the wall. Behind it, we could hear the sounds of battle. 
 
      
 
    As if confirming my words, we heard troops shouting: 
 
      
 
    “Necromorphs! They’re necromorphs!” 
 
      
 
    Though Udun had shut his trap, the assault was still ongoing. In fact, the pressure had increased if anything. 
 
      
 
    “Time to cool this freak’s jets,” I muttered and activated the whipsnake summoning amulets. 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk greeted the appearance of the snakes with a unified roar. 
 
      
 
    “Your turn!” I shouted to Coal. 
 
      
 
    And he looked to have been waiting only for this. Quickly slithering over the wall, which looked like a rickety wattle fence compared to his massive body, Coal stopped opposite the necromorphs racing his way. The archers stopped shooting. 
 
      
 
    Twenty steps… fifteen… Ten… The necromorphs ranged in level from thirty to fifty. Their bodies had changed so much one could no longer tell exactly what creatures had been used as a basis for creating them. The beasts raced forward in a solid wall. 
 
      
 
    And a strange message appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Shield of Light has blocked the spell Whisper of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to remove the block? 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. So that’s what spell Udun was using to talk to me and the others. All that remained to figure out was how he was able to see everything so well. Though I had my guesses… 
 
      
 
    I considered it for a second and removed the block. Let him talk. Maybe he has something interesting to say. 
 
      
 
    “Little hunter, you’ve managed to catch me by surprise again!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Is it just me or do I hear notes of fear in your voice?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t flatter yourself.” Udun responded a bit too hastily. “Yes, you managed to defeat Mare… Though I still can’t figure out how you did it… But that doesn’t mean a thing yet! If you’re counting on your beasties helping you stop my army, you’re deeply mistaken! I’m quite sure those were your final trump cards! Better just submit to me!” 
 
      
 
    Hm… So, he knew about the whipsnakes. There was no point in hiding them now. Alright, let’s let it ride. To my eye, we still had too much time left before the end of this hand. 
 
      
 
    “And yet I can sense your fear,” I repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Foolish little hunter!” Udun broke down laughing. “What do you know about fear?! Better think about how to save your beasty. You don’t think you’ll regret losing him?” 
 
      
 
    “I really hope you’re somewhere on the edge of the forest right now,” I muttered and gave a command to the whipsnake. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean…?” 
 
      
 
    Udun didn’t finish that thought. At that exact moment, Coal gave a quick flick of his tail, and a giant wall of fire covered the running necromorphs. The foxfolk standing up on the wall staggered back from the wave of heat. A few even covered their faces with their elbows. 
 
      
 
    The wave of fire rolled off toward the forest, turning everything in its path to ash without mercy. The bodies of the necromorphs went up like torches and burned up instantly. 
 
      
 
    The wave of fire rolled to the edge of the forest and hit the wall of trees. The giant trunks burst into flame with loud cracks in the unbearable heat. 
 
      
 
    “It’s like the gates of the Abyss have opened,” Wheeze whispered out, standing next to me dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk waved their weapons in celebration. Menacing cries and aggrieved insults went flying toward our enemy. 
 
      
 
    Udun’s speech cut off midsentence. Maybe he got hit by the whipsnake’s spell after all? I hurriedly started running through the victory messages and rewards but, alas, none of them mentioned a necromancer by that name. As a matter of fact, the creep didn’t even get hit. 
 
      
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Udun spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “Flea-ridden rodent!” he barked. “You just wiped out years’ worth of labor! You cannot even imagine how much energy it took to create this whole herd! You little scumbag!” 
 
      
 
    Udun’s voice was shivering in rage and hatred. 
 
      
 
    “You better hope I don’t get my hands on you alive! I’ll disembowel you with my bare hands…” 
 
      
 
    “Block,” I commanded the system, and the stream of curing came to an end. 
 
      
 
    Udun was beside himself with rage. And that was exactly what I wanted to achieve. 
 
      
 
    “Get ready!” I barked to my troops. “Coal, back!” 
 
      
 
    The whipsnake obediently crawled back over the wall. 
 
      
 
    Just in the nick of time. The burning trees were covered with dark fog and the flame went out instantly. And out from the fog began to jump giant level-one-hundred spiders at least as big as Gorgie. They overcame the thirty-pace distance in a matter of moments. 
 
      
 
    Sparky was just preparing to activate her killer spell when several big, huge dark balls started flying our way. When they were still just a few yards from the wall, the first ball suddenly grew larger and transformed into an energy spiderweb. A second later, a dark sticky substance was covering the left edge of the wall along with its defenders. 
 
      
 
    A deafening cracking sound came from a few points in the wall. The sound of weapons, yelps of the dying ― it all blended together into a fearsome gravestone roar. And that’s just one spiderweb! Look how many of them are flying in! 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Shield of Light has blocked the spell Whisper of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    ― Would you like to remove the block? 
 
      
 
    Udun wanted to chat. To the abyss with you, vile necromancer! 
 
      
 
    Finally, Sparky cast a Thunderstorm at the spiders, which swallowed up the dark balls flying our way as well as a large number of the eight-legged monsters. The lightning ripped through the beasts like ragdolls. Their black blood went spraying every direction. The earth started to shake from the thunder and powerful impacts. The frequent flashes were blinding. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the thunderstorm settled down, leaving behind nothing but smoking heaps of battered bodies mixed up with dirt and rocks. 
 
      
 
    Udun didn’t try to talk to me again. He responded in a different way though. The dark fog wisped together on the edge of the forest then slowly but surely came crawling our direction. Something was constantly moving around in the loose but viscous mass. Fireballs and balls of lightning went flying into it. That was the whipsnakes. The fog responded with a deafening chirr and hiss but kept moving. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that the snakes’ attacks were doing nothing, I ordered them to stop wasting mana and, getting up on the edge of the wall, removed shield of light’s block. 
 
      
 
    “It’s over, little hunter!” Udun slid in with an acrid comment. “As I said, your trump cards are all on the table. It’s a shame I had to sacrifice so many servants, but you’ve made me very mad, little weasel! Surrender now like a nice boy and I’ll have mercy on you!” 
 
      
 
    “You know,” I said, looking at the inexorably approaching fog. “For the last few days, I’ve been busting my brains looking for the answer to a question.” 
 
      
 
    “You think I care about that?” Udun laughed. “You’d be better off considering my offer, foolish boy.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t realize right away that you sensed the death of the spirit and closing of the portal. But I should have seen it coming. Then my scouts told us they managed to escape a wraith.” 
 
      
 
    Udun burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Naive.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was my second mistake. But then you, as if mocking us, sent an advance party of orc drifters to the Bridge of Bones. And that was your first mistake.” 
 
      
 
    “Sarkhaat, the dolt!” Udun came angrily. “Those orcs were constantly up to something. All they’re good for is taking defenseless prisoners. If not for that, I’d have made them into necromorphs long ago.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “So, Sarkhaat survived the opening of the portal?” 
 
      
 
    “He is the only shaman still alive. If he had not brought the other shamans to us to feed to the portal, it all could have ended for him… he-he… less fortuitously.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You’re two peas in a pod. A couple of traitors. One betrayed his older brother, the other… Well, that’s a story for another time.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, Sarkhaat is hell bent on taking revenge on you for murdering his grandson.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I waved a hand lazily. “I’ll get to him, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha! You’re funny! You still think you can get away scot-free? You know, I can offer you a deal. Surrender the city and all your warriors to me, and then I promise you will become my senior slave!” 
 
      
 
    “Basically,” I continued, ignoring the necromancer’s laughter and taunting. “You made a mistake, and we realized that you somehow knew what was happening in our city and the surrounding area.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, big problem,” Udun snorted. “Did you think a low-level alarm system could stop someone like Mare? Only a blind man could get caught in your web.” 
 
      
 
    “I suspected something like that,” I agreed. “And it wouldn’t matter except you suddenly started talking to me. Whisper of Darkness, is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “What a smart little hunter,” Udun seemed to be really enjoying our conversation. It was clearly soothing the necromancer’s ego. 
 
      
 
    “You started speaking to me,” I repeated. “And that was your mistake.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” the necromancer came mockingly. 
 
      
 
    “This reminds me of a game my father and I used to play. We called it ‘pull the threads.’ Bit by bit, we’d unravel a riddle by pulling at the threads.” 
 
      
 
    “Kid, you’re just stalling,” the necromancer chuckled. “Look at what is coming toward your city. Soon It will swallow up you and your servants.” 
 
      
 
    Paying no mind to Udun’s words, I continued: 
 
      
 
    “Meanwhile you were the one that gave me the little piece of thread I started pulling at.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re losing your mind. I can sense your fear, little hunter.” 
 
      
 
    “When we killed your girlfriend, you could see everything perfectly. And here I thought you were somewhere in the forest. But then, before dying, without suspecting it herself, Mare gave me the final clue. When she was begging you for help, she kept looking up. And when I looked into her dead eyes, reflecting bits of clouds, I asked myself a question. How often had we raised our heads and looked up at the sky? I knew the answer right away ― we were constantly looking around expecting an attack from the forest. And we totally forgot to look up!” 
 
      
 
    I raised my head and smiled ravenously. 
 
      
 
    “Another thing I remembered is that you are King Nidas’ brother. Solenholm, Darta, the Guardians of the Wind and their golden gryphons! As a member of the royal family, you must have had your own golden gryphon. Is that right? And you probably turned that golden gryphon into one of your nefarious beasts! And now, I assume you are flying on it, hiding with some spell that’s making it impossible for others to see you!” 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, little hunter!” I heard a shout from up above. Almost right over my head. “Your mind is like a steel trap. The only problem is the mechanism is just a tiny bit stiff!” 
 
      
 
    I gave a malevolent smile. I’ve got you now, creep! 
 
      
 
    “And speaking of your brother!” I said. “I wanted to send you his regards!” 
 
      
 
    After I said that, I activated King Nidas’ legendary spell ― Ravisher of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    The no-man’s-land between the forest and the city was instantly covered in a beam of the Great Light. It swallowed up everything in a hundred-yard radius. The black fog moving on the city ceased to exist in a matter of seconds. A bright column of light stretched down from the clouds and hit the chatty necromancer. 
 
      
 
    A drawn-out aquiline cry made everyone look up. A winged creature fell down from the sky right onto the no-man’s-land, clumsily spinning circles. I was right. It had nothing in common with a golden gryphon. The monster, a ghastly mixture of bat and crocodile, carried a rider waving his arms impotently, trying to exert some degree of control over his horror pet. 
 
      
 
    An instant later, the flying freak, flailing its wings and bones, fell to the ground. Its master was not so lucky. The brute fell on its back, pinning the rider down with its whole powerful body. 
 
      
 
    The Great System quickly reported the death of the flying necromorph. Its creator was still alive, though. 
 
      
 
    Activating avatar of chaos, I hopped down from the wall and headed over to the dying man. 
 
      
 
    Right before my eyes, the body of his beast was gradually smoldering to ash. The Great Light had relentlessly destroyed the Death-magic spawned creature. 
 
      
 
    Udun was wriggling around in the pile of burnt flesh like a maggot in a chunk of rotten meat. Despite his unenviable position, the necromancer was struggling doggedly against the hostile magic. And he was doing a decent job. You’re strong, creep! The fearsome burns on his pale skin started to slowly heal over and scar. 
 
      
 
    I quickened my pace. I could not allow this monster to survive my spell. 
 
      
 
    Udun noticed me and bared his teeth. And suddenly, I distantly considered that the Prince of Darta had once been a stately and handsome man. But Death magic always took its toll. Although perhaps Udun was a head-sick bastard before. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve outplayed me, little hunter,” he rasped out. 
 
      
 
    “You were too talkative,” I shrugged and threw a handful of mites and blots at his chest. The hunter magic immediately started draining all the magic energy out of the necromancer. 
 
      
 
    Udun began hissing and launched a large dark ball at me. But to his misfortune, my body was protected by the shield of light, so it absorbed all the damage with ease. I didn’t even flinch. 
 
      
 
    The final attack plus my spheres had sapped all the necromancer’s energy. The scars on his body stopped healing over. His pale skin started to smoke, and in a few places turn black and charred. 
 
      
 
    Udun squealed in pain. 
 
      
 
    “Little flea-ridden brute!” he rasped. “You… You…” 
 
      
 
    I hunched over the dying man, and we met eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve lived a long and worthless life. You are a crazed murderer, who has tortured thousands of innocent souls. You betrayed your family. And what’s worse ― you betrayed your very world, becoming the lackey of otherworldly invaders. I am glad you’re dying from a spell your brother created.” 
 
      
 
    “But… how… did… you… get… it…?” every word Udun squeezed out came at an enormous cost. 
 
      
 
    “When you finished exterminating all light mages, you and the Steel King committed a fatal error,” I shrugged. “I believe you upset the balance of this world. And its lord, the Great System, does not much care for imbalance.” 
 
      
 
    Udun wanted to say something, but he didn’t get the chance. His body flickered and disappeared instantly into thin air. And before my eyes flashed messages about loot for defeating yet another Primordial. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    — Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Tenazeer the Illustrious for a third time! You have defeated a Primordial being! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Drop of Primordial blood (10). 
 
      
 
    — Heart of a Primordial (1). 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The heavens bless you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Olaf the Brave! You have defeated a Higher Necromancer! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Experience essence (200,000). 
 
      
 
    ― Diamond tablet (40) 
 
      
 
    — Gold tablet (100). 
 
      
 
    — Silver tablet (400). 
 
      
 
    — Monster Hunter Token (1500). 
 
      
 
    ― Large Orb of Darkness (300). 
 
      
 
    — Iridescent tablet “Undoing.” 
 
      
 
    — Attention! The heavens bless you! You have accomplished a legendary deed! You have defeated Udun Acolyte of Death! 
 
      
 
    — Congratulations! You receive: 
 
      
 
    — Necromancer’s Cloak (1). 
 
      
 
    AFTER QUICKLY READING through the message, I glanced at the spot where Udun had been lying just a minute earlier. Naturally, the beam of the Great Light had reduced the necromancer to dust. Not even a chip of bone remained. Much less his cloak, which the system promised me as a reward. On the other hand, that was maybe for the best. A necromancer’s cloak is probably a pretty vile item. 
 
      
 
    I turned and glanced up at the wall where my warriors were now celebrating. Mare’s body probably also turned into ash along with her belongings. I shook my head. Oh well! I’m doing just fine anyway. Look how much valuable loot dropped from just two primordials. And I hadn’t even tallied up the rewards from the dead creatures, necromorphs and wraiths we’d killed yet. 
 
      
 
    And speaking of them, as soon as Udun died, Newtown’s alarm system turned right back on. So, he was the only one blocking it. At any rate, the alarm network barraged me with messages about trespassers getting caught in its magic traps. The undead warband, left without a boss, had started wandering aimlessly through the forest. The second and third circle traps were now running full blast. Messages about victories and rewards raced before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    The level of mana in Newtown’s magic supply took a big dip, but there’s a big difference between level four and level one. The city handled it without our help. We won’t go poking our heads around in the forest just yet. Let the traps bring down the number of walking corpses. We have bigger concerns for now. We have to hurry to the Bridge of Bones. A small party of scouts is there now under Chris’ command holding the fort down. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t particularly worried for the trackers. Our defenses around the portal were overkill for orcs. Our fleet-footed hunters could easily take shelter in the forest. And overall, my intuition is telling me Sarkhaat won’t be poking his nose over here any time soon. I’m sure he’ll wait for the necromancers to destroy the city first. I wonder if he can already tell we defeated his masters. 
 
      
 
    When I got back up on the wall, I saw that almost half of our garrison was preparing to leave the city. Gus once again proved himself the right man for the job. As troop commander, he understood that we needed get to the river as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    While walking toward the main gates, I saw Mee. The gremlin was tending to the wounded with all the enthusiasm he could muster. Sensing my gaze, he looked up. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” I asked him. “We’re going out to greet more visitors.” 
 
      
 
    The gremlin nodded in silence and hunched back down over a wounded soldier. 
 
      
 
    “You stay, too,” I said to Gorgie and the foxmaidens. 
 
      
 
    Whereas Amber was unbothered, Gorgie and Onyx had looks of disappointment in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “The forest is full of necromorphs,” I said, nodding behind my back. “They could come test our defenses at any time. Your mission is to keep Mee safe.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all we’ve been doing for the last while… Just looking after this little guy,” the unhappy Onyx muttered to herself. “We’ve been missing out on every big event…” 
 
      
 
    She thought I couldn’t hear her. 
 
      
 
    “Very soon, you will understand that your mission was essentially the most important one of all,” I chuckled and watched the restless fox’s face stretch out in surprise. “You don’t have much longer to wait. Be patient.” 
 
      
 
    With a wink at my former bodyguard, I moved out. 
 
      
 
    At the gates, I was awaited by two hundred troops headed by Gus. Troop commanders Scowl and Whistle were there, too. And of course the omnipresent Wheeze. How could we ever leave him out? The clever fox was surrounded by his trophy brigade and driving something home to them with vibrant gesturing. 
 
      
 
    “Losses?” I asked shortly when I got next to the garrison commander. 
 
      
 
    “Including the tracker party — seventy-eight troops,” Gus reported sullenly. “Three were headmen and two were troop commanders.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” I winced. 
 
      
 
    “Slick and Gray.” 
 
      
 
    “How did that happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Slick was one of the first people the Demon of the Night ran into on the wall… Gray and another couple of his troops meanwhile got hit by a giant spiderweb.” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a condensed sigh. I felt pity for all the warriors without a doubt, but I must admit I was particularly upset to lose the talented commanders. 
 
      
 
    Scowl and Whistle were standing at my side in silence. On their gloomy faces, I saw decisiveness and desire to take revenge for their fallen comrades. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to move out!” I commanded and stepped off toward the gates. 
 
      
 
    By the time we made it across the ditch and reached the first trees, I heard Wheeze’s familiar surly voice. 
 
      
 
    “It is a real shame that lady burned up with all her stuff… My heart is telling me she had all kinds of expensive stuff in her pockets…” 
 
      
 
    I just shook my head. As my mother used to say: honey is sweet, but the bee stings. After all, not long ago he was telling me to incinerate the demon’s body, but now he’s over there sighing. Although on the other hand, I wouldn’t have my loot brigade commander any other way. Economically minded and clever. But most important is making sure none of the loot ends up getting stuck in his greedy paws. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was standing with troop commanders Scowl, Whistle, and Wheeze as well as tracking party commander Chris on the edge of the forest. We were keeping tabs on the far side of a river the steppe dwellers called the Snakelet. After the rainy season, the river had swelled beyond its banks. The water raced west in a frenzied dark-brown flow to later join up with its older sister the gushing Venta. 
 
      
 
    “What, they haven’t moved yet?” I asked, staring at the army of orcs stationed on the opposite bank. The smoke of hundreds of bonfires curled up toward a sky enshrouded by gray rainclouds. There was a cool breeze on the air. The rainy season was not yet over, so a downpour was liable to begin at any moment. 
 
      
 
    “A few times, small parties rode up to the bridge on their wargs,” Chris responded. “But we easily pushed them back with arrows. I’m starting to get the impression they don’t particularly want to come over here. Like they were chased here with a rod.” 
 
      
 
    I was right. Sarkhaat was waiting for word from the necromancers. Which was why he had yet to work up the courage to cross the river. The sly shaman must have been aware of our traps. And as for the common warriors’ behavior… That could be anything from crushed will to a simple ploy. Which I told Chris right away. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, are there a lot of them here?” I asked scout commander Whistle. 
 
      
 
    Gus had appointed him deputy while he stayed back in Newtown. 
 
      
 
    “Around seven hundred riders,” Chris replied. “We didn’t even count the slaves. There are a lot of them. A whole lot.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze gave a whistle. I glanced sidelong at him. He’s probably tallying up future profits. Based on the pointed, sullen gazes from the other commanders, we all shared the same thoughts about the quirky loot brigade leader. 
 
      
 
    “Your suggestions, esteemed troop commanders,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “If we meet them on open ground, there will be many losses,” troop commander Scowl called back. “But on our side, where the forest is packed full of traps, we can take them down quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we should lure them over here,” came troop commander Whistle. “But how? If I’m getting this right, they are awaiting a signal from the necromancers. They know about the traps, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Wheeze confirmed. “They won’t make a move without the command.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wait for nightfall,” Chris suggested. “Then we can go to the other side of the river and hit them while they’re sleeping.” 
 
      
 
    “Out of the question,” I shook my head. “I don’t want the slaves to get hurt. Plus, Troop Commander Scowl was right ― on open ground, we’ll take big losses. Plus, the whipsnakes’ main spells haven’t cooled down yet.” 
 
      
 
    I conveniently failed to mention the fact that I also had a few mass damage spells up my sleeve. For example, Chaos Whirlwind or Decay of the Abyss. An iridescent tablet with that last spell dropped after I defeated the lesser Demon of the Abyss. How spells like that work is totally unpredictable. I’m scared to even imagine what might happen if that magic also harmed the orcs’ defenseless prisoners. 
 
      
 
    By the way, speaking of tablets. Defeating the necromancers got me two Iridescents. They both contained spells from King Nidas’ magic arsenal. Seemingly, to a certain degree, what I told Udun about equilibrium and balance was right. The mysterious higher powers were bringing light magic back to this world through me, after having its adepts zealously exterminated over the course of several centuries by the necromancers and ancestors of the Steel King. And I don’t blame them. The legendary king of Darta’s spell was strikingly effective. 
 
      
 
    ― Footstep of the Light 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― One of the most powerful light magic spells, created by King Nidas. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Camouflage. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic School: Light. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― After activation, makes mage invisible (normal/magic vision). No follower of Darkness can sense or see a mage that is using Footstep of the Light. 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 500 mana points. 
 
      
 
    This spell was like my Canopy but with one important extra. I could now stroll through hordes of Dark creatures without the risk of being detected in any way. 
 
      
 
    The second spell was no less effective. As a matter of fact, when I read the description, a ravening smile appeared on my face. Yet another trump card I intend to use to catch the ironskinned Egbert off guard. 
 
      
 
    ― Undoing 
 
      
 
    ― Description: 
 
      
 
    ― One of the most powerful light magic spells, created by King Nidas. 
 
      
 
    ― Type: Magic support. 
 
      
 
    ― Rarity: Legendary. 
 
      
 
    ― Magic School: Light. 
 
      
 
    ― Effect: 
 
      
 
    ― After activation, removes magic buffs from all adversaries (strength/defense/camouflage). 
 
      
 
    ― Requirements: 
 
      
 
    ― Intellect – 15. 
 
      
 
    ― Expends 10,000 mana points. 
 
      
 
    ― Note: 
 
      
 
    ― Cooldown time: 10 hours. 
 
      
 
    ― Important! 
 
      
 
    ― Works only on Dark magic! 
 
      
 
    “I know how to get the orcs to attack.” 
 
      
 
    The commanders turned their heads toward me. 
 
      
 
    “Their shaman has been seeking a meeting with me for a long time,” I said. “We have to take advantage of that. Announce formation!” 
 
      
 
    The sight of two hundred foxfolk packed into armor suits emerging from the forest caused a stir in the enemy camp. The drawling roar of a war horn blasted out over the steppe. The orcs assembled their riders. The longer I watched, the more I realized the slapdash collection of vagabonds was no match for us. The real threat here was Sarkhaat himself and the third rider that had seen Chris when he first went onto the steppe to scout and who Udun and Mare had referred to later as “the old man.” The only thing I was absolutely certain of was that this “old man” had nothing to do with necromancy. Otherwise, he would have taken command of the herds of orphaned necromorphs idiotically wandering to their deaths in the Stone Forest long ago. 
 
      
 
    “They must not have been expecting to see us!” Wheeze laughed, watching the low-level orcs’ chaotic dithering. 
 
      
 
    After noticing the two riders that stood out in the fray like big rocks in the midst of a raging sea, I stepped out in front. 
 
      
 
    When I saw that Wheeze was trying to follow me, I stopped him: 
 
      
 
    “Stay here. Soon, it won’t be safe around me.” 
 
      
 
    The riders noticed me and also moved out. Not long after, we stopped to face each other across the river. 
 
      
 
    I recognized the first rider straight away. It was Sarkhaat. The shaman was seated atop a huge level-thirty black warg. The sole living orcish warlock left in existence was already up to level seventy-six. Not bad. The shaman had gained twenty levels in one year. 
 
      
 
    The second rider on a gray horse I recognized also, but not right away. 
 
      
 
    Now I could see why the necromancers called him “the old man,” and why Udun warned Mare not to say anything. 
 
      
 
    It was Magister Sato. The right hand of the Steel King. But alas, I was not able to see his level. 
 
      
 
    I was also being studied closely. Based on Sato’s sour expression, he couldn’t read me either. Sarkhaat meanwhile was practically burning a hole in me with his hateful gaze. That’s good. I’m sure I’ll be able to rattle his cage. 
 
      
 
    “Bah!” I exclaimed mockingly and threw up my arms. “Magister Sato! Happy to see you again! You move pretty quick for an old man! You must have informants just about everywhere!” 
 
      
 
    Based on the primordial’s frown, he could hear me just fine despite the Snakelet’s roaring waters. 
 
      
 
    “In the Order of Mages!” I started mockingly counting off, putting up fingers on my right hand as I did. “Among the elves! And now on the Wastes! You need to look after yourself better, sir Magister! At your age, you should be sitting at home by the fireplace sipping warm herbal tea all day.” 
 
      
 
    I knew that wouldn’t bother the old man but, on the other hand, it might give him a false impression of me. An insolent kid who acquired lots of authority without deserving it. 
 
      
 
    But alas, Sato didn’t take the bait. He could tell what was happening right away. 
 
      
 
    “Udun and Mare are dead…” he said half inquisitively. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t look to be straining his voice particularly, but I could hear the old man perfectly as if he were standing a step away from me. 
 
      
 
    “What else were you expecting?!” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    The primordial had no reaction to that. He turned his steed around and headed toward the orc camp. And a moment later, I saw him wave a hand and create a flickering portal in front of him. A second later, Magister Sato was gone, leaving the orcs to the whims of fate. I didn’t even manage to react. That’s how quickly and unexpectedly it all happened. 
 
      
 
    The fact that the Steel King’s advisor ran away made absolutely no impression on Sarkhaat. The shaman seemed to have known the magister would do just that. 
 
      
 
    For the record, the primordial did exactly the right thing. Sato had already realized the attack on us was doomed to fail. Beyond that, the dark portal is sealed. The necromancers are dead. No point wasting mana and risking his life. Now the old man’s priority is to keep his master informed. 
 
      
 
    Too bad… The magister’s escape came as a complete surprise to me. I never should have let him go. But who knew he was going to do that? 
 
      
 
    “You’re all alone now, traitor to your own kind!” I shouted at Sarkhaat with a cheery smile. 
 
      
 
    The wolf riders gathered behind the shaman shuddered at my words and started trading looks. They could hear me perfectly well, too. 
 
      
 
    “Was it really worth it?!” I shouted loudly. “You betrayed your friends! You do know after all what the necromancers did to the other shamans you tricked into that trap, don’t you?!” 
 
      
 
    I saw the wave of riders start to stir. The orcs seemed caught off guard. I had noticed they were all from different clans and houses a while ago. Probably some of them were related to the shamans he had led to the slaughter. 
 
      
 
    “Warriors of the steppe!” I shouted. “Your shamans were fed to the Tree of Spirits! They did it to lure powerful creatures into our world! You, your families and friends have become prey thanks to Sarkhaat and his necromancer buddies!” 
 
      
 
    I saw the orcs start to discuss what I said. I chuckled. The seed of doubt had hit fertile soil. 
 
      
 
    “Shut your trap, pup!” Sarkhaat bellowed out. His eyes spinning in rage, he bared his teeth and got up in the saddle. “You’ll pay for the death of my grandson! I’ll gut you for it, then quarter you!” 
 
      
 
    I broke down laughing loudly, clutching my belly to complete the image. 
 
      
 
    “You coward!” I shouted out, laughing. “You already had a chance to kill me! But instead, you abandoned your warriors and ran away with your tail between your legs like a whipped dog! Your grandson was a bloodthirsty brute just like you, but at least he was a valiant warrior! Vile traitor and pitiful coward! Come over here and act on your threats for once! Or are you planning to run away again like your master?!” 
 
      
 
    As expected, Sarkhaat was unable to bear that insult. The old man was holding on with the last of his strength. He raised his hands to the sky and roared out loudly. And a moment later, before him appeared a semitransparent ash-gray something. A spirit, some kind of monster from the otherworld. Now I remember! It was the same creature Sarkhaat was riding that day when he was following me on the edge of the Wastes. 
 
      
 
    Once off the warg’s back and on his transparent mount, Sarkhaat sent it straight at me. Obeying its master’s order, the spirit raced forward. Sarkhaat, flying right over the water, was quickly drawing near. He was getting ready to cast some kind of spell at me. 
 
      
 
    The leader’s attack made an impression on the orcs. They started shouting and shaking their weapons menacingly. Right up until two giant snakes appeared at my side from out of thin air and started attacking the flying shaman. 
 
      
 
    Before flame and lightning engulfed the old man, our gazes met. In his wide-open eyes I saw surprise and, seemingly, resentment… And another thing — realization that he would never get his revenge… 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    COAL’S FIRE BALLS BROKE through all the shaman’s magic shields, while Sparky’s ball lightning tore his body to shreds in a matter of moments. The spirit of the mysterious creature Sarkhaat was riding, having lost its master, disappeared into steam without a trace. 
 
      
 
    As I watched the churning river swallow up the remains of the Great Shaman of the Steppe, I caught myself thinking that, despite the fact that my basic plan had worked, deep down I was somewhat unnerved. 
 
      
 
    And it didn’t look like I was the only one. All the commanders bunched up next to me to watch the chaos unfolding on the other side of the river. 
 
      
 
    The orcs clearly did not want to go to war. Struck by the quick and inglorious death of their leader, the wolf riders high-tailed it back toward the steppe. Perhaps they weren’t particularly eager to sacrifice their lives in the name of great darkness in the first place. Chris’ theory that the orcs were under someone else’s sway had legs. 
 
      
 
    “And that was the Great Shaman of the Steppe we heard so much about?” Wheeze grumbled disparagingly. “Your personal enemy?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much,” I shrugged. “Honestly though, to be accurate, I never declared war on him. He announced to the whole world that he was going to take me down.” 
 
      
 
    “And here he finally got his chance,” Whistle snorted, nodding at the dark waters of the river. 
 
      
 
    “Second chance,” I said. “The first he neglected to take.” 
 
      
 
    “That puffed-up turkey must have been used to the whole steppe shuddering at the mere mention of his name,” said Wheeze. “Otherwise, how can you explain this attack? He threw himself at you like a rabid dog.” 
 
      
 
    “He had good reason for that,” I answered thoughtfully, watching the orcs’ prisoners run away along with them. They formed into small groups and were racing back to the steppe. Oh well. Good riddance! Though they aren’t all going… Many are staying behind. They must not think they’ll be able to survive alone in the Wastes. 
 
      
 
    “Revenge?” asked Chris. 
 
      
 
    “That’s part of it,” I answered. “There’s a lot to it.” 
 
      
 
    The response was silence. I looked away from the other side of the river and turned my head. All my commanders looked at me taciturn, waiting for what to do next. 
 
      
 
    I snorted and continued. Let them hear. I’m not concerned. Perhaps they’ll object to something… 
 
      
 
    “Sarkhaat was no fool, much less a rabid dog. He was calculating and very cautious. You’d have to be to survive in that snake den.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze gave a sidelong smile. He wasn’t convinced. Keep listening. 
 
      
 
    “Look at it through his eyes. What does he see? His almighty masters are either dead or ran from the battlefield. And despite all that, he is still alive. Now he is free! Basically, the Wastes now belong to Sarkhaat alone! All competing shamans have been fed to the portal. The remaining tribal chieftains are sure to bend to his will. This was to be the beginning of a new era! The Era of the Great Sarkhaat!” 
 
      
 
    The commanders listened carefully. 
 
      
 
    “Now he has just a thousand wolf riders at his disposal. But in his opinion, that’s more than enough to trample the handful of upstarts rolling up to his steppe. He must have thought we were drained after fighting the necromancers. After all, we could only scrape together two hundred troops.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the foxfolk nodding along. They agree. 
 
      
 
    “Moving on… Here right in front of him stands the kid who slew his grandson. Furthermore, the puny little human was somehow, no doubt by complete chance, able to take down the necromancers and his mere presence made Magister Sato leave the steppe. To cop a phrase from gambling – he liked his odds. After killing the insolent little human and crushing his army, Sarkhaat was expecting recognition from the steppe. The glory of his deed would have spread to every corner of the steppe as fast as lightning! But I don’t think he was planning to rush headlong and attack all by himself. I’m sure he would have preferred sending all his warriors out first. But he didn’t think the ‘puny little human’ would start revealing his dark secrets, much less do it loudly enough for all the other orcs to hear.” 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk bared their teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Muzzling that ‘little human’ then became a question of honor. Plus blood revenge. The orcs take all that very seriously. If he gave the wolf riders an order to attack, no one would have understood. They’d have gone on the attack, but the shaman’s authority would have taken a dip. Sarkhaat meanwhile cared about his authority most of all. There are probably many strong chieftains still on the steppe, and the only way to impress them is with actions.” 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk digested all that in silence. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then,” I distracted them. “Let’s take a closer look at the orc camp. You stay here and command, I’ll go out in front.” 
 
      
 
    After I said that, I got up on Coal’s flat head and ordered him to go to the other side of the river. The whipsnake swam over the river without even noticing its strong current. Sparky went ahead of us. Her huge flexible body plunged smoothly beneath the water and, a few moments later, her head popped up near the opposite shore. I was standing up straight with my arms across my chest watching what was happening in the orc camp. 
 
      
 
    From several yards up, I had a great view of the groups of wolf riders high tailing it deep into the steppe while small gaggles of former slaves ran the opposite direction. They were trying to make it to the western edge of the Wastes… As we had once done… But their plan was not going to work. After all, the orcs were initially leaving everything behind out of fear of falling to our wrath. But now they would calm down a bit and race off after the runaways. After all, why let a good thing go to waste? 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. I called it… Just then, a few wolf riders split off from the main group and blasted off full speed in pursuit of the runaway slaves. I pursed my lips in anger. Those little… 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I grumbled under my breath. “I’ll have to give them a hand…” 
 
      
 
    After all, some of those runaways might know something useful. I facepalmed. The last few days were so tiring. This week was just too action-packed. 
 
      
 
    “Sparky!” 
 
      
 
    The snake, who had been splashing away without a care in the churning water all that time, froze and turned her head in my direction. 
 
      
 
    “Get those runaways back here for me,” I nodded toward the slaves. “And spook those riders while you’re at it.” 
 
      
 
    I decided not to kill the orcs. Sure, they were loathsome creatures but, in any case, they were our future neighbors. We would have to establish relations at some point. Perhaps this would pay dividends one day. 
 
      
 
    Sparky gave a short hiss of agreement and dove down again. I chuckled. She decided to catch up to them in the water. Go ahead. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Coal climbed up on shore and, on my command, continued moving toward the camp. I just stayed standing on his head like the top of a watchtower. 
 
      
 
    When the camp boundary was just a few dozen steps away, a disgusting smell of rot, sweat, piss and excrement struck my nose. Coal hissed out quietly to express his distaste. He didn’t much appreciate the aromas either. 
 
      
 
    But when I saw the true state of affairs in the slave camp, I clenched my teeth. Should I really have let the orcs escape? Maybe before it’s too late, I should send Coal out to chase the ugly bastards down. Maybe to the Abyss with neighbors like these. 
 
      
 
    The whipsnake froze unmoving on the edge of camp, giving me a chance to take a proper look at everything. 
 
      
 
    The first image the scene conjured was of a burial site for the living. How many people are here? Five hundred at least. Some lying down, some sitting. Most of them don’t even have the strength to look at me. Nothing scared them anymore. 
 
      
 
    It would be easier to say what kinds of creatures weren’t there. I saw gremlins, trolls, ogres, gnomes, elves, humans. There were orcs, too. Honestly though, they were already all dead. 
 
      
 
    Based on the fresh tear wounds, these steppe dwellers had been murdered just a few minutes before I arrived. Their corpses were lying separate from those of the other slaves. I wonder what happened here. I have my guesses though. The orc slaves got murdered by the other slaves. Revenge? Maybe… In one way or another, I’d find out soon enough. Although, to be frank, I don’t give a crap. 
 
      
 
    Very soon, my guesses found confirmation… 
 
      
 
    For the record, I had shown up just in the nick of time. Something was happening on the other side of the camp. One look was enough to realize what was going on. The crowd of former slaves numbered approximately one hundred and consisted mainly of humans and gnomes. They were surrounding another no smaller group made up of gremlins. 
 
      
 
    I already had an approximate idea of what was going to happen next. The former slaves were settling scores with the orcs. Now it was time for their little servants, the gremlins. And the mob was not bothered that the unfortunates were slaves just like them. I remembered distinctly what the people we rescued thought of Mee. Hate, disgust. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, stop!” I barked out loudly and Coal started moving toward the imminent bloodbath. 
 
      
 
    As if on command, they all turned and, when they saw the huge monster just twenty paces away, got down on their knees compliantly. And all of them followed suit: the humans, the gnomes, and the fully surrounded gremlins. I glanced sidelong at Mee’s compatriots and grinned inside. They were just as small as he once was, and their ears were just as big. Mee was approximately a head taller than that now, though. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?!” I asked fearsomely, staring down proudly at the slaves from up high. 
 
      
 
    No answer followed. 
 
      
 
    “Well!” I hurried them along. “Cat got your tongues?!” 
 
      
 
    Finally, after a brief pause, one of the gnomes raised his fuzzy head and muttered something out. 
 
      
 
    “We decided to strangle them before they ran back onto the steppe.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?!” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The gnome frowned. A look of surprise was written on his gaunt dirty face. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean what for? Sir, these are gremlins… Handservants of the orcs…” 
 
      
 
    “And yet I see no reason to strangle them,” I shrugged my shoulders. “As for calling them handservants… Following your logic, I should be strangling all of you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “What for, sir?” the gaunt young boy asked in surprise. Based on his accent, he hailed from Fradia. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean what for?” I asked back in surprise. “You were all serving the orcs, too! Or no?” 
 
      
 
    “But we…” the same gnome started. 
 
      
 
    “Were serving the orcs just like them,” I cut him off harshly. “And that means now I can order my whipsnake to constrict all of you with a clean conscience.” 
 
      
 
    The slaves shuddered. One started sobbing quietly. I must give the gnomes their due. They immediately bunched up around the one talking to me. As for the humans, much to my disappointment, nothing like that was happening. It was everyone for themselves. 
 
      
 
    Drawn over by the loud voices, the other slaves gradually started coming over. Those who could move, naturally. I turned around. The foxfolk had reached the edge of camp. They were in semicircle formation holding their shields out in front. 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” I waved a hand. “So be it. I can forgive one time. But if I ever hear about something like this again, I take no responsibility for what happens.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing that the storm had passed, and no one was planning to murder them, the slaves got moving and started trading glances and whispers. 
 
      
 
    “I am Supreme Magister of the Order of Monster Hunters, Eric Bergman!” I declared loudly. “We have come here to rid the Stone Forest of Darkness!” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes traded glances. The bravest among them gave a sidelong smile through their beards. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for all of us to move our butts, sir Magister! The fact you were able to chase off Sato and kill Sarkhaat is a true feat! But others will be coming soon, and we’d be better off not meeting them. Though I think it’s too late for that already…” 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean Udun and Mare?” I asked nonchalantly. 
 
      
 
    The slaves shuddered. A graveyard silence hung over camp. 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” the gnome nodded slowly and added. “Sir Magister…” 
 
      
 
    “Udun the traitor and Mare Demon of the Night are dead!” I announced. “They are no longer a threat to you!” 
 
      
 
    As an aside, this gnome was clearly not a commoner. It was obvious just from the way all the gnomes banded together around him. 
 
      
 
    In response, I got the same graveyard silence. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” the gnome asked, furrowing his bushy brows. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely!” I nodded. “I watched them both die myself! That is in fact why we came here. While Gallia Longbraid prepares to defend Stenborg, our Order must stop the necromancers.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomes started buzzing. 
 
      
 
    “So, it’s true?!” a young gnome shot out. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly?” I answered with a question. 
 
      
 
    “The legendary warrior woman has returned to her people?!” asked a broad-shouldered gnome to the right. 
 
      
 
    Abyss! They don’t know anything out here. Alright. Just rumors. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, she has!” I nodded. “And we are now allies of the Undermountain Kingdom! Just as we were several hundred years ago, for that matter!” 
 
      
 
    It finally hit the gnomes. A joyous roar from several dozen throats rolled over the camp. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, good sir!” the kid with the Fradian accent found the courage to address me. “You mentioned a war. Fradia and the Steel King are also your allies, right?” 
 
      
 
    There was so much hope in his blue eyes. Alas. I felt bad having to disappoint the kid. He and I looked about the same age. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Your king is actually who we’re at war with. As well as the king of Darta, Atria, Iveria and my homeland of Taria.” 
 
      
 
    The humans began trading surprised looks. Among them were people from all the kingdoms I had mentioned. 
 
      
 
    “But why, sir Magister?” the young Fradian asked pitifully. 
 
      
 
    “The Steel King, much like his forebearers, is the top disciple of Darkness. Our history textbooks are packed full of lies. The necromancers were always allied with the Steel Kings. They were the ones who destroyed Solenholm and slew King Nidas, along with all other mages of Light. You do know why they were bringing you to the Stone Forest after all, right?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone listening had their mouth agape. The gnomes, by the way, believed my every word, but the humans clearly had their doubts. I don’t blame them. Some kid is telling them everything their parents, grandparents and teachers ever taught them was a lie. 
 
      
 
    “All around the world, the servants of Darkness are opening otherworldly portals and luring dark beasts to our world by sacrificing innocent intelligent creatures. If not for us, you would have also been fed to a dark spirit. But you already knew that perfectly well.” 
 
      
 
    “What will become of us, sir Magister?” came the same Fradian. 
 
      
 
    “From this minute on, you are all free,” I responded. “And from there, where to go is up to you.” 
 
      
 
    Paying no more attention to the humans, I looked at the elder gnome. 
 
      
 
    “With whom do I have the honor of speaking?” 
 
      
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself, sir Magister!” the gnome stood from his knees and gave a deep bow. “Tim Belvokrut!” 
 
      
 
    I gave a broad smile. Here comes my payoff for hiring Madi! 
 
      
 
    When the gnome noticed my smile, he tilted his head to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know any Belvokruts?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, still smiling. “Madi Belvokrut is my personal attorney and, dare I say, close friend!” 
 
      
 
    “Cousin Madi!” a broad smile appeared on the gnome’s bearded face. “O Fortuna, you have finally answered my prayers! Your coming must have been her doing!” 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen!” I turned to the gnomes. “I invite you all to our city as guests! There, you can wash up, enjoy a nice meal and get some rest. Then you’ll be sent back home. I’m sure your friends and family are missing you. And don’t you worry. You will not have to walk across the whole continent. You’ll be in Stenborg by tomorrow evening.” 
 
      
 
    I had never seen gnomes cry before. They embraced. Squeezed one another’s hands. Patted their comrades on the backs and shoulders. I wonder how long they’ve been prisoners. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to talk to the gremlins as well, but through the commotion, I heard a soft but insistent voice. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Elves. Thin. Harried. Bags under their eyes. Dressed in shredded dirty gray shirts through which I could make out bloody wounds and blue almost black spots between the ribs. The forest dwellers seemed to have borne the brunt of the orcs’ abuse. 
 
      
 
    An elvish woman addressed me. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister!” She said again. “Please come this way! I beg you, please hurry! We don’t have much time!” 
 
      
 
    I felt obliged to accept her request. Another few minutes later, throwing back the light flap, I walked inside the small but clearly sumptuous tent. According to the elven woman that walked me there, the tent had once belonged to Magister Sato. 
 
      
 
    Once inside, I frowned. Again, that smell of rotting flesh and excrement. 
 
      
 
    “We cannot take them out into fresh air,” the elven woman whispered as if apologizing. “The spell is in some way linked to this cursed tent!” 
 
      
 
    Tears of despair welled up in the corners of the elven woman’s huge bright-green eyes. 
 
      
 
    I switched to magic vision. Inside the tent lie three bodies. Based on their magic supplies, they were all mages. For now, they’re all alive, but they’re on the brink. 
 
      
 
    After looking around, I realized what the elven woman was talking about. All the mages had a different kind of magic entangled in their energy structures. And that was what smelled so rotten. Only then did I sense a familiar bitter flavor in my mouth. Over the last few days, I had gotten so used to it that I stopped paying any attention. But that was not good… It was all exhaustion. And alas, it couldn’t be overcome with potions or magic boosts. Only good sleep, preferably for several whole days! But there’s no sense dreaming about that yet. A-hem… 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister, over here!” the elven woman called me over. She was already sitting next to one of the mages. “Here he is! He doesn’t have much time left!” 
 
      
 
    Switching to normal vision, I stepped forward. Then, crouching down over the dying man, I looked closely at his pale face. Or rather, death mask… Teeth all knocked out. A bloody hole gaping in place of a severed nose. Ears also missing. A festering burn over his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my teeth and fists. Abyss! What a shame that bastard Sato managed to escape… 
 
      
 
    Despite the disfigured face, I was able to recognize the mage. 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “Looks like you took the long way to the Stone Forest.” 
 
      
 
    The elven woman frowned. I heard gurgling from Tananth’s throat. And that was exactly who it was. 
 
      
 
    “It may be a bit early for laughter, your Highness!” I continued in the same vein. “Gallia and I were racking our brains trying to figure out where you’d vanished off to!” 
 
      
 
    The heir to Clan Crimson Leaf cleared his throat. I saw blood on the corners of his lips. Only then did I notice his tongue had also been cut out. Oh, I’m coming for you, Sato! You just wait. Old bastard! 
 
      
 
    The elven woman, leering at me judgmentally, threw herself on the prince. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry, your Highness,” I said reassuringly. “First, we’ll work a little magic, then take you to our city. You’re going to like it there.” 
 
      
 
    The elven woman’s lips turned into a thin line. She is trying not to push me into an outburst of righteous fury. She thinks I’m mocking the prince. 
 
      
 
    Paying no more attention to the forest fury, I took Bad Seed out of my backpack. It might as well get accustomed to its keeper. A second later, I watched the elven woman’s eyes bulge and her mouth gape. 
 
      
 
    Bad Seed, sensing nourishment, threw itself with satisfaction on the dark spell tangled up in the elf’s body. The glutton took it down in a minute and asked for more straight away. 
 
      
 
    “Later. First business,” I waved it off and stashed the insatiable hungry kid in my backpack. 
 
      
 
    “So then,” I said, satisfied with my review of Tananth’s purged energy system. “Step one is complete. The dark spell has been eliminated. Hm… Or eaten rather! Just one more little thing…” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I took out the phial of Primoridal blood. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    UPON SEEING A PHIAL with unknown contents in my hands, the elven woman looked tense again. She’s an odd duck. Just now, before her very eyes, I or rather Bad Seed, who was basically the same as me, had ridden the prince of the dark spell. She had just seen a Heart of the Forest with her own eyes, but still she’s twitching. To be honest though, if I were in Tananth’s place, the foxmaidens would have probably been behaving exactly the same way. 
 
      
 
    I’ll have to reassure her a bit. I let the green-eyed woman take a good look at the phial. She did. It hit her. She isn’t bothered anymore. 
 
      
 
    Crouching over the prince, I raised the flask to his lips. I dribbled in one drop. Then I considered it and dribbled in one more. Just to be safe. 
 
      
 
    His body’s energy structure lit up bright blue. The elven woman took a step back and covered her eyes with her hands. Is she a magess? How did I not I see that right away? Oh well, doesn’t matter now. 
 
      
 
    Before my very eyes all the tears and gaps in the prince’s energy system started repairing themselves at breakneck speed. 
 
      
 
    I was distracted from the miracle by the elven woman’s shriek of delight. I followed her gaze and gave a satisfied nod. The mask of death had given way. I could make out Tananth’s face again. It even had a healthy glow. 
 
      
 
    The green-eyed woman’s shoulders were heaving in quiet sobs while her little fists wiped tears of joy from her sunken cheeks. I’m afraid to even imagine what she went through here. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Tananth opened his eyes. We met gazes. 
 
      
 
    “How?” he whispered barely audibly. 
 
      
 
    I showed him the little phial and smiled. 
 
      
 
    The prince’s gaze froze for a second. He must have been reading the description. After that, his brows shot upward. 
 
      
 
    “So, you did it!” he rasped. “Are those scumbags dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Not all of them,” I muttered out angrily. “Sato the weasel made an escape.” 
 
      
 
    When I mentioned the dark magister, he shuddered then, paying no attention to the sobbing elven woman, raised his head. 
 
      
 
    “My brethren… Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “They are here, your Highness,” the green-eyed woman whispered. “But they’re…” 
 
      
 
    Tananth gave a twitch like he’d been slapped on the cheek, tried to raise up on an elbow, but failed. That’s fine. I mean, all his supplies are practically empty. 
 
      
 
    The elf glanced at me. There was so much desperate pleading in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Eric…!” he whispered feverishly and grabbed me by the hand. His palm was hot and dry. “Save them, my friend! I beg you!” 
 
      
 
    “Do not worry, your Highness,” I squeezed his hand. “They will make it.” 
 
      
 
    Tananth collapsed onto a pile of dirty rags he used for a pillow, totally drained. And as he closed his eyes, he whispered: 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my friend…” 
 
      
 
    For the next half hour, I pulled Tananth’s brethren back from the brink of death. They were almost certainly not his relatives. They didn’t look one bit alike. Most likely, they were merely brethren-in-arms. 
 
      
 
    The other elves had gotten it even worse than Tananth. The torturers skinned one of them on the face, chest and legs, while another was missing his right arm and both legs. I was surprised they held out as long as they did. Sato must have been hard at work keeping them alive. 
 
      
 
    In the end, healing the three elves cost me six drops of primordial blood. But I didn’t regret it. I had just saved the keeper I would give Bad Seed to! The little glutton let me know it had also made up its mind. Look at them! They’ve already chosen each other! Lazybones had already turned down so many potential keepers. With Pinebogey, it was much easier. On the other hand, though, he was a primordial. 
 
      
 
    Before I could finish handing the elven woman a few flasks of satiety potion and activate Forest’s Blessing, the flap of the tent raised up and Wheeze appeared in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Great One, out there…” he said gloomily. “You should see this.” 
 
      
 
    Once outside, I filled my chest with air in satisfaction. After being in that tent, the nasty aromas of the camp seemed like a fresh mountain breeze. 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked, looking from side to side. 
 
      
 
    “Another fight broke out,” came Wheeze, nodding at the crowd gathered near the camp entrance. 
 
      
 
    I shuddered. Gremlins! 
 
      
 
    Sticking my neck out, I looked over where just half an hour ago, the humans and gnomes were trying to murder Mee’s countrymen and breathed a sigh of relief. The gremlins had not gone anywhere. They were still grouped up waiting for their time. There were also some foxfolk strolling past them. 
 
      
 
    Wheeze, as if reading my mind, said: 
 
      
 
    “No one tried touching the gremlins again. Whistle assigned some troops to guard them just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    All the camp’s former inhabitants seemed to be gathered in a small area near the entrance. When I came over, the former slaves made way respectfully and bowed their heads. They were breathing heavily. By the looks of things, they had all been in on the fighting. Their eyes are full of excitement as well as happiness and satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    As I walked, I spotted Sparky in the distance swimming in the river. She’s back. She’s moves quick. But where are the runaways? 
 
      
 
    “There,” Wheeze muttered when we got to the middle of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    On the ground was a row of thirty corpses. 
 
      
 
    “These are who Sparky brought back,” Wheeze explained. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and frowned. After that, I looked around the crowd and saw Madi’s cousin in the first few rows. He had blood on his hands, clothes and beard. By all appearances, he had taken part in the bloodbath. I wouldn’t even be surprised to discover that he had sparked this. 
 
      
 
    Understanding the look in my eyes, the gnome said loudly and even challengingly: 
 
      
 
    “These are the dark magister’s henchmen. They were the most brutal of anyone in this camp.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced again at the scraps of flesh that had once been humans. Indeed. Based on their tattered clothing, they didn’t much look like slaves. Now I see why they ran away so quick. But as always, the Goddess Fate had her own way of doing things. 
 
      
 
    I breathed out in silence. What can I say here? It’s just too bad I wasn’t able to have a chat with the runaways. Of course, it wasn’t likely any of them had useful information, but Bug works in mysterious ways. 
 
      
 
    The former slaves, having realized no one was going to punish them, began to disperse. Wheeze was the only one still at my side. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s announce that we’re going back to the city,” I said. “We need to find stretchers for the elven prince and his retinue.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
      
 
    “The gnomes are coming with us. The gremlins, too. We also need to lead the trolls through the Stone Forest, so they don’t get caught in our traps. And the rest… The rest are free to go. We will not keep them.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the humans?” Wheeze asked. 
 
      
 
    “They are all subjects of kingdoms we are at war with. We cannot take them in.” 
 
      
 
    “So maybe…?” Wheeze eloquently dragged his thumb across his throat. 
 
      
 
    “What’d be the point?” I asked. “Look at their levels. The highest one I think is sixteen. They’re commoners, city dwellers and peasants. Before we let them go, we should interrogate them all. But I don’t think we’ll find anything out. We’ll just have a talk, and then let them go wherever they like.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t survive on the Wastes,” said Wheeze, though he felt no pity. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “We set them free. You might say we gave them a second chance. What they do next is up to them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
      
 
    As we spoke, I glanced into the dead men’s faces and suddenly realized one of them looked familiar. I hunched over the body. 
 
      
 
    Gray hair, a few scars on his wide face, nose slightly curved to the left. Brown, nearly black eyes staring up dead at the sky. I remember this face. Oh wow… I never thought we’d see each other again. 
 
      
 
    “Know him?” Wheeze still hadn’t left. 
 
      
 
    “Captain of the Gray Martens,” I responded, standing to full height and wiping the dirt off my knees. “One of the Steel King’s units… He was the one who ordered his warriors to throw me off the horse when Sarkhaat was chasing us. Even then, I found the fact the brigade was on the border of the Wastes suspicious. They are after all an elite squadron. Now it all makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, he is dead,” Wheeze snorted. “His flesh will become food for steppe-dwelling scavengers.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, the commander of the loot brigade turned around and walked off to do as ordered. I then stayed for a second to think back on the past. 
 
      
 
    A familiar Fradian-accented voice distracted me from my contemplation. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” the kid burbled out. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Ah, I was right. We most likely are the same age. I looked him over from head to toe. Level nine. Doesn’t look like a peasant. No, this is a city kid. And his Scribe and Archivist skills speak for themselves. Mind, Observation, Concentration ― was he assistant to a clerk? Actually no. What would a clerk have been doing on the Wastes? Most likely, he worked for a merchant of some kind that did business in the western baronies. Didn’t make it away from the horde? Most likely. 
 
      
 
    Hm… Curious. How many tablets did he get when he was born? Heh… Definitely more than me. At first, I was tempted to ask, but then I realized there was no reason for me to actually know that. Here we are standing opposite one another. He is a former slave; I am supreme magister of an entire order. The Goddess Fate sure does march to the beat of her own drum. 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” the boy repeated and, shamefully, added: “Magister…” 
 
      
 
    I snickered to myself. Up close, when the initial fear had passed, he was also able to see that we are the same age. And that I am level zero. My appearance, age and level are clearly throwing him off. I need to help. 
 
      
 
    “Kid, we’re wasting time. Say what you wanted to say,” I rattled out and put on a bit of pressure with my Will. 
 
      
 
    The kid shuddered. That got through to him. I had seemingly overdone it. I spooked my peer. 
 
      
 
    Yet still he continued: 
 
      
 
    “Is it all true? About the war… About his Majesty…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Many of our people,” he nodded behind himself. “Don’t believe it.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged my shoulders and looked around. What strange creatures humans are. The ogres and goblins I can see have grouped together and are already heading out onto the steppe. They even managed to scare up weapons of some kind. They would try to sneak their way toward the mountains. They don’t care what’s happening to the west. Their home is the other way. 
 
      
 
    Around twenty trolls are waiting their turn to cross the Bridge of Bones. The gnomes and elves are already on the other side. Only the gremlins are obediently waiting to be called on. It’s how they’re used to living. They don’t know another way. Makes me remember how much effort it took to retrain Mee. 
 
      
 
    The humans, meanwhile… Before even fully obtaining their freedom, instead of doing everything in their power to prepare for a journey across the Wastes, had started to argue about what was happening somewhere very far away. A place they, by the way, would be very unlikely to reach. If they ran into just one reborn beast or wandering necromorph, it would be all over. 
 
      
 
    And I won’t feel the least bit of pity for them. None of them are elderly or children. They’re all relatively young and fit ― that was clearly the criteria used to select sacrifices for the portal. 
 
      
 
    “It is their right,” I said calmly. “I do not intend to change anyone’s mind. Is that all?” 
 
      
 
    The boy looked ashamed again. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t want to come across as rude… It’s just that everything you were just saying fundamentally changes…” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, young man,” I interrupted him. “You’re thinking about the wrong things. Take the ogres and goblins for example. You’d be better off running around camp picking up all the food you can find. You’re also going to need clothes and good footwear. You might even get lucky and find yourself a knife. Probably won’t be much help, though.” 
 
      
 
    The kid glanced hauntedly out at the steppe and lowered his head. I don’t blame him. Ever since he was a kid, his family had been preparing him for a particular lifestyle. All his tablets had been invested into the Mind branch. I was surprised the kid had made it this far. 
 
      
 
    “Many heard you say you would help the gnomes return to their homeland,” he said quietly and glanced at me with hope. 
 
      
 
    There we go. Could have started with that. Instead of asking stupid questions. Now I get why you’re all still hanging around. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I will,” I replied. “Aiding allies is our duty.” 
 
      
 
    “You give aid to nonhumans,” said the kid. “What about us? Your own kind. You said you hail from Taria. Many of us come from there, as well!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care where you’re from or where you were born. The only things that matter to me are the loyalty and the respect of my brethren and friends! And as for help… Is it not enough for you that we saved your lives and freed you from slavery?” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I walked over toward the gremlins. I was getting sick of that kid. He didn’t find the courage to run after me. And rightly so. If he blurts out one more thing about nonhumans, I’m liable to lose my temper. 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister!” Ah, so he did find the courage after all. How persistent. 
 
      
 
    With a heavy sigh, I stopped and turned. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “But we’re all going to die on the steppe!” he shot out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded and added: “Even if you do make it by some fantastical method, which I personally do not believe is possible, you will never be able to make it across the Wastes.” 
 
      
 
    I waved a hand toward the crowd of humans. There were already two hundred of them. Shouting, cursing, pulling one another around by the beards. Captivity had taught them nothing. Though there were some that were just looking on sullenly, not letting out a single word. They must have already realized they were doomed. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at that slapstick comedy routine. Maybe if you all work together, you’ll be able to trip up a wandering necromorph or two. But if you come across a wraith or a reborn creature, you’re all as good as dead.” 
 
      
 
    The kid shuddered. He didn’t need anyone to explain wraiths to him. He’d probably seen his fair share. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to keep walking away, but the kid stopped me again. 
 
      
 
    “What if I wish to stay?” he asked. “Would you accept me?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you want that?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to live,” he answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head to the side. And why not? I could shake away all his stupid ideas about nonhumans. We could pull up his level and stats. Crum is going to need lots of help in the Crooked Mountains. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any idea what you’re asking?” I demanded. “You’ll have to turn against your king and swear an oath of loyalty to our order. What will your parents and friends say?” 
 
      
 
    “I am an orphan,” the kid responded. “I was raised by a friend of my father’s. But now, he’s dead, too. He fell in battle with orcs. If everything you’re saying is true, the Steel King is to blame for the death of my caregiver. I never want to serve a king like that.” 
 
      
 
    I considered it for a moment, then replied: 
 
      
 
    “You have less than an hour to think it all through. I have one last thing to wrap up, then we’re leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, sir Magister,” the boy responded, then added: “They call me Vitor.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and responded over my shoulder: 
 
      
 
    “There’s no reason for me to know your name just yet.” 
 
      
 
    When I came over, the gremlins all stood up and fell to their knees at once. None of them had run away. None of them had even made an attempt. Though they were told they were free to go. Obedient, innocent creatures. They don’t even know the meaning of freedom. 
 
      
 
    “On your feet!” I said. “You are no longer slaves. You are your own masters now.” 
 
      
 
    In one ear, out the other. Standing in silence. Listening closely. But that’s just for now. I’ll give them some confidence. 
 
      
 
    “All those who have heard a strange call, arise!” 
 
      
 
    They started stirring. And trading glances. Their ears keep going from darker to lighter and back. Means I hit the mark. 
 
      
 
    At first, one stood up timidly. Then another. And another. And another. Then the rest started standing. A few seconds later, every gremlin was on their feet. Just under sixty all told. It was hard to keep the excitement to myself. So, every gremlin heard the Call? Striking! Then my guesses about Mee… What a little sneak! Why didn’t he tell me before? 
 
      
 
    I took Lazybones out of my backpack and showed it to the gremlins. The crowd of pipsqueaks shuddered and fell to their knees again. But this time with even more zeal. 
 
      
 
    The silence lingered. Lazybones froze up, too. The selection process must have been underway. Would one of these gremlins really become Keeper of the Heart of the Stone Forest? It would be nice to settle this issue quickly. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes went by, and the gremlins unfroze. They all got up off their knees. Happy smiles on their faces. Tears of joy in their eyes. A few began embracing. 
 
      
 
    A gray-haired gremlin split off from the crowd and addressed me: 
 
      
 
    “The Heart of the Forest would like us to serve Its keeper! We will follow you! You will lead us to the keeper!” 
 
      
 
    I frowned and turned to Lazybones: 
 
      
 
    “You planning something?!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough!” 
 
      
 
    At one point, in my past life, I liked spending time after school on the shore of a pond in Orchus central park. There, I often saw mother ducks leading their little ducklings into the water. They always looked so silly. 
 
      
 
    I probably looked like a mother duck just then. And scurrying after me like little ducklings were the gremlins in a single file. 
 
      
 
    Vitor was already waiting for me near the bridge. He was not alone. There were people standing next to him. Not many. Seven men and nine women. A total of seventeen out of about three hundred. 
 
      
 
    Determination coexisting with fear on their sullen faces. Are they afraid I’ll say no? A few of them have fresh blood on their heads, shoulders and necks. While I was talking to the gremlins, the humans clearly had gotten into a couple scraps. They had probably already been accused of being traitors to “all humankind.” 
 
      
 
    “You made the right choice, ladies and gentlemen!” Then, getting ahead of Vitor and pointing a finger at the blood flowing beneath the eye of one of the women, I added: “The people who left these marks on your faces are not likely to survive until tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    I was last to step onto the Bridge of Bones. I turned around. The humans that did not want to join us decided to spend the night in the camp and get underway the next morning. I spent a little while watching the former slaves jostling around and shook my head. Fools. They were too lazy to even carry the corpses away from camp. Why burden themselves with that? After all, they’ll be on the road tomorrow. But it was suicide! Tonight, predators would run in from the whole steppe, attracted by the smell of blood. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again and turned away. We had saved their lives and given them freedom, then presented them with a choice. They decided to go their own way. I hope the goddess Fate will grace them with good favor. 
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    THE TROLL FORMER SLAVES came with us to the third ring of traps then, accompanied by a small party of trackers, headed toward Ur’s camp. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see fellow trolls. For the record, not a single one of the trolls in the group had heard the Call of the Forest. Too bad… 
 
      
 
    When I walked up to them the first time for a talk, the forest titans greeted me without particular enthusiasm. A stamp of exhaustion on their downcast faces, hopelessness in their eyes. They had seemingly already made peace with the fact that they had been enslaved by a new master. 
 
      
 
    When I told them they were free, it went in one ear and out the other. Exactly like the gremlins. They didn’t believe me. Until I took out the friendship amulet. Then they lit up. Ever since then, they had been hanging on my every word. Being locals, they knew about the Black Fangs which harbored a mysterious form of sorcery that killed every living thing. And so, my suggestion to give them guides was taken with delight. 
 
      
 
    When I told them about Ur and the big camp of other trolls, it made an indelible impression. The thing was that they were all from different tribes and, after becoming slaves, they were even hostile to one another for a while. It came to blows and even murder until their orc masters beat the idiocy out of their troll slaves. Eventually they got used to it. Settled into the groove. Especially because, after so many years of slavery, intertribal disputes now seemed far away and insignificant. 
 
      
 
    And now these trolls find out there’s a huge camp of their kind not far away containing trolls from several dozen tribes. That fact was great all on its own. Overall, I managed to shake them from their slumber. As a parting gift, I gave them each a vial of satiety potion and sent them on their way in peace. 
 
      
 
    The warriors that stayed behind in the city greeted us with a roar and shouts of joy. Honestly though, the foxfolk in my party reacted with a good deal of restraint, casting the odd embarrassed glance at me. Don’t they feel worthy of praise? That’s no good. Gotta fix it. 
 
      
 
    “Brothers!” I barked out, making many of them shudder. “I see no cheer in your eyes! Why do your noses droop?!” 
 
      
 
    The troops started trading glances. 
 
      
 
    “You stood strong over the last few days!” I continued. “The enemy is defeated! We are victorious!” 
 
      
 
    In response came a unified roar from hundreds up on the wall. I couldn’t help but be moved by the power of the deluge. The troops, now in a better mood, responded with one solid howl. 
 
      
 
    I smiled and nodded in approval. Now that’s more like it. The gnomes also joined the foxfolk war cry. Madi Belvokrut’s cousin shouted loudest of all. And why not with such a good reason? 
 
      
 
    The tamers were already racing our way through the gates on their pets. And at the head of the variously striped cavalcade raced a happy Gorgie with Mee on his back. 
 
      
 
    The gremlins’ faces when they spotted the first rider after so much time walking in my footsteps were a sight to behold. Shock. Astonishment. Disbelief. They all froze with their eyes pinned to Mee. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. I couldn’t blame the gremlins. It really was surprising. Mee was much larger than the other gremlins. And only then did I realize he had grown larger and broader at the shoulder. It was especially obvious by comparison. Level forty-three. Top Hunter gear. Plus, he’s riding a scaled monster. Finally, the whipsnakes caught up to the poor saps. After seeing Mee, they raced toward him, hissing loudly in delight. An instant later, the pipsqueaks were watching with bated breath as the two giant snakes nuzzled up to the oddball gremlin like little kittens. 
 
      
 
    Mee was no less tense. Eyes bulging. Ears dark. He latched dead into the nape of Gorgie’s neck. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. He looked just like the stone statue of an ancient hero. I had once threatened Mee with this exact encounter, although it was a joke. I think at that time we were talking about ancient gremlin warriors. Looking at Mee now, I realized my jokey little prediction had partially come true. The gremlins were in fact staring wide-eyed at Mee like some kind of deity. 
 
      
 
    And what happened after that I was not expecting. The gremlins crowded respectfully around my brother and all fell to their knees. 
 
      
 
    “Keeper!” the gray gremlin exclaimed. “We have come to serve you!” 
 
      
 
    I felt a chill run down my spine. I after all had long since found an explanation for Mee’s unusual behavior. Most likely, like many others, he had heard the Call And that was clearly why he was trying to avoid me. Why? I have only one guess. Mee didn’t want to leave me. After all, if he gave in to the Call, he would have to go out into the forest and serve the Heart of the Forest and its keeper. Naive. He thought he could overpower ancient mumbo jumbo. 
 
      
 
    I realized that sooner or later I would have to “let him go,” though deep down I was resisting it. Essentially, after my parents died, he and Gorgie had taken the place of my family. The whole time Mee was imprisoned, I couldn’t sit still and now… The idea that Mee specifically would become keeper of the Heart of the Stone Forest was unthinkable! 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you! Couldn’t find anyone else?! Had to be him?!” I mentally addressed Lazybones. 
 
      
 
    “He is most worthy.” 
 
      
 
    I took a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Take care of him!” 
 
      
 
    “I promise!” 
 
      
 
    That was it… 
 
      
 
    Mee and I met gazes. His was crazed with everything going on and mine was full of sadness. He figured it all out right away. I smiled. 
 
      
 
    Mee took a step back and shook his head. I then, not giving him time to get his bearings, took a few quick steps forward, removed Lazybones from my backpack and extended it to the gremlin. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The Keeper of the Heart of the Forest cannot be anyone’s familiar! 
 
      
 
    ― Do you give your permission for Mee the steppe gremlin to stop being your familiar? 
 
      
 
    I winced. Unexpected. But there is no going back. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I mouthed with just my lips. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Mee the steppe gremlin is no longer your familiar! 
 
      
 
    Tears welled up in the corners of Mee’s eyes. When the seed was in his quivering hand, I said quietly: 
 
      
 
    “Everything is gonna be alright. To the abyss with these idiotic notifications! You are my brother, period! We’ll always be at each other’s sides and, if need be, will come to one another’s aid.” 
 
      
 
    “Hrn!” Gorgie confirmed instantly and shook his armored head. 
 
      
 
    Mee quickly dried a tear and said: 
 
      
 
    “Rick, I don’t…” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry!” I stopped him. “You’ll make an excellent keeper! The best in this world!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Everyone else’s gaze was trained on us. Silence up on the wall. Everyone is waiting for what is about to happen: gremlins, humans, elves, foxfolk, gnomes. I looked around at all of them, then loudly proclaimed: 
 
      
 
    “Say hello to the Keeper of the Heart of the Stone Forest!” 
 
      
 
    And a unified victory roar sounded out through the forest. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Newtown made an indelible impression on the former slaves. The elves were particularly struck. And of course! A true living city! At first, I didn’t understand what was the matter until Elania, the green-eyed elven woman from before, explained the cause of their admiration. As it turned out, the elves didn’t have a single real living city left. At one point, the elven kingdom had many but after the last heart of the forest was destroyed, everything changed drastically. The elves lost their bond with the Great Forest. The living cities first fell into a state of dormancy, then died off altogether. And now the scions of elite elven houses, their mouths agape in astonishment, were wandering around my city staring wide-eyed at its “insides.” 
 
      
 
    Tananth was sitting in an armchair at the window and watching the hustle and bustle of the city from the fourth floor of a treehouse. A happy smile was playing on the elf’s lips. 
 
      
 
    I was sitting in the chair next to him watching the prince. 
 
      
 
    It had been two days since we freed him from slavery. In that time, the elf recovered quickly. The primordial blood along with rest and good food had worked wonders. Along with support from Bad Seed, of course. The Heart of the Forest was actively sharing its power to restore its keeper to health. 
 
      
 
    “Like what you see?” I asked, nodding out the window. 
 
      
 
    “Eric,” Tananth said quietly. “You can’t even imagine what a miracle you’ve pulled off!” 
 
      
 
    Actually, I can… But I’d better not say. I am after all a modest host. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to say more, but the door opened, and guests started pouring into the room. The prince and I got up from our armchairs to greet the new arrivals. 
 
      
 
    Gallia Longbraid was first to step over the threshold. She walked into the middle of the room and looked around like she owned the place. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” she commented. “Cozy. I haven’t been in a treehouse for a long time. Finally secured an invite.” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders and smiled. The queen of the gnomes was her usual self. 
 
      
 
    After her came Pinebogey. He also looked around and gave a satisfied croak. The Keeper of the Heart of the Dark Forest had practically not changed one bit over the past few months. He got a bit broader at the shoulder and more youthful. There’s exhaustion in his squinting eyes. It must not be easy being a keeper. 
 
      
 
    Mee was last to walk into the hall. The newly minted Keeper of the Heart of the Stone Forest felt out of his element. I smiled encouragingly at him and nodded at a wide armchair at the table. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and said: 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty! Your Highness! Esteemed keepers! Please, be seated! We have matters to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure,” Gallia grunted and sat in the seat opposite me. 
 
      
 
    All the others followed her example. When the guests had taken their seats, I got to business: 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, we don’t have much time, so I’ll get straight to the point.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone except Mee nodded in unison. 
 
      
 
    “First, what we’ve already achieved. Three hearts of the forest have found their keepers. Udun and Mare have been slain. Both otherworldly portals are sealed. The steppe is in disarray. The undead army has lost its puppet masters.” 
 
      
 
    “I still cannot figure out how you took down the necromancers,” the gnome said. 
 
      
 
    I kept silent. 
 
      
 
    “The esteemed supreme magister has a knack for surprises,” Pinebogey chuckled through his beard. 
 
      
 
    “Were you able to find out anything about the third portal?” Gallia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing new,” I replied. “If the Dark Spirit was telling the truth, it should be somewhere in the mountains. It should be guarded by a junior spirit.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if he’s just guarding it, that’s fine,” the queen waved a hand. “We have bigger concerns right now.” 
 
      
 
    “That portal is definitely bothering me,” said Pinebogey. “Just the speed at which its gaining power pains me.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get to that after we’ve settled the main issue,” said the gnome. 
 
      
 
    Pinebogey had no response. Just shook his head. I don’t blame him. The gnome is more worried about Stenborg now. If not today, then tomorrow the capital of the Undermountain Kingdom will come under siege. 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness, what have you decided?” Gallia asked the elf. 
 
      
 
    “I will return to the Emerald Forest,” the prince answered firmly. “Running off with a handful of elves to the edge of the world to start over would be a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome nodded with a smile. Another coin in the piggy bank. Tananth returning to the kingdom of the elves and doing so as keeper of the heart of the forest will bring about a snowballing series of changes. The elves will forget about this little war with the gnomes. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Tananth clenched his fists and continued: 
 
      
 
    “I feel obliged to return home and rid my people of this curse. It boggles the mind! My own grandfather betrayed me, his grandson, as soon as he learned what I wanted to do! The king and clan leaders do not want change.” 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again,” the queen snorted. “The second you show up there with a heart of the forest, their reign will come to an end.” 
 
      
 
    “A New Era awaits my people!” Tananth exclaimed hotly. “The Era of Rebirth!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded in concert. Even Mee. Because every person there was aware what a viper pit the Emerald Forest had become over the past few centuries. 
 
      
 
    “Soon, seven hundred elves will be coming to Foreston,” Pinebogey said. “They will help you.” 
 
      
 
    I whistled to myself mentally. The woodsman had not been wasting time. How many elves then had heeded his call and come to Narrow Lake? Must have come from the whole Dark Continent. 
 
      
 
    A smile blossomed on Tananth’s face. Seven hundred troops. Now that’s power. Plus, his mages and those unhappy with the regime of the king and house heads. I don’t know about an era of rebirth, but the elves were in for more than their fair share of turmoil. Seeing everyone else’s facial expressions, I was not the only one to realize that. 
 
      
 
    “Sir keeper,” Pinebogey turned to Mee. He gave a slight shudder in surprise. He still feels out of place in this group. Oh well. He’ll get used to it. Now he is equal to everyone else here. Lazybones will help him gain confidence in his power. It promised. 
 
      
 
    “I am listening,” Mee responded, quickly getting a grip on his anxiety. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t mind borrowing a few dozen of your kind,” Pinebogey said with a smile. “At least for a year. Your special ability is just so useful it pains me. Not even dryads can do what gremlins do. Don’t you worry about experience essences and tablets, either.” 
 
      
 
    Pinebogey is right. Mee’s inborn ability is striking. In just two days’ time, he had repaired all the holes in the walls the giant spider webs had left. And that was just one gremlin. What could hundreds of his kind do? 
 
      
 
    Pinebogey isn’t the only one smart enough to figure that out. I had already provided Mee thousands of silver tablets so he could level his assistants. 
 
      
 
    “It’s still too early to talk about that,” Mee responded. “My kind are not yet ready to consider leaving me.” 
 
      
 
    And that’s true. It would be hard to get the gremlins to leave their leader. As an aside, he was the first gremlin leader in many centuries. So talking one of them into spending a year away from the Great Keeper would be, frankly, an impossible undertaking. Unless the Great Keeper himself orders it. But Mee wouldn’t do something like that. They would have to volunteer. 
 
      
 
    “But you aren’t fundamentally opposed?” Pinebogey clarified with a mischievous look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. I see where you’re going with this. You’ll tempt him with mountains of sugar and rivers of milk. Oh well. Fine by me. The gremlins had sat idle long enough. Now was time for them to feel important. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not,” Mee responded. “They are free gremlins.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that it’s come up, I could use some artisans myself!” Tananth shot out. “Later. After everything in the Emerald Forest settles down.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled to myself. Very soon, the gremlins’ reputation would be changing dramatically. Every keeper will want to have them in their service as master artisans. I wonder if the orcs had any idea what kind of creatures had been serving them all those years? Probably not. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” I said. “We’re getting a bit off track. Let’s discuss our next moves. Any day now, the capital of the Undermountain Kingdom will be coming under siege. Your Majesty, how is the golem repair coming along?” 
 
      
 
    The gnome winced as if she’d just eaten a sour plum. 
 
      
 
    “You go right for the sore spot,” she said with a heavy sigh. “Despite all my efforts, the repair is going very slowly. So far, we have just under fifteen hundred golems in fighting shape.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a lot,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Things really were going slow. I thought it would be much quicker. 
 
      
 
    “Ah…” the gnome waved it off. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of forces are we up against?” Pinebogey asked. 
 
      
 
    “We can say for certain that Darta is sending five thousand troops, one hundred mages and forty ice titans,” the queen responded and kept listing. “Three thousand Atrian riders. Five thousand lizardfolk. Three thousand Iverian swordsmen. Plus ships from the islanders.” 
 
      
 
    Gallia glanced at me and gave a sidelong smirk. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, your king has made up his mind. He swallowed his resentment after the attempted assassination and breaking of his son’s engagement, and also sent four thousand lancers.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why they call him the Soft,” Tananth came. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you to think I’m defending Stephane the Second,” I threw in my five copper. “But knowing the Steel King’s true nature, the ruler of Taria was probably left with no other choice.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure Sato must have been involved…” Tananth rasped. “That brute really knows how to change minds…” 
 
      
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh. Here I’m beating myself up yet again for letting the dark magister escape so easily. 
 
      
 
    “Beyond allied troops, Egbert will field his Steel Legion,” Gallia continued. “The Order of Mages will also be with him…” 
 
      
 
    “Does anyone know how many primordials will be supporting the Steel King?” Mee asked suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned their head toward Gallia. 
 
      
 
    “Seven that I know of,” she said gloomily. 
 
      
 
    Pinebogey couldn’t hold back a whistle. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, your old friend Nure-onna is one of them,” Gallia threw out to Pinebogey and I. 
 
      
 
    “The Snake has made her choice,” Pinebogey said, stroking his beard. 
 
      
 
    “I can think of a certain troll who will not be too happy about this,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “The former gatekeeper?” Gallia raised her brows. 
 
      
 
    Hm… She already knows. She’s quick. Well, her spies are. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” I nodded. “As a follower of chaos, he will not exactly be thrilled with the Snake’s move.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we might be getting another potential ally,” the gnome smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he won’t want to get involved,” I shook my head. “But I’ll be sure to let him know.” 
 
      
 
    Then I led a gaze around the room and said: 
 
      
 
    “So then, ladies and gentlemen, as you see, we’re in a grave situation. The enemy is at our gates. I say we discuss a plan to counter them. Please, tell me your ideas.” 
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    THE LAST FEW DAYS all blended together. A mad race against the clock I was constantly losing. In fact, it wasn’t yet over, but it was already too late to make significant changes. What I could find time for, I did. Everything beyond that would come down to the will of the capricious god Random. It would be nice of him to make the pirate ships carrying enemy troops sink in a storm. Then again, his godly mind could choose to mess with us, as well. Oh well… That’s how the gods are. No one knows what they have in mind. 
 
      
 
    All my associates and I were now in my office on the top floor of Foreston’s main treehouse discussing recent events. I meanwhile was standing in front of a wide window and listening to them in silence. 
 
      
 
    “All three Hearts of the Forest have found their Keepers!” Onyx exclaimed with elation. 
 
      
 
    “Now our backs are covered,” Murk confirmed calmly. “In case Foreston or Newtown come under siege, the keepers will make sure we’re never completely on our own.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. That was true. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad there isn’t a forest like that next to our castle,” said Amber and glanced at Brown. 
 
      
 
    The magister of Mountainguard shrugged his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we have golems!” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose, recalling the events of three days prior. 
 
      
 
    Gallia and the gnomes we set free left Newtown right after our council. As an aside, it was the first council our alliance had held. 
 
      
 
    Before leaving, her and I had a talk. Not the nicest one either. 
 
      
 
    “Rick, you should watch what you say,” Gallia started off with reproach after her and I were left alone in the office. 
 
      
 
    Unexpected. I was even rendered speechless for an instant. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you guess?” 
 
      
 
    I began to feverishly go back over everything I’d said. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem…” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get tense,” the gnome waved a hand. “I see. You don’t get it.” 
 
      
 
    Plunking down in an armchair, she crossed her legs. And seeing the perplexed look on my face, she said: 
 
      
 
    “Next time you feel like telling my secrets to strangers, think thrice.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” I tried to object, then it dawned on me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” the gnome commented on my expression. “Finally get it?” 
 
      
 
    “The golems…” I rasped out. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” the gnome nodded. 
 
      
 
    “But the keepers are not strangers,” I tried to defend myself. I realized though that there was no longer any point. 
 
      
 
    “To you they are not strangers,” Gallia responded. “But to me they are nothing more than temporary allies. The gnomes are very far from friendly with the elves.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry… I wasn’t looking at the situation from that angle.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have been,” Gallia menaced with a finger. “I am of course glad a whole three Hearts of the Forest have come to our world, but I have to put my subjects first. It does not temper my determination to fight Darkness in any way, but to not say we stand to gain from the coming civil war in the Great Forest would be hypocritical on my part. Let me be frank ― my subjects are unlikely to feel bad if elves die. In fact, they’ll probably think that the more of them die the better for us gnomes.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you, will you feel bad?” I suddenly asked. Gallia didn’t get mad. 
 
      
 
    “Rick, my friend, accusing me of callousness would be foolish. The king of the elves and his subjects are aiding the alliance that stands against us, which makes him an enemy of mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, for some reason I don’t like the idea of a brother-against-brother war among the elves,” I said directly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s just because you spend too much time around forest magic. And the Friend of the Forest Amulet is probably swaying your opinion. Plus, the elves have never done anything bad to you. But if you give them the chance… Oh! You can’t even imagine how ruthless those bastards can be! You should keep your guard up around them.” 
 
      
 
    “In any case, I feel bad for how it happened…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah… The cat’s out of the bag… That’s why I had to tell a couple white lies about the true state of affairs in my workshops.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I got on guard. 
 
      
 
    “The repairs are going much faster than I claimed,” the gnome said with a ravenous smile. “In reality, approximately half of the Bronze Legion is ready to do battle.” 
 
      
 
    Overall, I learned a valuable lesson that day which I will never forget. That I am a friend to both the gnomes and the forest. And as far as Gallia is concerned, the keepers are merely temporary allies. 
 
      
 
    In the end, the gnome didn’t get too heated. She called me a naive kid who still has a lot to learn. And then, in order to boost my mood a bit, she told me she would be sending the first hundred golem archers as promised in the next few days. And she wasn’t lying. They were the very wonder-machines Brown was talking about. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t seen them yet, but I would certainly go look over our reinforcements soon. Brown seems happy with his new troops. His only complaint is that the golems are bottomless mana pits while active. 
 
      
 
    Pinebogey, by the way, also made good on his promise. Beneath the walls of Foreston, a small army had in fact taken shape made up of around eight hundred elven archers. I should note that the keeper of the Dark Forest managed to catch me off guard. All those elves were over level thirty. And they were wearing the same kind of wooden armor I had a few pieces of lying around in my backpack. 
 
      
 
    When Tananth first saw the warband, he couldn’t believe his eyes. After he came to his senses, the prince gave a rousing speech to the neat rows of archers. He promised the army would serve as a weighty argument in the search for allies among the elven houses. 
 
      
 
    We moved that army to the castle in the gnomish mountains after giving every soldier a set of blots, mites and satiety potions. From there, they went on their own to the border of the Great Forest. I imagine things are heating up out there right now. Maybe in a few days we’ll receive word from Tananth. 
 
      
 
    After the gnomes and elves left Newtown, I held a meeting with the keeper of the Heart of the Dark Forest and the trolls. The giants that did hear the Call swore oaths of loyalty to Mee and followed after him to the place where the tree would be planted. 
 
      
 
    My goodbye with Mee came out somewhat restrained. As if we weren’t splitting up for long. A day or two max, though we both understood it would be quite a while before we saw one another again. Maybe that was for the best. I’m not a fan of hard goodbyes. 
 
      
 
    Pinebogey was also present for the meeting with the trolls, but he didn’t go with Mee. I did hope that, as an old friend, he might help Mee find his footing in a new location. When I said that to Pinebogey, he shook his head and explained that the keeper of the Heart of the Stone Forest would figure it all out on his own. And that the place was off limits to Pinebogey. 
 
      
 
    I remember seeing off the gremlins and trolls that followed Mee. Both of the foxmaidens cried. Gorgie whimpered quietly and kept lunging off to follow him. I had to hold him back. The whipsnakes were sad, too. Only then did I truly realize Mee had gone his own way. And when the last troll disappeared among the trees, I noticed I hadn’t taken a breath the entire time. I also had tears streaming down my cheeks. I had to quickly get myself together because I had a difficult conversation with Ur ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Murk asked: 
 
      
 
    “How’d the talk with Ur go?” 
 
      
 
    “Alas, we were not able to have a decent conversation,” I breathed a heavy sigh. “Well, the talk was alright, but none of our schemes ended up working.” 
 
      
 
    “How did he react to the fact Nure-onna has joined forces with the Steel King?” Amber asked. “After all, Chaos and Darkness are age-old enemies. And now they’re working together!” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t,” I responded. “He listened in silence and left.” 
 
      
 
    That was exactly what happened. While Ur listened to me, not a single muscle on his stony face so much as twitched. When I finished my speech, the troll nodded and walked off into the woods without a word. 
 
      
 
    To be frank, it was not the reaction I was expecting. Pinebogey on the contrary was understanding of Ur’s behavior. That was because they had known each other a long time. Then, back in Newtown and before saying goodbye, Pinebogey hinted to me that the former gatekeeper just needed time to make sense of everything. 
 
      
 
    And I told the others. 
 
      
 
    “Heh…” Brown stroked the back of his head. “Time just so happens to be the one thing we don’t have. I’m afraid it’ll already be too late before he works his mind into shape.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, too bad…” came Onyx. “Having another primordial ally would come in very handy. The Steel King has so many of them, the primordials.” 
 
      
 
    Well sure… When Gallia brought up their names at the council, shivers started running up and down my spine. They were not mere names. Those were legendary monsters. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know anything about those primordials?” Onyx asked me. 
 
      
 
    “A bit,” I answered. “Things I’ve heard from elders and read in books.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me!” Onyx demanded straight away and started sliding back in her seat. 
 
      
 
    “This would be good for us, too,” Brown nodded. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Well, why not? 
 
      
 
    “Not counting Magister Sato and Nure-onna,” I started. “Egbert will have five more primordials on his side. As it turns out, we didn’t kill all the necromancers.” 
 
      
 
    They all sighed together. 
 
      
 
    “Are there many of them left?” Murk asked with a deep frown. 
 
      
 
    “Just one,” I nodded. “The most powerful among them. Alrak the Heartless. If the legends can be believed, this primordial was at one time a powerful blood mage but, in his quest for greater power, swore allegiance to Darkness and became a lich.” 
 
      
 
    “A lich?” Amber asked, almost whispering. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “That is when a necromancer mage makes themselves undead to increase their might. According to Gallia, Alrak was the first necromancer in this world. Essentially, Udun the traitor was just a little minnow compared to this lich.” 
 
      
 
    A graveyard silence fell over the office. 
 
      
 
    “While the Steel King loomed in the shadows,” I continued. “All the sins of the Age of the Dead Wars were ascribed to Alrak. Until recently, it was thought that Alrak was killed, but Gramner the Fourarmed told Gallia the ancient lich is still hm… ‘alive.’“ 
 
      
 
    “What kind of head-sick bastard would voluntarily make himself undead?” Onyx was outraged. 
 
      
 
    I meanwhile continued. 
 
      
 
    “The next primordial to swear allegiance to the original Steel King was Crook.” 
 
      
 
    “The Crook?” Brown asked in surprise. “I thought those were old-wives’ tales.” 
 
      
 
    Murk nodded. 
 
      
 
    “My granny often told me not to stay out late or Crook would take me away. So, does it really exist?” 
 
      
 
    Today is a day of discovery for the foxfolk. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “She is yet another demon of the night from old fairy tales. A winged monster who attacks travelers who stay out after sundown. Pinebogey said he once saw her on the attack. Compared to her, flying necromorphs are just nice little sparrows.” 
 
      
 
    I remembered seeing Pinebogey wince when Gallia told us the next primordial we’d have to fight. As it turned out, he had also faced off against her before. 
 
      
 
    “Who next?” Amber hurried me along. 
 
      
 
    “Black Annis,” I responded. “A one-eyed cannibal witch with a blue face and claws of iron. A nimble and bloodthirsty beast. Pinebogey has seen the famed bone oak next to her cave with his own eyes. Black Annis used to adore hanging skin flayed from her victims on its ghastly boughs. Gallia said the blue-faced witch took part in the assault on Solenholm, capital of ancient Darta. During the battle, the primordial transformed into a gigantic black kitty and sowed death in the ranks of the city’s defenders.” 
 
      
 
    Ahem… I could only thank the gods I had avoided an encounter with all these monsters in the Labyrinth of Fright. 
 
      
 
    “The last primordials on Gallia’s list are the two daeva of corruption. Im and Om, a pair of giant brothers. I don’t know much about them. Only that they have a past with Gallia Longbraid. At the well-known Battle of Red Mountain, she killed their third brother. Essentially, the daeva of corruption got involved in this war only so they could take revenge on the woman who murdered their older brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Woah, woah,” Brown sighed, staring at a fixed point in front of him. “If all those nasty beasts come riding our way, we’re in for a tough time.” 
 
      
 
    I felt obliged not to mention the fact that those were just the primordials Gallia knew about. Everyone was so stunned. I wanted to shake them up, but they took care of it for me. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so what!” Onyx exclaimed. “We have Eric! Gorgie, Coal, Sparky, the Keepers! We have Gallia Longbraid! And a highly fortified city! Let them send every monster they have. I’m sure we can bring them to heel!” 
 
      
 
    Condescending smiles appeared on the magisters’ faces. Oh well. It’s actually for the best. 
 
      
 
    Our conversation was interrupted by a knock at the door. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” I permitted. 
 
      
 
    A messenger appeared in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Sire,” he said, breathing heavily. “A group of refugees has arrived!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Murk. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you said the orcs went to Narrow Lake?” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t the orcs,” the messenger cut in. “They’re humans! Lots of humans!” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Humans? On the Dark Continent?!” 
 
      
 
    “Around a hundred,” the messenger nodded. “Beyond warriors, there are women, children and elderly. They brought lots of carts, too.” 
 
      
 
    Without another second’s delay, I left the office. Humans on the Dark Continent?! Although… I think I know who it might be. Those who come here in search of ancient artifacts ― the explorers. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I was standing on the edge of the forest and staring into a ring of several dozen carts lumbering slowly in our direction. 
 
      
 
    We had been spotted. Around two hundred yards from the forest, the rag-tag band of travelers stopped and sent riders galloping our direction. 
 
      
 
    There was five of them. Levels from twenty to thirty. Dressed like scouts. Caked in road dust. Some had gray bandages dotted with brownish-red splotches on their arms, torsos, shoulders and legs. Exhaustion on their unshaven faces. I wonder where they came from. 
 
      
 
    After seeing a human figure among the foxfolk, the riders looked encouraged and rode up closer. 
 
      
 
    “Esteemed lords!” shouted the most senior and gray among them. He spread his arms. The others followed right behind. “We come in peace! We wish you no harm!” 
 
      
 
    Based on his accent, he was Tarian. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you and what do you want here?!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    The gray-hair shuddered. That perked him up. He must have heard my accent, too. 
 
      
 
    “We have come from the lands of the east, sir!” he shouted. “We had a large settlement there! But it was destroyed by flying beasts. We had no choice but to run for our lives!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded to let him know his explanation fit with what we knew. Then I stepped out in front and walked over closer to the newcomers. Along with me, not a step behind came Murk, Brown and the foxmaidens. The other troops stayed back on the forest’s edge, ready to attack at any moment. 
 
      
 
    The riders exchanged a couple phrases then started jumping down onto the ground. Two of them clearly did not like what was going on. To be safe, I spread my arms and raised my open hands to show I wasn’t concealing any weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself!” the gray-hair said with a slight bow when we were on equal footing. “Thomas Daron. Until recently, I was the leader of an explorer settlement. You have after all most likely heard of Steppe Village?” 
 
      
 
    We traded glances. The foxfolk shook their heads. 
 
      
 
    “First I’m hearing of it,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Thomas Daron sighed. 
 
      
 
    “With whom do I have the honor of speaking?” 
 
      
 
    “Eric Bergman, Supreme Magister of the Order of Monster Hunters.” 
 
      
 
    I saw five of the explorers’ eyes creep up into their foreheads. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, did I mishear you?” Thomas asked. “Did you say the Order of Monster Hunters? The very dead order of ancient legend?” 
 
      
 
    “No, you did not,” I responded. “All of us are monster hunters. I see you have many children. You must be tired.” 
 
      
 
    The explorers got tense. And sure. This is not the outskirts of Orchus. This is the Dark Continent. Folks out here aren’t used to expressions of humanity. And they get doubly anxious when it’s offered by some boy that just declared himself the supreme magister of a long defunct order. Much less one surrounded by foxfolk. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, I continued: 
 
      
 
    “You may pitch your tents for the night here on the edge of the forest. Beyond that hill, there is a small stream where you can refill your water and give some to your animals. I give you my word: you will not be harmed. But I also must warn you – if you wish to keep your lives, tell all your people not to wander too far into the forest. It’s practically chalk full of magical traps of all kinds. And we can’t keep an eye on every scatterbrain.” 
 
      
 
    After I said that, I nodded and turned to leave, but the gray-haired explorer stopped me. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir Magister! We won’t cause you any problems. There is but one thing I would like to ask … Ghm… Our supplies… Would you happen to have a bit of food for sale? We’ll pay handsomely!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and turned to Murk 
 
      
 
    “Feed them. Do not accept their money.” 
 
      
 
    After hearing that, the explorers looked happy and started to thank me. Then, we said goodbye and went in opposite directions. I was smiling the whole way. After all, those were explorers. They had been doggedly seeking various artifacts for years. What if they have something I can use? I was afraid to spook off my good fortune. I had to be sure and maintain good relations. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TOGGY YOJELLE HAD ALREADY been wandering around Foreston with his eyes and mouth open wide in delight for an entire hour. The gnomish delegation reached the city this morning. I had been expecting them since the day before but clearly my red-bearded neighbor, whose land I had taken thanks to an ancient treaty, needed more time to get his troops together. 
 
      
 
    As if it wasn’t enough for the gnomes to be late, they also demanded I show them around the living city. I had no choice. I don’t blame Toggy for that either. Essentially, the restless gnome had never been anywhere other than his mountains. And now the chance had finally come. Basically, my neighbor decided to fill a blank spot in his biography today. 
 
      
 
    His red beard kept flickering by everywhere: gardens, treehouses, parks. He was a particularly big fan of the guard vines. He had already made a few remarks about them, like, “sure would be nice to have a couple of these on my castle.” When I objected that the vines could grow only in the living city, he just gave a distracted nod, letting me know he was not going to change his mind. Oh, these stubborn gnomes… 
 
      
 
    I’d have to distract him from the vines some other way. Thankfully, I already had a small gift ready for him. To a certain degree, I felt like it was my fault Toggy Yojelle had lost Mountainguard and the surrounding area. Sure, Gallia had promised me that she would make it up to him, but it wasn’t going to happen any time soon. There was just no time for it with war on the doorstep. 
 
      
 
    And those upcoming military operations were exactly what brought Toggy to Foreston. For the next few days or maybe weeks, he and I would have to work together. 
 
      
 
    At the council, Gallia ran through her plan. It was hard to call it original. The gnomes were planning to go to war the same way as their ancestors did. All warriors of every clan, including women, children and the elderly were going to gather in Stenborg and prepare for a siege. To be frank, we didn’t have much choice. 
 
      
 
    The hostile alliance would be attacking from three sides. Five thousand Dartan warriors, a hundred mages and forty ice titans were to arrive by sea and land to the northeast, in the lands of the elves. 
 
      
 
    Atrian cavalry and a horde of lizardfolk would be coming from the south. 
 
      
 
    And from the east came the largest army. Ten thousand Fradians, three thousand Iverian swordsmen and four thousand of my own countrymen. Stephane the Soft was “unable” to refuse his royal “brother.” 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, all of the armies would be reinforced by mages of the order. 
 
      
 
    And the cherry on top – the Steel King and his primordials. Honestly though, from the reports we were getting from gnomish scouts, Egbert was for some reason still in Ironville. He would probably be joining up with his legions later. 
 
      
 
    It would have been premature to write off the army of necromorphs, as well. Sure, we had somewhat foiled the necromancers’ plans, but Alrak the Heartless was still a factor. 
 
      
 
    Overall, our circumstances were so-so. 
 
      
 
    In light of the enemy’s numerical advantage, the gnomes came to the reasonable conclusion that it would be stupid to meet them out in the open. Furthermore, Stenborg was known to be an unassailable citadel for a reason. Gnomes know how to fortify. Our enemies would have to really exert themselves to crack this nut. If they didn’t break their teeth on it first. 
 
      
 
    Gallia filled me in somewhat on the true state of affairs. After her tale, I realized my living cities were just cutesy little flower gardens in comparison with the capital of the Undermountain Kingdom. 
 
      
 
    Stenborg is not only the upper city. Being a wonder of fortification thought, it was practically just the tip of the iceberg. The main portion of the city was deeper underground in the bowels of the mountain. 
 
      
 
    It was a multi-level system consisting of several dozen cave castles linked together by underground passages. Every castle belonged to one of the clans. For most of the year, small garrisons were stationed at each one to maintain order and sufficient supply, keep the traps in working order and the wells clear. 
 
      
 
    Overall, Stenborg is a nut made of stone with a multi-layered shell. Getting to the meat would take a lot of work. 
 
      
 
    That raises a logical question. If the capital of the gnomes is ready for a siege, why is Toggy Yojelle in Foreston? That’s actually very easy. We were making a little addition to Gallia’s plan. We decided to leave five hundred foxfolk headed by me outside the walls of Stenborg. We would spread panic in the enemy armies’ backlines by making sneak attacks, stealing provisions and destroying siege weaponry if they had any. 
 
      
 
    “That was a good idea, to rob the carts,” Toggy said with satisfaction, stroking his red whiskers. 
 
      
 
    The gnome finally had enough running around and declared that he was hungry. And now we were sitting in my office eating breakfast. Or rather, I was. Toggy though, based on the size and number of his portions, was more eating lunch. And dinner at the same time. How could he fit that much in his belly? 
 
      
 
    “Robbing the carts,” the gnome raised a finger instructively. “Is a very sound and important matter.” 
 
      
 
    Profitable, too, I wanted to add, but I kept quiet. The red-bearded gnome reminded me of a hungry tomcat who had just been told he was about to be given a large saucer of cream. Please, just try not to burst. 
 
      
 
    “You’re probably sitting now and guessing exactly why Gallia sent me to see you.” Toggy chuckled and bit into a chicken leg. 
 
      
 
    I glanced thoughtfully at the heap of bones on the table next to the gnome’s plate. If he kept this up, I would have to call the chefs again. At least they’re keeping busy. The other ten gluttons Toggy brought with were also “eating breakfast” in a room two floors below. 
 
      
 
    “And why is that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    In fact, he was right. I really was sitting and guessing why my party of “enemy cart robbers” needed a loud and clumsy gnome. After all, the enemy scouts would be able to tell he was approaching from a mile away. Plus, a run in the fresh air might make his appetite act up. What a breakfast he ordered himself. I’m afraid to imagine how lunch will be. Now I partially understand why gnomes are not big fans of military campaigns. A big group of guys like this would be impossible to kept fed. 
 
      
 
    “It all comes down to my ancestor,” Toggy said, his head pointing up proudly. “Brako Yojelle!” 
 
      
 
    He said his ancestor’s name with such aplomb that it made him sound like a world-famous figure. Noticing my expression and clearly having realized the name of his great ancestor meant nothing to me, Toggy sighed and explained condescendingly. 
 
      
 
    “My great, great, great… ch… basically my ancestor from a very long time ago Brako Yojelle was a great fortifications expert!” 
 
      
 
    More misunderstanding on my face. Let me be frank ― he was only confusing me more. 
 
      
 
    “Now you’re probably about to ask,” the gnome chuckled. “‘Toggy! What business does a great fortifications expert have robbing carts?!’ Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that,” I didn’t deny it. 
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you.” his big fat pointer finger went shooting upward again. “The stone paths!” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head to the side, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    “I see you’re starting to get it,” Toggy chuckled. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. How long-winded all these gnomes are. We’re up to the neck with stuff to do, and he’s… Not all gnomes are like this, though. Madi is cut from a different cloth. He grasps your meaning before you’re done talking. With him, every second counts. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that Toggy was distracted by a large cut of meat, I decided not to bother him. 
 
      
 
    “So then, the stone paths…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the gnome smacked his lips and wiped the grease from his beard with a napkin. It took me effort not to wince. Some grease was still glimmering on his red spade of a beard. 
 
      
 
    With another lip smack and satisfied belch, Toggy began his tale. The longer he spoke, the better I felt. And by the time Toggy was finished, I was ready to go down into the kitchen and myself fry him up a whole ox. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the Stone Trails were nothing other than secret underground passages that linked the various gnomish guard towers throughout the kingdom. Toggy Yojelle meanwhile, being the eldest heir to his house, had been taught its greatest secret. Now I see why Gallia sent him to me. 
 
      
 
    “Most of them got filled in a long time ago,” Toggy cooled my jets. “You know, earthquakes, cave-ins, floods. But a few of the paths are still usable.” 
 
      
 
    “Got a map?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I got it up here!” now his fat finger was pointing at Toggy’s wide forehead. “There was never a map. The clan head leads his heir down the paths starting from childhood, so they memorize every twist, turn and recess in the wall. That is how the knowledge get passed down. From father to son.” 
 
      
 
    “Smart,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Be proud!” Toggy put his hands on his hips, making his stomach give a distinct groan. “You are the first outsider to earn the honor of travelling our Stone Paths.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold up…” I frowned. “Are you saying…?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Toggy nodded and gracefully tossed a dark burgundy berry into his mouth. “You’ll have to leave your troops in the city as well.” 
 
      
 
    Spitting out a little bone into his hand, he added: 
 
      
 
    “Be thankful we gave you permission at all. Gallia nearly convinced us not to.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Are you being serious right now? This is a war for our lives, and you’re worried about keeping secrets?” 
 
      
 
    “Not any old secrets,” the gnome answered. “House secrets. There will always be wars. But our house…” 
 
      
 
    I cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “Your house and all the other houses might not survive until the next half moon.” 
 
      
 
    Toggy wasn’t offended. Chuckling, he said: 
 
      
 
    “My house has gotten itself untangled from worse messes than this one. And don’t you worry. We’d have found someone else to rob the little humans’ carts.” 
 
      
 
    I sat back in the chair and stared intently at the gnome. No, he was beyond convincing. There’s a decisive battle around the corner, and whether or not we win will define whether the gnomes and other races like them will continue to inhabit this world but, to him, house secrets are more important. After all, Gallia knew it would be this way and didn’t warn me. So, she must agree with Toggy. I’m sure I’ll be fine with just my pets. And let the five hundred foxfolk stay in Stenborg. Or was that a response from the queen to me not mentioning the true number of crystals we dug up in the caverns? Hm… You know, actually that sounds plausible. 
 
      
 
    “Bet you’re thinking you regret linking up with us, eh?” Toggy Yojelle asked when we were standing next to the portal. There wasn’t even a hint of a smile in the gnome’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “We are linked by our shared cause,” I responded. 
 
      
 
    “So, you are mad,” my neighbor shook his head and stepped into the portal. 
 
      
 
    When the last gnome disappeared into the haze of the portal, I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. A curious race. Actually no… Madi is different… Or is he different only because it behooves him? 
 
      
 
    I was pulled away from my thoughts by the voice of a sentry guarding the door to the portal hall. 
 
      
 
    “Great One, there is a messenger waiting for you!” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” I asked, walking toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    “He says yesterday’s refugees are requesting a meeting.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. Now there is good news. Maybe I’ll be able to buy some artifacts. 
 
      
 
    Murk reported in the morning that the explorers did exactly as we demanded. They setup camp on the edge of the forest. Didn’t poke their noses deeper in the forest. At the river, they let their horses and other animals drink. They washed up, did laundry and, when the foxfolk brought them a cart full of supplies, they even tried to pay. But the troops didn’t accept their money as I ordered. 
 
      
 
    Murk also said he liked them. And that was surprising. The albino spent a bit of time watching them from the forest, then rendered a verdict. He said they were strong. 
 
      
 
    According to him, the explorers were well trained and, despite their exhaustion, sent out sentries to keep watch. The women and children didn’t whine or complain either, just obeyed the elders without a word. On top of that, they were all armed. Even the older kids had little darts and knives. But there’s no other way to survive on the Dark Continent. Overall, Murk and the other commanders were of the opinion that they would not be opposed to them joining our ranks. The order stood only to gain from that as well. Well, let’s see about that. First, we need to find out what they even want. Maybe this will clear that up. 
 
      
 
    This meeting was attended by approximately the same crowd. The foxmaidens though were not there. They were out on a hunt. Mee no longer needed protection, so they had run off into the forest with a party of trackers. 
 
      
 
    They were so impatient to go on our little mission. I snorted. They were even “delighted” by the news. I was already imagining how outraged Onyx would be and how much she would curse the stubborn gnomes. 
 
      
 
    There are also some new faces among the explorers. Or rather one new face. A woman. Level thirty-two. Short in stature. Thin, but wiry. To look at her, I would say forty. Thin lines of gray peeking through in her black hair. 
 
      
 
    Her brown eyes hold an unspoken question and anticipation. I wonder what this woman is expecting from a meeting with me. After all, she clearly came here because of me. She is standing a bit apart, though. First their elder had to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Good sir Supreme Magister!” yesterday’s gray-haired explorer addressed me. “We thank you for the aid! Now we would like to do something for you…” 
 
      
 
    “You are explorers, correct?” I asked. “You go looking for ancient artifacts, then sell them on the other continent?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes indeed, sir,” Thomas Daron responded after trading pointed looks with the other explorers. 
 
      
 
    “If you have any artifacts for sale, I am willing to buy them.” 
 
      
 
    They traded glances again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pay handsomely. More than the resellers.” 
 
      
 
    I can tell by their eyes they don’t trust me. Are they afraid I’ll order them killed? Well, if I wanted that, they’d have been turned into scavenger food yesterday. Their logic is easy to understand, though. Poor refugees with nothing to take are one thing. Explorers travelling with ancient artifacts are another matter entirely. 
 
      
 
    “Alas, sir Magister,” Thomas finally decided to respond. “But we have nothing. We sold our last artifacts a year ago. That was when this whole brouhaha with the flying creatures got started. At that point, we stopped worrying about digging…” 
 
      
 
    I can see in his eyes that he’s not telling me everything. He’s afraid. Oh well. What matters most here is not putting on too much pressure. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad,” I sighed, pretending to take him at his word. “Oh well. Better luck next time.” 
 
      
 
    A few of the explorers seemed to breathe sighs of relief. They clearly have something of interest. Then a woman gave a slight smile. Is she letting me know I’m right? She can seemingly sense somehow that I do not wish evil upon them. 
 
      
 
    Her characteristics are levelled quite evenly. The intuition does stand out a bit, though. 
 
      
 
    I decided to gently change topic. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to ask you a question. What do you intend to do next?” 
 
      
 
    The leader of the explorers stepped out in front. 
 
      
 
    “I assume we are not the first refugees to show up here.” he answered with a guess. 
 
      
 
    “You are correct,” I nodded. “We have had many refugees recently. Halflings, elves, orcs, goblins, trolls…” 
 
      
 
    The explorers lit up. 
 
      
 
    “And where did they all go?” Thomas asked with hope in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “We let some of them enter our city and gave them places to live. The rest we sent to the other side of Narrow Lake.” 
 
      
 
    “But there’s a portal and blackbloods there!” one of the explorers exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “We sealed the portal and got rid of the blackbloods.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about the Mothers?” asked an explorer with bulging eyes, skinny as a beanpole. 
 
      
 
    “The blackblood Patriarch and Mothers are dead,” I responded and added: “I’m surprised you know so much.” 
 
      
 
    “We are explorers,” Thomas replied with a shrug. “It’s our job to know everything or almost everything that happens in these lands. The Dark Continent has become our home. Our children were born here. That knowledge helps us stay alive.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “So, you claim the portal is sealed and the creatures are dead?” Thomas asked quizzically. 
 
      
 
    “Why would I lie?” 
 
      
 
    I could read mistrust on the humans’ faces, though I thought it also looked like they wanted to jump for joy. But they didn’t let their guard down. They had grown accustomed to living that way over the years. 
 
      
 
    “If that really is true…” 
 
      
 
    “I repeat,” I interrupted. “I have no reason to lie.” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for the lack of tact,” he tilted his head to the side. “I must have misspoken… If the blackblood patriarch and mothers are dead, that is very good news!” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing, waiting for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “May I ask you another question?” Thomas asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “You said many of the refugees went to the other side of Narrow Lake… Does that mean that you gave them permission to pass through your lands?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I nodded. “But there’s something else you must hear. The forest beyond Narrow Lake, which we call the Dark Forest, now has a Heart.” 
 
      
 
    At first the explorers didn’t realize what they had heard. On top of that, honestly, I didn’t have much hope they would know anything about Hearts of the Forest. But they took me by surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Like in ancient elven legends?!” shouted a lanky one. 
 
      
 
    These guys really know their stuff. 
 
      
 
    “Order of Hunters, Heart of the Forest,” a short explorer puzzled, putting his hands on his head. “What else did we miss out in our little backwater?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say about paying a visit to our city and sharing a meal with me? I think we have a few things to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    The explorers traded looks. The ice was seemingly starting to melt. Their curiosity was getting the better of their fear. Must be why they’re explorers. 
 
      
 
    I had to give them just one more little push. 
 
      
 
    “The choice is yours, gentlemen. I promise no one will harm you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d be happy to accept your invitation, sir Magister!” the gray-haired leader said with a slight bow, then added hurriedly: “We also have one more thing for you…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening,” I said, raising my right brow. Although I had already realized what or rather whom he was talking about. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to introduce our sister-in-arms, fellow explorer Zoe Weber.” 
 
      
 
    The brown-eyed woman who had been standing a short distance away all that time, took a few steps forward. 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday,” Thomas continued. “When we were going back over our talk in the camp, she heard your last name…” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister!” the woman interrupted him. Her voice was quivering slightly in agitation. “You are from Orchus, right?” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I once knew a countryman of yours,” she continued. 
 
      
 
    Her arms were shivering slightly. Hope in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “He had the same last name as you, too. His name was Ivar Bergman.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I FROWNED AND LOOKED CLOSELY at the woman. To be frank, I had long since given up hope of finding out anything new about my brother. And for that matter… Who’s to say the Ivar she’s talking about even is my brother? I should check… 
 
      
 
    “Orchus is a big city,” I said evasively. “There are a lot of Bergmans out there. Ivar is a pretty popular name, too.” 
 
      
 
    Zoe Weber was taken aback but not about to give up. 
 
      
 
    “Strange,” she said. “Ivar said they were the only Bergmans in Orchus. His parents, Aren and Liana Bergman moved there from the west coast to get away from some epidemic.” 
 
      
 
    I then realized I had been holding my breath the whole time Zoe was speaking. When she fell silent, I had to strain to keep my composure. I slowly filled my lungs with air, tried to make my voice sound steady and said: 
 
      
 
    “Miss Weber, I hope you’ll forgive me for the little test. Times being what they are, you see… But it sounds like the Ivar you once knew was my older brother. And Liana and Aren Bergman were my parents.” 
 
      
 
    Zoe gave a timid smile and took a ragged step forward. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, sir Magister, when was the last time you saw your brother?” 
 
      
 
    Anxiety was making her shake slightly. Timid hope in eyes. Her right hand squeezed to her chest, her left covering her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Alas, Miss Weber,” I sighed heavily. “I’m sorry to have to disappoint you, but I have never seen my older brother alive. I only know his face from a small portrait that was made when Ivar was a little boy. For a long time, our family believed he disappeared in the Wastes. As a matter of fact, our parents died without ever learning the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “You said you never saw him alive…” Zoe whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Dead either,” I clarified. “But I have good reason to believe Ivar is dead. Enough about that for now though… First tell me your connection to my brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Dead…” Zoe repeated with pale lips, ignoring my question. “So, Kayla…” 
 
      
 
    “Kayla?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    My voice made her shudder and take another few steps back. 
 
      
 
    “You know my younger sister?” she asked with hope. 
 
      
 
    There it is… I cleared my throat and shook my head in silence. 
 
      
 
    Tears welled up in the corners of her chestnut eyes. 
 
      
 
    “How can it be?” she whispered, breathing heavily. “How can they be dead?!” 
 
      
 
    The woman seemed to be slipping into hysterics. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen!” I turned to Thomas Daron and his comrades. “Help Miss Weber. Give her some water. The offer to visit our city is still good. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They were dreamers,” Zoe said with a sad smile. “Kind and naive dreamers.” 
 
      
 
    The two of us were standing on a terrace of the top floor of the main treehouse and having a conversation. Or rather, she was talking, and I was listening. Honestly, I first had to spend some time waiting delicately for the woman to come to her senses. 
 
      
 
    An hour earlier, when she had settled down a bit, I showed her the two anonymous messenger amulets I found in the snake den. Zoe latched onto one of them like a drowning woman clutching at straws. The amulet took its blood tribute, recognized her as the intended recipient and shared its contents. Kayla Weber’s predeath message and amulet of the wanderer. 
 
      
 
    While reading her younger sister’s letter, Zoe started to weep again. And then, after taking a little while to calm down, she told me the sad story of Ivar and Kayla’s love. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the person Ivar mentioned rescued him after the shipwreck was Zoe and Kayla’s father. He brought my brother to the small explorer village and there began teaching him the magic of the Wanderers. 
 
      
 
    Beyond Ivar, another two humans of ancient blood were also being trained. Kayla and a halfling by the name of Arun. And that was how Ivar became a Wanderer. 
 
      
 
    “At first Ivar and Kayla couldn’t stand each other,” Zoe reminisced with a smile. “But then… After the first trip to the otherworld, they came back different ― and coupled up to boot.” 
 
      
 
    While hearing about my older brother’s adventures, I constantly caught myself thinking I was mad at him. Even now, after everything that had happened to me, I couldn’t forgive him for not reaching out. With such capabilities, he could have sent word to our parents. I understand Ivar was afraid to get them entangled, but I could never leave them in the dark. I’m sure our father would have kept the secret. Mom too. They were not big talkers. 
 
      
 
    “You called them naive dreamers,” I asked. “Was your father the same type of person?” 
 
      
 
    Zoe laughed. 
 
      
 
    “He was the biggest dreamer of them all! He was the one infecting them with his lofty notions!” 
 
      
 
    “The original world?” 
 
      
 
    “How did you kno… Ah, you probably got a letter from your brother, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I learned about that world from Ivar’s letter,” I nodded. “Is it real?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” the woman shrugged her shoulders. “My father sincerely believed in it. And infected the others with his belief. He thought it was a world that had been cleansed of the scourge of Darkness, and that humanity should go to that world to start over.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think that’s impossible?” 
 
      
 
    The woman breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Alas, but wherever there are humans, there will always be space for cruelty, envy, hatred… Sooner or later, even if they don’t suspect it, humans will bring Darkness into every world they inhabit, no matter how pure and light. History repeats itself. Not right away but, after the very best ones slowly fade into memory, the world will again be overtaken by war and Darkness will take back what was snatched away from it.” 
 
      
 
    We spent a bit of time in silence, each thinking of our own things. I was first to speak up. 
 
      
 
    “Is your father alive?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Zoe shrugged her shoulders. “He went to another world and hasn’t come back yet. I don’t know anything about Arun, either.” 
 
      
 
    I recalled the mummified halfling. It was actually in the halfling’s backpack that I found all three messenger amulets. Which I told Zoe. I also showed her the strange broken arrow that killed her Arun. 
 
      
 
    She spent a long time turning the piece of wood over in her fingers, then said while giving it back: 
 
      
 
    “A peculiar arrow. I’ve never seen one like it before.” 
 
      
 
    I was discreetly keeping tabs on her facial expression. Hm… Doesn’t look like she’s lying. Stashing the broken arrow, I said thoughtfully: 
 
      
 
    “Many things about that halfling were strange.” 
 
      
 
    “Arun was a good guy!” Zoe said hotly. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I reassured her. “I simply cannot figure how he ever could have gotten into a hunter armory. And another thing…” 
 
      
 
    I showed her the last anonymous messenger amulet. 
 
      
 
    “This one must belong to Arun. Ivar’s letter says they cast lots. So, it fell on the halfling to run. Why did the pipsqueak stick his amulet of the wanderer in the letter?” 
 
      
 
    “I imagine it was a way of keeping the amulet safe he thought up while dying,” Zoe guessed. 
 
      
 
    As a matter of fact, that was exactly what Mee thought when we were discussing this. 
 
      
 
    “What about the armory?” I asked. “I mean, he wasn’t a hunter after all.” 
 
      
 
    “But he was a descendant of the ancients,” Zoe replied. “As are you, I assume. Otherwise, the hunter signs would not have revealed the dead order’s secrets to you.” 
 
      
 
    “You really know your stuff,” I snorted and glanced at her with suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “I am the daughter of a Wanderer!” she replied, and instantly caught herself: “By the way, about that… Here, take this…” 
 
      
 
    There was a little rounder of silver in her outstretched hand which could easily be confused for a regular coin. An Amulet of the Wanderer. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head in astonishment and looked Zoe in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Are you giving me your amulet?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have an amulet,” she answered with a sad smile. “This amulet belonged to Kayla.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” I asked, in no rush to accept the highly valuable gift. 
 
      
 
    “First of all, I have only common blood in my veins,” she chuckled. “My father said it can happen. Not everyone born in a family of descendants of the ancients carries their blood. And second, even if I were a descendant of the ancients, I would still give you this cursed amulet. Especially after what I saw here. I’m sure you can find a better use for it.” 
 
      
 
    Cautiously accepting the amulet, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry, your sister’s amulet will end up in good hands.” 
 
      
 
    The woman shrugged her shoulders vaguely. 
 
      
 
    “I really hope its future owner will have better luck than my poor sister.” 
 
      
 
    Then Zoe asked with a look of hope: 
 
      
 
    “The portal they died next to, was it a gateway to the world they were talking about? The one they all dreamed about? You went there, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose and answered despite myself: 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have been to that world. But alas, your sister and my brother were wrong. There is Darkness in that world. There has been for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    Zoe breathed a heavy sigh and, rolling her eyes back, shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Naive romantics. Foolish children…” 
 
      
 
    I had a lot I could have told her about Mink’s world. After all, the Wanderers were partially correct. People like us are practically gods in that world. But for some reason I didn’t want to do that. Perhaps it was because the memories still brought me nothing but pain. 
 
      
 
    “I assume the coming of the flying necromorphs, the Hearts of the Forest and the closing of the dark portal are all links in the same chain, yes?” Zoe asked, changing the topic. Based on the looks she was shooting at her sister’s amulet, she wanted to say more. 
 
      
 
    “Something like that,” I answered. 
 
      
 
    “So, you beat the Steel King to the punch?” 
 
      
 
    I stared puzzled at Zoe. 
 
      
 
    “Are you surprised, sir Magister?” she chuckled. “Keep in mind, I am the daughter of a Wanderer. My father told me many things about the real history of our world.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you know?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “If you are making a stand against the Steel King ― all bets are off,” Zoe shook her head. “King Nidas himself couldn’t take down his dynasty. And as far as I know, your Gunnar the Founder couldn’t do it, either.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you know about Gunnar?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much. Father said that the death of your order’s founder looked like a ruse. He thought Gunnar simply left this world for another.” 
 
      
 
    “Like he ran away?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think he retreated. Those are not the same thing, after all,” she responded. “He traveled to another world and got stuck there. After all, you do already know that time passes differently in every world, right?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. Sounds like the truth. Just think how much time I wasted searching for places of power. And the passage of time, may it be damned… 
 
      
 
    “But before leaving, he managed to do something,” I said. “Something very important.” 
 
      
 
    “Hide the Steel Crown?” Zoe surprised me. 
 
      
 
    I even cleared my throat. Where had she been all this time? The Wanderers had all this information, and they were just sitting out here in their hideout or going to other worlds. Although, when I really think about it ― what could they have done? Go against the Steel King? And in a way, peculiar though it may have been, they were still resisting Darkness. They simply had no more hope for this world. They decided to try something else. 
 
      
 
    “I can see in your eyes that you know about the Steel Crown. Well, I’m afraid you’re in for more disappointment. Even without it, Egbert is very powerful. He also still has many primordials at his service. Several of them are practically equal to him in power.” 
 
      
 
    “Alrak the Heartless, for instance?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The woman shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “Your lack of concern frightens me. If you find yourself anywhere near that monster, run! Run and don’t look back! Otherwise, you will become his slave. Even in the afterlife, he will not leave you alone! That beast can somehow enslave the souls of creatures he has killed. But his sovereign, the Steel King is scarier and mightier still! I’m afraid to even imagine what could happen if he gets his hands on the crown!” 
 
      
 
    “He will not,” I reassured her. “He simply cannot meet all the requirements. As a matter of fact, I am currently the only person who can access that world.” 
 
      
 
    Zoe breathed a heavy sigh and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Ideally, you should leave everything here and go hide in one of the other worlds then. Like Gunnar did.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s still too early to consider running,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think now is the perfect time,” Zoe whispered quietly, but I could still hear her. 
 
      
 
    We sat for a little while in silence taking in the sunset and thinking. 
 
      
 
    “You said the refugees went to the other side of Narrow Lake?” Zoe suddenly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “The Keeper of the Dark Forest has taken them all in.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you allow us to cross the lake, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I nodded. “We will even provide you with supplies for the journey. Honestly though, I figured you’d rather stay behind in Foreston. There’s plenty of room for everyone here. This place not take your fancy?” 
 
      
 
    “This city is marvelous!” Zoe answered. “But we will not stay here. Forgive me for the harsh words, sir Magister, but you’re getting yourself into a fight you cannot win. You are leading all these poor souls to a slaughter. That’s why we want to get as far from this place as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Although I was trying not to show it, some emotions slipped through on my face. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get mad at an old fool like me,” Zoe said sadly. “I have lost too many people to be choosy with my words. I understand… You are trying to do the right thing but, unfortunately, you are doomed to failure.” 
 
      
 
    My farewell to the leaders of the explorer society was somewhat hurried. They refused outright to remain in the city, much less bring their loved ones here. It was clear that they were in a big rush. 
 
      
 
    We weren’t able to make any deals for artifacts, either. The ancient grave robbers must have actually gotten rid of everything of value before they left. Honestly though, just before leaving Foreston, they brought me a gift. And I took it more as payment for crossing our lands to the edge of Narrow Lake than anything. It was a silver ring like the one my father bought me. I would have to improve it with sparks later. 
 
      
 
    In parting, Zoe Weber said to me: 
 
      
 
    “Sir Magister, I hope you heed the advice of a poor old woman. Leave before it’s too late. Your many victories have gone to your head. But now Darkness is nigh. And when it strikes, it will be devastating and merciless!” 
 
      
 
    I stood in the archway watching the riders pensively as they disappeared into the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Foolish woman,” Murk said, standing next to me. “Do my ears deceive me? Did she really just tell you to put your tail between your legs and run?” 
 
      
 
    “Go easy on her,” I said with a sigh. “Darkness has taken everyone she ever loved. Her spirit is broken. She has lost hope.” 
 
      
 
    Murk gave a scornful snort. 
 
      
 
    “I was wrong about these humans. Good thing they left Foreston. Their fear would surely have poisoned the hearts of our warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellently put, my brother!” I chuckled and slapped Murk on his wide shoulder. “Well, tell me then. What happened to you? I can tell by your face I’m going to like what you have to tell me.” 
 
      
 
    The albino laughed. 
 
      
 
    “While you were listening to the cowardly ramblings of that crazy old bat, we got to work.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad at least one of us was doing something worthwhile,” I chuckled back. “Show me the way. Where to?” 
 
      
 
    “The armory,” Murk answered shortly and took the first step toward the main sequoia. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we were standing in the armory opposite three columns of stock-still six-foot-tall bronze giants. 
 
      
 
    Golem swordfighters. Gallia is quietly holding up her end of the bargain. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. She must have heard the rumors about Toggy Yojelle’s visit to Foreston and my reaction to what he said. The queen is trying to soothe her guilty conscience. The gnomes must have repaired these handsome bronze fellows for themselves. A touching gesture, sending us some. So, feigning offence sometimes pays off. 
 
      
 
    “How many are there?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty,” Murk responded. “I haven’t linked them to the supply yet. I wanted you to take a look first. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    Activating magic vision, I slowly proceeded down the line. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” I said. “These are significantly better than the archers. Their stats basically make them level twenty. Plus, they all have a bonus rune for agility. Gallia really went all out.” 
 
      
 
    Murk gave a ravening smile and rubbed his hands together. 
 
      
 
    “And soon we’ll have around a thousand more like them.” 
 
      
 
    I decided to cool his jets. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid the golems we were promised won’t be coming any time soon. I’m sure Gallia was grinding her teeth when she said to send these ones.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, they could also share the secret of improving their stats,” Murk sighed. He’s more talkative and upbeat than I’ve ever seen him. Like a kid with a new toy. 
 
      
 
    And he’s right. For obvious reasons, there were no foxfolk master golem-builders, so we tried other ways. Our attempt to raise the golem archers’ stats with tablets ended in failure. The bronze giants had no reaction at all. I even tried to use sparks, but it was no use. 
 
      
 
    Gallia said that after the repair was complete, Gramner had also spent a little while working his magic on the machines. How could we compete with him? 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I waved to Murk. “You can link them to the city supply. Put them up on the walls.” 
 
      
 
    I already wanted to turn and walk for the exit, but suddenly felt a slight magical upwelling. At first, I assigned it no meaning, but when another one followed, I froze in place and listened to my feelings. 
 
      
 
    The next upwelling didn’t keep me waiting. When I realized what was causing it, I even winced. As soon as I got rid of my two gluttons, another one woke up. 
 
      
 
    I took out the confinement sphere housing the keeper spirit. The very one the Higher Powers gifted me for defeating the Dark Spirit of the portal. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’s got you so worked up?” I asked, looking at the small dark purple stone. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the foxfolk watching suspiciously. Heh, from an outside perspective, I probably look a bit strange to put it lightly. The supreme magister of the order talking to a rock. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the spirit in the stone piped up again. And when I realized what it wanted from me, I felt a chill run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “What does it want?” Murk asked without a shadow of a smile. The albino, unlike the common soldiers, knew what I had in my hand. 
 
      
 
    I gave a slight shudder, then stroked the back of my head. The spirit’s actions were completely ignoring the Great System. As if it didn’t exist. Not a single notification. Not a word, not even half a word. But because I already had experienced similar interactions with Bad Seed and Lazybones, I could tell what the peculiar creature wanted. 
 
      
 
    I nodded at the bronze titan standing stock still two paces away from me and replied to Murk: 
 
      
 
    “It wants me to let it move into that golem.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MURK FROWNED, but I saw a little fire of enthusiasm in his eyes. He always reacted like that when it came to weaponry, and anything related to it. A real enthusiast. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the risk to us?” he asked the right question. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I answered. “Spirits are unable to harm their master. And that is exactly what this one considers me. I can sense that distinctly.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Murk asked with surprise. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. And really, why not? Murk’s excitement rubbed off on me. I sensed no threat from the keeper spirit. In fact, it was expressing a willingness to obey me unquestioningly. The only thing that bothered me was the Great System’s silence. By all appearances, the spirit was an otherworldly creature, so it didn’t fit into the laws created by our great goddess of order. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s give it a shot,” I agreed and gave the spirit permission to act. 
 
      
 
    It then rolled a wave of joy and gratitude over me and immediately left its temporary dwelling place, which fell apart into a thousand tiny grains of purple sand. 
 
      
 
    I watched it move into its “new home” with magic vision. The keeper spirit looked like a little bright blue nearly transparent cloud. It seemed to be afraid to spend too long outside, so it quickly slipped into the golem’s supply and fell silent for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how is it going?” Murk enquired. 
 
      
 
    “It’s already inside,” I commented and nodded at the golem. 
 
      
 
    “And what is it doing?” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I can tell, it’s getting used to its new home.” 
 
      
 
    “And how long will that take?” I heard impatience in Murk’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “No clue,” I shrugged and glanced out of the corner of my eye at my deputy. The albino was clearly worked up. Like a little boy who was just about to get a toy after a very long wait. Hm, the leader of the Fangs shows me new sides of himself every day. 
 
      
 
    I was pulled from my thoughts by a familiar magic upwelling. The surprise made me shudder. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Murk asked right away. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head in perplexity. 
 
      
 
    “It’s asking permission to change the golem…” 
 
      
 
    Murk snorted, then rubbed his hands together in satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “Is this what think it is?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “We’re about to find out. It needs materials.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly?” Murk asked eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t know,” I responded pensively. “It’s like it was just born. And as a newborn, it knows nothing about our world. It’ll figure it out as it goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s haul over everything we got!” the albino smiled and went to hand out orders. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the spirit gradually got settled into its new dwelling place. It could already move the arms, walk and turn the golem’s head. When Murk came back, he found the golem gracefully swinging both swords in the air in intricate figure-eight patterns. 
 
      
 
    “Woah!” the albino exclaimed admiringly. “It’s getting the hang of it quick! I didn’t think golems could do that.” 
 
      
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders vaguely, continuing to watch my new “pet” closely. And what could I say? I’d never seen anything like this, either. On top of all that, the golem’s magic energy consumption was noticeably lower than before. Almost half. And the swords were spinning so fast the blades seemed to disappear into thin air. 
 
      
 
    Behind Murk’s back with their mouths agape stood several stock-still foxfolk. 
 
      
 
    “What did you bring?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The albino stepped aside in silence, letting the carriers through. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing much,” he said. “Metals, beast parts, crystal fragments… Where should we start?” 
 
      
 
    I looked through the pile of materials and answered: 
 
      
 
    “You know… How about we let it pick.” 
 
      
 
    Murk snorted. 
 
      
 
    “That works. I’m actually curious.” 
 
      
 
    I turned around. The golem stopped swinging the blades and stood with its head turned toward the stuff. The ghastly bronze mask where its face should have been, probably created by gnomes to scare their enemies, bore no expression. 
 
      
 
    I decided to address the spirit the same way I had done with Bad Seed and Lazybones. 
 
      
 
    “You asked to change the golem’s body. I give you my permission. You may take whatever materials you like.” 
 
      
 
    The spirit rolled waves of joyful emotions over me and sent the golem straight to the chest with shards of crystal. 
 
      
 
    Murk and I traded understanding looks and followed after the golem. 
 
      
 
    The bronze giant loomed over the chest appearing to think, staring with its empty eye sockets at the crystals glimmering in the rays of the sun. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, the golem came to and, tossing the sword down, picked up one of the mana crystals in its right hand. For the record, it caught me by surprise. I thought it would take the biggest one. But the spirit ended up choosing a somewhat smaller shard with a slightly elongated shape. 
 
      
 
    I looked closer. Hm… I guess it made the right choice. The color of that crystal is the most saturated. And the difference is visible only through magic vision. 
 
      
 
    The golem turned toward me and showed me the crystal. At first, I didn’t understand what it wanted, but then it hit me. It was asking permission. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and added mentally: 
 
      
 
    “Take it. As long as it won’t harm us, you can use it and the others too.” 
 
      
 
    The golem froze for a moment then, clearly having made a decision, clenched the crystals in its wide hand. At first nothing happened, then the fragment lit up and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    A mutual sigh of surprise rolled through the armory. 
 
      
 
    “It just…” Murk started, perplexed. 
 
      
 
    “Transformed the golem’s supply,” I finished his sentence. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the spirit kept absorbing the crystals it had been offered. Honestly, it was quite selective. It didn’t take them all one after the next. Only the ones with the most saturated colors. I’d have to remember that. 
 
      
 
    Once finished with the crystals, the golem turned its empty eye sockets toward the other items. Mandibles, fangs, shells and other monster body parts it ignored. Its attention was wrapped up in the pile of armor and weapons. 
 
      
 
    While watching the golem dig through the scrap metal, an idea sprang to mind. I took ten dark orbs from my backpack and turned them into sparks of the otherworld. 
 
      
 
    As soon as that happened, the golem shuddered and turned my way. Once finished digging in the scrap heap, it stood to full height and came up close to me. Based on the emotions the spirit rolled over me, if the golem’s mask could move, it would be smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Try this out,” I mentally suggested. 
 
      
 
    Gingerly pouring a few dozen sparks into the golem’s bronze hand, I watched it carefully cover the glowing pile with its other hand. 
 
      
 
    A quick flash and the sparks were gone. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the description of the golem’s characteristics and smiled in satisfaction. My heart started beating faster. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how’d it go?” Murk asked me in a near whisper, standing at my side all that time. 
 
      
 
    “It worked!” I announced. “Its figures are shooting upward!” 
 
      
 
    Murk smiled ravenously. 
 
      
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “That it can help us improve all the other golems?” 
 
      
 
    The albino nodded and gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder. After that, he turned to the other foxfolk and commanded: 
 
      
 
    “Bring the rest of the shards here, approximately the same amount! Also tell everyone that we need dark orbs! Lots of them!” 
 
      
 
    While Murk handed out orders, I ran another darkness purging and gave all the resulting sparks to the golem. This time the absorption took a bit longer. And the result was more modest, but that didn’t matter. What did matter was that the spirit had just raised the golem’s characteristics by a few levels. It did what we had been trying fruitlessly to do for several days. And who cares that the Great System is still ignoring it? The outcome is all that really matters. 
 
      
 
    The spirit took quite a long time absorbing the third batch of sparks. Out of sheer excitement, I prepared it a few hundred right away to keep it busy. 
 
      
 
    “We must send word to Newtown, the fortress, and Brown,” said Murk. “Have them bring all their orbs to us.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to respond, but a noise outside distracted us. 
 
      
 
    “They sure figured it out quick,” Murk muttered. 
 
      
 
    The door flew open and a heavily breathing foxman appeared in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Murk asked anxiously. 
 
      
 
    “The patrol is back from the valley!” he exhaled heavily. Meanwhile his expression made it clear something had happened to the trackers we sent out there. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the golem to deal with the pile of resources, we went to the gates where the scouts were waiting. 
 
      
 
    “A horde of necromorphs!” the tracker told us right away. I recognized this foxman. He had been in Chris’ squad but, not wanting to remain in the Stone Forest, had returned to Foreston. 
 
      
 
    The tracker and the other scout were covered head to toe in mud. He also reeked of death and blood. 
 
      
 
    “How much time do we have?” Murk asked quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Three days…” the second man rasped out after he finished greedily drinking water from a skin. “Even less…” 
 
      
 
    I felt a vile chill run down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the others?” Murk kept up the interrogation. 
 
      
 
    The scouts just turned their heads in silence. 
 
      
 
    “We got caught in an ambush,” the first said dismally. “The flying beasts appeared out of nowhere. We gave battle, but there were too many of them… The commander ordered us two to retreat and send you word…” 
 
      
 
    Murk brought his hand down on the man’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “You did exactly right…” 
 
      
 
    A heavy silence hung for a while. I could practically feel the growing tension in my skin. Behind me the city was getting ready for bed but, in less than an hour, this fearsome news would turn it into a batted beehive. 
 
      
 
    “How many are there?” Murk finally broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “A lot!” the second scout exclaimed with his eyes wide open. “Tens and maybe even hundreds of thousands! They’re like a black sea flooding the valley! But that’s not all! We saw huge flocks of flying creatures filling the whole sky like fearsome storm clouds!” 
 
      
 
    “You know me, Murk,” the first tracker rasped out. “We’ve been through a lot together… But I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
      
 
    He raised his head and looked Murk in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Foreston cannot hold out against such a powerful onslaught…” 
 
      
 
    The albino placed his hand on the tracker’s shoulder and, with a smirk, said: 
 
      
 
    “We will hold out, brother. Absolutely we will hold out. Who if not us? You just need to get some rest. You’ll see. Tomorrow it’ll be easier.” 
 
      
 
    The soldier lowered his head and breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    Murk looked at the foxfolk surrounding us and barked fearsomely: 
 
      
 
    “What’s the hold up?! Get these two to a healer! Now!” 
 
      
 
    Not far away, lacking the courage to walk up, the scouts’ families were shifting from foot to foot. Their necks were craned, and they were standing on tiptoes trying to see who had returned. Based on the shouts and loud weeping, many already realized what happened. Families had lost husbands, fathers, and sons. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my teeth angrily and watched the trackers get led away. Women and children stuck to them like glue. A barrage of questions came crashing down on the poor saps from all sides. Shouts, weeping, children crying ― it all blended together into an unbearable cacophony. 
 
      
 
    As luck would have it, Zoe Weber’s face appeared before my eyes. The woman was looking at me sadly as if asking whether I remembered what she said. 
 
      
 
    With a quick head shake, I chased off the intrusive vision. No! I cannot get discouraged! Not now! 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I felt someone touch my shoulder. With a shudder, I turned my head. Murk and I met eyes. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I took a look around. We were all alone. 
 
      
 
    “Like crap,” I winced and exhaled. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he nodded. “It’s always like this during war. There’s no getting used to it. The only thing you have to remember is that it isn’t your fault those warriors died. You aren’t the one that killed them.” 
 
      
 
    It was as if Murk could see straight through me. I understood he was trying to reassure me, but it wasn’t working very well. 
 
      
 
    I breathed in heavily as if coming up from a deep well and walked off toward the main treehouse. Murk followed behind. 
 
      
 
    After a brief silence, I said: 
 
      
 
    “Gallia’s plan is no longer going to work. She thought the main blow was going to be struck against Stenborg. But Egbert decided to attack from all directions at once. Smack us all down at once.” 
 
      
 
    “We must send word to the queen before it’s too late,” Murk said. 
 
      
 
    “And to Newtown as well,” I agreed and added: 
 
      
 
    “Have Brown bring all the golems here except the ones linked to the castle’s supply all along. And tell him to be ready to bring his whole fifty troops here at any moment. Every warrior counts now.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you afraid to leave the castle ungarrisoned?” 
 
      
 
    “Foreston is more important,” I threw out. “Same for the Newtown garrison.” 
 
      
 
    When we had all reached the door of the main treehouse, I stopped and glanced at Murk. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone not taking part in the battle must be sent to the other side of Narrow Lake without a moment’s delay. Pinebogey will take them in and offer them protection.” 
 
      
 
    “Many will prefer to stay,” Murk objected. 
 
      
 
    “That is their right,” I shrugged and stepped over the threshold. 
 
      
 
    “What about the golems?” 
 
      
 
    “Leave ten for the spirit to mess around with,” I said. “Link the rest to the supply and send them up on the walls.” 
 
      
 
    When we were all up on the top floor of the treehouse, I nodded toward the library. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get this all loaded onto carts down to the last scroll. Same for the treasure and laboratory.” 
 
      
 
    “You also think we won’t hold out?” Murk gave a sidelong smirk. 
 
      
 
    “If this army is being led by who I think it is, we’d better take precautions,” I replied seriously. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The trackers were right. The horde’s first advance parties appeared on the horizon three days later. Thanks to our scouts’ self-sacrifice, in that time, we were able to send every civilian to the opposite side of Narrow Lake along with our treasures, archive, library and laboratory. 
 
      
 
    Pinebogey was already expecting refugees and a few dozen dryads. I saw the warriors looking on calmly as their families disappeared among the trees. When you know your loved ones are safe, it’s easier to go into battle. 
 
      
 
    First, the flying necromorphs tested our defenses. A small flock tried to attack the city’s dome but were repulsed by the guard vines and archers crouching among the branches. That scuffle ended with almost fifty dead winged freaks and not a single wound on our side. 
 
      
 
    We realized the attack was just a small engagement compared to the upcoming battle. But it was our first victory. And victories, particularly without losses, can really raise a warrior’s spirits. 
 
      
 
    The second attack came at night. Twenty level-ninety wraiths. And there were a lot more beasts along with them. Our magic traps thinned the ranks of the undead herd quite a lot. 
 
      
 
    This time though, we did not escape totally unscathed. A few of the nimble and graceful creatures made it past all the traps then ran up to the ditch. At the wall, they managed to break through the vine barricade and start climbing up. And although only three of the monsters made it to the top, they managed to kill seven hunters and badly wound six more. 
 
      
 
    In that battle, the golems made an excellent showing, complemented by my new pets. Two bronze swordfighters cut one of the wraiths to smithereens in a matter of seconds. Honestly though, the creature managed to leave deep claw marks on one of the golem archers. 
 
      
 
    And those marks were what Murk and I were currently studying. 
 
      
 
    “These creatures are stronger than the ones that attacked Newtown,” I said when I’d seen enough. “This one was able to slash through the golem’s armor like paper.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even surprised,” Murk snorted. “Look how thin its armor is. The gnomes must have been trying to save on materials. Your keeper spirit’s swordfighters over there also took damage, but it’s just scratches.” 
 
      
 
    “They gave us junk to keep us from complaining,” Onyx tossed in her five copper. The foxmaidens were now trying their best to take part in every engagement. While the winged freaks attacked, the spotted one managed to take down six of them. 
 
      
 
    “Now, now,” I cooled her jets. “Don’t forget that these golems are from the bronze legion. The pride of the undermountain folk. The fact an archer had weak defense means only that they prioritized levelling other characteristics. Think about how the archers did against the flying creatures. I can see you remember. So there.” 
 
      
 
    They really had proven themselves effective on that day. The bronze archers shot down more beasts than anyone else. 
 
      
 
    A shout from a watchman up in the crown of the tallest sequoia made us whip our heads upward. 
 
      
 
    “They’re flying this way!” he shouted with all his might. “A lot of them! More than a thousand!” 
 
      
 
    We traded glances. 
 
      
 
    “Now the necromancer takes his first truly hard bite,” Murk said and added with a ravenous smile: “Lets tear out a few of his fangs to teach him not to bare his teeth at the wrong guys!” 
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    THE ARCHERS GREETED THE FLOCK of necromorphs as they flew in. Stuck through with arrows, the brutes’ wings flopped out to the sides, and they fell dead in the forest. The others, hissing angrily and squealing in fury, were still flying stubbornly ahead. I was getting the firm impression that someone was controlling the monsters. And that someone could clearly see everything perfectly. The stand-off against Udun had taught me a lot. The invisible puppet master had to be somewhere nearby. And flying. 
 
      
 
    Whipping my head skyward, I started peering into the gray clouds. Where are you? Where are you hiding? Probably camouflaged with some spell. Magic vision was no help. The creep must have been up too high, or the level of my spell was lower than that of his Invisibility. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile the necromorphs, despite the thick wall of flame, finally made it through to the wooden dome made up of thousands of tightly interwoven branches. 
 
      
 
    The creatures, paying no attention to their fearsome wounds, the arrows flying in from all sides, or the attacking predatory vines were throwing themselves madly at the dome. They tore at the hateful branches bitterly with their claws, flailing against them with their feet and ripping with their teeth. It looked like hundreds of giant flies caught in a wooden spiderweb and trying to destroy it. 
 
      
 
    Before my eyes flickered messages about victories, tablets and esses, which I had saved up a striking amount of over the past month. In silvers alone, I had several thousand. 
 
      
 
    The huge number of flying creatures stuck to the dome started making it dark in the city. The foxfolk, heads upturned, were looking on in puzzlement at the necromorphs’ suicidal attack. Many smiled condescendingly. The dome had clearly scored a crippling defeat. 
 
      
 
    The vines and archers made quick work of our foe. The city’s magic auras gave them power and confidence. It was all going splendidly. In Foreston, an attack like this was little more than a mosquito bite. But despite all that, my heart was about to jump out of my chest. It felt like I was standing on the top of a mountain looking down at little waves lapping against the stones at the base. But all the while, I was aware that the biggest wave had yet to come, and it would crest much higher than my mountain’s peak. 
 
      
 
    “The dome is taking it just fine,” Murk said. But I could hear notes of doubt in his voice. Looks like I’m not the only one. 
 
      
 
    “This flock is just the beginning,” I said. “Soon they will really start piling on.” 
 
      
 
    Murk nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The archers should try to shoot down as many of them as possible before they get to the dome.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a couple mages use ranged offensive spells to support the archers,” I said and added: “After the battle, we have to throw all the bodies down, otherwise the dome will collapse under the weight of the corpses before too long.” 
 
      
 
    Murk was about to go, but I stopped him: 
 
      
 
    “And another thing… I might be wrong, but I feel like someone is watching the attack from above… Like the necromancer that attacked Newtown.” 
 
      
 
    Murk shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I considered that, too.” 
 
      
 
    That’s good. It means it’s not just hollow paranoia brought on by fear. 
 
      
 
    “We have to warn the others.” 
 
      
 
    Murk nodded. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll keep their eyes peeled.” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the sound of the battle up above began slowly settling down. The branches had almost completely stopped cracking. The chorus of squealing creatures dwindled to lone outbursts, then gave way to predeath rasps and the muted flapping of broken wings. 
 
      
 
    “The time has come,” Murk said and hurried to give the orders. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, hundreds roared out an echoing cry over Foreston. The foxfolk were celebrating another victory. 
 
      
 
    For the next few minutes, I had to smile, pat the archers on the back, and give rousing speeches, but cats were scratching deep down all the while. 
 
      
 
    Reinforcements from Newtown arrived as well, further boosting morale. Whistle brought a hundred archers and a hundred lancers. Wheeze and his loot brigade came, too. Looks like they’ve expanded a bit. Five of the men and two of the women we had freed from slavery had joined up with Wheeze’s squad. 
 
      
 
    Vitor was there, too. I saw a stunned look in his eyes as he turned his head around. Yep… Foreston is a few levels more advanced than Newtown. There’s plenty worth getting surprised by over here. 
 
      
 
    “What did we miss?” Wheeze asked instead of greeting me. 
 
      
 
    I nodded toward the dome. 
 
      
 
    “There are a few hundred dead flying creatures up there right now. Hurry up before they get thrown down outside the city walls.” 
 
      
 
    Wheeze understood everything correctly and headed off to give orders to his underlings. 
 
      
 
    Whistle had just raised a hand to greet me from afar when Murk pulled him away. The hundred archers were sent straight up to prepare to deflect the next winged monster attack. 
 
      
 
    The calm lasted less than an hour. The sentries watching the valley returned. 
 
      
 
    “They’re on the move,” a black-eared scout said shortly. 
 
      
 
    “How many?” Murk asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hard to say,” the foxman shrugged. “A lot. Too many to count. Their levels aren’t too high, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Murk said. “Trap fodder…” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be using the same tactic as they did in the Stone Forest,” I said. “They want to disarm our traps, then drain our supply.” 
 
      
 
    “Think we should put a party together and make a foray?” the scout asked timidly. “Or hit them with a powerful spell before they get to the traps?” 
 
      
 
    We all looked at him, which made the black-eared foxman go quiet. 
 
      
 
    “No way,” Murk objected. “There are very many of them. It’s too risky. The party might get tied down in battle and not be able to make it back into the city. And right now, every blade counts.” 
 
      
 
    “And we should be saving our powerful spells,” I added. “Their cooldown is too long. It’ll be easier to repair some of the traps after the attack.” 
 
      
 
    “If they let us,” Murk said thoughtfully. “It occurs to me that whoever is in charge of this warband is not planning to give us a break between attacks.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Murk and I shuddered at the exact same time. It was the alarm system telling us the enemy had crossed the forest’s edge. After that, a virtual cornucopia of magic trap activation notifications rained down on us. 
 
      
 
    I should note that the trap masters had gone all out. The brutes were dying by the tens and hundreds. The first wave of necromorphs didn’t even manage to get past the outermost defensive ring. In the space of a few minutes, Foreston’s magic took down around two thousand monsters. 
 
      
 
    “Trap fodder,” Murk snorted scornfully. 
 
      
 
    But alas, this was only the beginning. The alarm network started going crazy. The army of necromorphs had started flowing our way nonstop. Before even ten minutes had gone by, the system sent back a dry message that the outermost defensive circle had ceased to exist. We had another four defensive zones left. With the intensity of the undead army’s onslaught, only Bug can say how long our defenses will hold. 
 
      
 
    As if having heard my thoughts, the malicious spirit immediately made himself known. 
 
      
 
    “More flying beasts incoming!” came a loud warning from a sentry stationed on the top of the very tallest sequoia. 
 
      
 
    Based on the notes of panic in his voice, this time there were many more winged necromorphs than before. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” said Murk, extending me a few leather bags. “It’s all the dark orbs we were able to gather. I hope your keeper spirit can make good use of them.” 
 
      
 
    After that, we exchanged handshakes and, wishing one another luck, headed out to our prearranged positions. I went up onto the wall and Murk was sent up to command the defense of the dome. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The beasts reached the city by sundown and threw themselves straight at the walls. The four defensive circles had thinned their ranks quite a lot. Only the strongest ones with the most endurance were still in fighting shape. For the most part, that was wraiths and giant spiders that spat out magic webs. There was one final defensive circle between us, the one with the most powerful traps, then the walls of Foreston. 
 
      
 
    When the creatures on the front lines started hitting the traps, the forest lit up for a moment with dozens of variously colored magic flashes. The walls of flame greedily swallowed up the monsters as they came racing forward. Bright purple lightning tore their bodies to shreds and toxic green muck slowed them down before engulfing them whole. Bright blue ice traps flickered here and there, transforming the necromorphs into crystalline statues that shattered as soon as the monsters behind ran into them. 
 
      
 
    There was a jumble of letters and numbers in front of me. The System was going crazy bombarding me with messages. The creatures meanwhile just kept jostling in like a never-ending river. Foreston looked like a huge mountain being assaulted by the black waves of a dead ocean. 
 
      
 
    The crazed onslaught was both scary and captivating. The large number of magic flashes made seemingly every little hair on my body stand on end. My heart was clanging out like an alarm bell under the armor, with stinging streams of mana calling back from all my fingers. It felt like I was all alone in the storm of elements. 
 
      
 
    The shouting troops brought me back. 
 
      
 
    “Breakthrough on the eastern section of the wall!” a sentry shouted, his voice tearing. 
 
      
 
    “Ten wraiths to the west!” a sonorous woman’s voice followed. 
 
      
 
    “Arrows!” a broad-shouldered foxman shouted. “We need arrows!” 
 
      
 
    “Take cover!” someone to the right came in a chorus. “Spiderweb!” 
 
      
 
    The stomping of hundreds of feet, the animal roars, squeals of pain, hissing of fire, clang of steel, cursing and cracking. It all blended together into one solid howl. The beasts had reached the walls. Just a bit more and they’d be inside the city. 
 
      
 
    Activating summoning amulets, I shouted out: 
 
      
 
    “Now!” 
 
      
 
    Coal as always got his bearings quicker than his sister. A fire wall crept slowly but surely forward, swallowing up everything in its path. A thunderstorm started a bit to the right ― Sparky’s most powerful spell. Gorgie was already up on the wall. His lithe body kept disappearing and reappearing somewhere else. His bone spike stabbed through the body of a wraith that managed to climb up the wall. I then in my turn activated avatar of chaos and, without stopping, cast ice arrows, lightning and rams at the creatures. 
 
      
 
    All doubts and fears evaporated. The world around me faded. All I could see now were monsters trying to climb over the wall. And I was sowing death in their ranks. It felt like I had become death itself. Roaring like a rabid beast, I was crushing the creatures with blades of fire. My pets responded with jubilant growling and hissing. Very soon a space was cleared around me. Suddenly, the enemies stopped coming. I stood still and, breathing heavily, looked around. We did it! We got the enemy down from our wall! 
 
      
 
    While looking around, I caught foxfolk staring at me dumbfounded. It was like they were seeing me for the first time. My encouraging smile didn’t help. Just scared them even more. It now must have looked more like a predatory grin. 
 
      
 
    Outside, it was like the gates of the abyss had opened. The no-man’s-land separating the forest from the city walls, once overgrown with lush grass and brightly colored flowers, had been transformed into a coal black hellscape. Huge chunks of dirt had been torn up, charred monster bodies, dirt and blood were everywhere ― the foxfolk would remember this day forever. If they survived… 
 
      
 
    The many voices howling from the forest told us our little breather would soon be over. 
 
      
 
    I jerked my head skyward. At least we’d have a minute to catch our breath. Up among the crowns of the trees, the battle for the dome hadn’t let up for even a second. The cursed necromancer was throwing everything he had at us. But Murk was holding out. I heard his crisp voice giving out orders to the archers. Somewhere next to him, Amber and Onyx were fighting as well. Their archer and aim skills made them more useful up there. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh of relief, I checked the city’s supply. Just over half the mana was left. The trap masters had already started repairing the energy channels. If they managed to reload even twenty percent of the traps, it would be amazing. 
 
      
 
    I walked around the whole wall on the walkways, activating forest’s blessing as I went. I helped carry down a few wounded and dead on stretchers. I checked up on the golems. 
 
      
 
    The bronze giants the spirit keeper transformed were putting up the best results. Ten of the regular golems had to be taken down off the wall. They had borne the brunt of the wraith’s first attack. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the heap of now useless metal, I realized the seven gnomish machines were most likely beyond repair. Although what do I know about golem making? 
 
      
 
    While walking past two lancers, I overheard their conversation in passing. 
 
      
 
    “They’re still fighting,” said the younger one, nodding up at the dome. I heard reproach in his voice. “While we cool off down her, our brethren are dying up top!” 
 
      
 
    “Shut your trap!” the older one snapped at him. “You’d better drink some water or a potion while we have a spare minute.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” the younger one tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “I said shut your trap!” the older one cut him off. “Can’t you hear what’s going on in the forest? The brutes are about to run roughshod. There’ll be hell to pay. So, drink some water and catch your breath. Our brethren up there will be fine without us.” 
 
      
 
    It was like he could see the future. The trees on the edge of the forest started swaying and falling one after the next. Big huge bodies started lumbering out of the forest. I gave a muted curse. Reborn acid worms! The very creatures whose attack I had avoided when I sealed the portal in the Stone Forest. 
 
      
 
    “Archers!” I shouted as loud as I could. “Fire when ready! Do not spare scrolls of fury! These creatures cannot be allowed near the walls!” 
 
      
 
    The troops on the wall began to stir. Headmen started repeating my commands. A few moments later, bows started thrumming dully and the first arrows went flying toward the forest’s edge. 
 
      
 
    The slowly slithering creatures did not appreciate our greeting. The hunter-magic-reinforced arrowheads penetrated the worms’ thick hides, leaving behind fearsome tear wounds. 
 
      
 
    A monster that had broken out ahead bore the brunt. Most of the shots hit that one in the face. Now it was one solid wound, oozing with blood and acid. The worm froze in place, clearly refusing to keep crawling. It kept turning its head from side to side as if looking for somewhere to run. 
 
      
 
    The thing that happened next, I definitely was not expecting to see. The worm, driven mad with pain and seemingly completely blind, heard one of its allies give a shriek to the right and either out of fear or anger suddenly sprayed it with a stream of acid. The result of the attack was striking. Based on the shouts of astonishment, I was not the only one who thought so. The acid stream practically sliced the worm’s body in two. The wraiths creeping in behind the giants got hit, too. Around twenty of them lost limbs, while a few had been burned to death by the bright green fluid. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the frenzied worm, smelling blood and hearing its victims’ shrieks, continued to take down its allies. I smiled ravenously. It could use some help. 
 
      
 
    When I donned the Jorogumo mask, I immediately saw a message that I could take control of up to two worms. I just gave the system my permission. 
 
      
 
    Breaking through the Will of the person controlling the creatures, I chose two monsters crawling in the very back. I even got an echo of their former master’s emotions. He had a lot of feelings blended together. Annoyance, anger and even genuine surprise. You’re no match for my Will, you bastard! 
 
      
 
    My temporary pets’ attack came as a surprise to the others. The acid burned holes straight through the bodies of the crawling worms. The wraiths, who were splitting off in various directions, now looked like a flock of sparrows caught in a rainstorm. Not many of them managed to escape. 
 
      
 
    “I see you’re having fun up here.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered in surprise and turned. Murk was standing to my right and smiling wearily. All covered in blood, dust and leaves. But happy. 
 
      
 
    “Did you push them back?” I smiled back. 
 
      
 
    The albino nodded in silence and looked back toward the bloodbath being wrought by my minions. The foxfolk quickly figured out what was what. They shouted in joy and ululated to cheer on “our” worms, sending out the odd arrow at particularly sporting wraiths. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, it was all over. The enemy attack fizzled out. The only ones left alive were my two worms. Not for long though. Wraiths all swarmed the giants’ bodies like ants. They crushed through their thick hides in a frenzy trying to get through to the traitors’ vital organs. 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t they fighting back?” Murk asked. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve used up all the acid they had,” I shrugged while taking off the mask. “Without it, they’re useless.” 
 
      
 
    Once finished with the worms, the wraiths, obeying their unseen puppet master, went back toward the forest. When the troops on the wall saw them running away, they erupted into a storm of emotion. The foxfolk howled triumphantly and hurled insults at the fleeing wraiths’ backs. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think he called them off?” Murk asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered back. “And I don’t like it. My heart is telling me we’re in for a lot of action tonight.” 
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    “THEY’RE RUNNING AWAY!” 
 
      
 
    “Why are they running?!” 
 
      
 
    Cries of incomprehension flew in from all directions. Although the foxfolk were happy, they didn’t understand why our foe was beating a hasty retreat. After all, according to our scouts’ reports, the horde was supposed to be very large. 
 
      
 
    “I have to see what’s going on,” I said to Murk as I got up on the parapet. 
 
      
 
    Strange as it may have been, the albino didn’t try to change my mind. He just nodded in silence, supporting my idea. 
 
      
 
    Before I started down, I said quietly: 
 
      
 
    “Start sending all wounded to Newtown.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” Murk asked, not raising his voice either. 
 
      
 
    “You already know the answer to that question,” I said. “We’re alone now. The gnomes aren’t coming.” 
 
      
 
    “But you saw that the Heart of the Forest was sharing mana with our supply,” my deputy tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid that is the only help we will get,” I objected. “Pinebogey has to conserve his strength right now. When Foreston falls, the showdown will move to Narrow Lake.” 
 
      
 
    “You meant to say ‘if,’“ the albino answered gloomily. 
 
      
 
    “No, my friend,” I shook my head. “I’m afraid that was just a small fraction of the overall horde. Think of it as an advance party. They were just testing our mettle. Soon they will strike full force. Our mission now is to do as much damage to the necromancer’s army as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “What about after that?” 
 
      
 
    “We retreat. We join forces with Pinebogey and defend the Forest. The enemy will get bogged down fighting in the forest. And that will keep some of the enemy forces tied down and give Gallia time.” 
 
      
 
    Murk breathed a heavy sigh and looked around. He looked at his home city with new eyes, now knowing he would have to abandon it to an enemy. It was hard for me, too, deep down. We’d accomplished so much. And yet, it was not enough. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, how much time do we have?” Murk asked. A second of weakness and he’s ready to attack again. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure we can hold out another two days,” I answered. “The supply is almost full. And if the craftsmen restore even half of the first circle traps, we will earn ourselves a little bit more time.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” he said. “I’ll start transferring the wounded now. I’ll see off the halflings and those too weak to fight, as well. They must go to Newtown before it’s too late. Our teams have no need for craftsmen now, either.” 
 
      
 
    The albino smirked and nodded at the wall. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. As we were speaking, the trap masters had already moved out onto the no-man’s-land very professionally trying to restore the damaged traps. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for me to go, too,” I said and went down with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie and the snakes started after me, but I shook my head in silence to let them know I was going alone. What I need now are stealth and silence. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful!” Murk shouted when I hopped down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Waving goodbye, I activated King Nidas’ Footstep of the Light. Now, if the description could be trusted, not a single dark beast would be able to detect me. Heh… I just have to hope those I’m planning to track have lower-level senses than my spell. 
 
      
 
    The forest greeted me with silence. Only sometimes far off ahead of me did I hear a muddled crackling and rustling. I was running in the tracks left by the wraiths, gracefully curving around and jumping over felled trees, roots poking up out of the ground and intertwined branches. Meanwhile, I never stopped turning my head from side to side for even a minute, studying the location with magic vision. 
 
      
 
    The forest had changed a great deal. Its energy system was gaping with huge black bare patches. Like giant tumors, they sapped the surrounding plants of all their lifeforce. I also noticed just in time that the dark blots were intertwined with barely visible energy lines. Whoever was commanding the undead army was smart and quick enough to weave an alarm network in such a short timeframe. This creep works quick! 
 
      
 
    I had no trouble making it to the forest’s edge. However, the farther I went, the denser the dark alarm system became. On the way, I managed to catch up to a few wounded wraiths. Based on their injuries, they were hurt in the acid worm attack. They walked with limps, clumsily dragging their appendages. At first, I kept my distance but I gradually started closing the gap. They had no clue I was there. In that way, the three of us made it to the forest’s edge almost side by side before dawn. 
 
      
 
    The wraiths kept going, but I decided to stop and take a look around. Plus, the alarm web had gotten denser. As an aside, this spell looked similar to the one used by the Dark Spirit. But it was several times more complicated. The spirit keeper of the dark portal was much less proficient. Compared to whoever had created this network, the spirit might as well have been a first grader. 
 
      
 
    The scouts were not lying. The valley was indeed teeming with dark beasts. They brought all kinds with them. Spiders, acid worms, wraiths, necromorphs looking like the ones I saw in the Labyrinth of Fright. There were also more basic risen corpses: orcs, halflings, trolls, goblins ― all the inhabitants of the valley that didn’t manage to escape the horde. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the huge pack of draks and poisonteeth came as a nasty surprise. Not far behind them, I saw familiar silhouettes of snakefolk and werewolves. Gallia’s spies were right. Nure-onna had joined forces with Darkness. She must have also been somewhere nearby. 
 
      
 
    The whole time I was watching the valley, wraiths, spiders and necromorphs kept coming out of the forest. Another worm even crawled out and slowly slithered into the valley. Something is pulling them back. I have to find out what, or rather who it is. 
 
      
 
    I could sense something strange happening up ahead. The intensity of the bitter flavor in my mouth was making my tongue numb. My body was also shivering hard, and I just couldn’t make it stop. An ancient and powerful sorcery was at work down in the valley. 
 
      
 
    I walked about four hundred paces and found myself on a small hill. The strange magic originated from a wide hollow at its foot. 
 
      
 
    The source was a huge semitransparent dark sphere approximately the size of a five-story mansion with a human silhouette vaguely visible in the middle. I took a closer look. The figure was wearing a dark robe and floating several yards above the ground. Long arms splayed to the sides. Wide sleeves made them look like wings. Head and face covered by a deep hood. 
 
      
 
    I think I know who I’m looking at. Alrak the Heartless. 
 
      
 
    There was a ball of magic pulsating in the necromancer’s chest that was as black as the Abyss itself. And that ball was the very center of the giant sphere. My heart aflutter, I looked on as it swallowed up the injured undead by the dozens like a humongous monster. Their bodies instantly disappeared into the dark substance, leaving their energy behind for consumption. They didn’t all disappear though. The necromorphs with less severe injuries reemerged from the sphere looking unharmed. Ready to hit the ground running once again. 
 
      
 
    Right above the sphere hundreds of flying necromorphs were spinning circles and forming a giant cyclone. The sight of it was both frightening and captivating. I had a hard time looking away from the sphere. Shaking my head and closing my eyes for a second, I took a few deep breaths in and out. Getting myself together and starting to breathe normally again, I opened my eyes again and looked around. 
 
      
 
    Next to the sphere, I spotted another three figures. They are clearly not undead. I don’t even need to guess. It’s obvious: the two giants overgrown with long gray fur that make trolls look like little goblins must be the two daeva of corruption ― the brothers Im and Om. They’re both armed with big, huge poleaxes. 
 
      
 
    Five steps away from the giants stood a beanpole-thin old woman. She was swaying from side to side as if in a trance. The black scraps of fabric sticking to her bony body made her look like a garden scarecrow. Her long gray hair was all matted. I couldn’t see her blue face or long claws, but I would dare to suggest she was none other than Black Annis. 
 
      
 
    I gulped with my parched throat, pushing down a lump. I was wrong! We didn’t have two days like I told Murk! As a matter of fact, as soon as this whole horde gets on the move, Foreston will have a matter of hours left! I have to hurry and warn the others! 
 
      
 
    I was about to run back when suddenly I felt a strong upwelling of power. The dark sphere got a firm grip on my gaze once again. A series of waves ran over its ghostly surface one after the next, expelling vile nauseating miasma. 
 
      
 
    I winced. I had a hard time not bringing up the contents of my stomach. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the sphere rocked and lurched forward. Gradually gaining speed, it slid gently right on top of me. The primordials watching the necromancer’s movements all howled out in unison and raised their hands into the air. The undead warband responded with a multitudinous roar and got moving. 
 
      
 
    It has begun! 
 
      
 
    I quickly turned around and dashed toward the forest. While jumping over a small gully, I heard a fleeting, familiar sound. With all the other noise behind me, the short clap seemed insignificant and not particularly out of place, but my intuition was practically wailing. 
 
      
 
    I pumped the brakes and took a long somersault to the right, not forgetting to activate armor of light as I did. And right where I had just been, I cast Stone Spikes. I didn’t even think that I was most likely wasting both the mana and spell for nothing. My intuition had never misled me before. 
 
      
 
    A loud shriek of pain sliced into my hearing. I turned while running and gave a predatory smile. A huge, winged beast the size of a wagon threaded itself full force onto the sharp stone spikes that erupted up from the ground. I don’t even want to imagine what might have happened if I hadn’t reacted quickly enough. 
 
      
 
    I stopped. The monster intrigued me. It was three times bigger than the largest necromorph. Despite its animal appearance, long fangs, claws and the two horns on its head, it was clearly intelligent. There was another thing, too as it turned out. It could somehow sense my presence and that was at the fact the monster was Dark. I even checked if my spell had run out. Nope. All good. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile the monster wasn’t even thinking about dying. Writhing itself off the spikes, it gave an enraged growl and cast a hateful look in my direction. It couldn’t see my eyes, but it knew perfectly well what direction to look. 
 
      
 
    With a quick glance at the attack notification, I shuddered. Now I see who you are. Crook. A beast from scary bedtime stories that kidnaps children. 
 
      
 
    Thinking it over briefly, I cast a few ice arrows at the beast followed up by an ice spear reinforced with chaos magic. To my deep disappointment, Crook swatted the attacks away like bothersome little flies. Lightning and Ram were also a complete waste. I couldn’t believe my eyes. The primordial was deflecting all my attacks with such ease and seemingly even playfulness. Meanwhile, he gradually managed to free his body from the stone prison and go on the counterattack. My Will had already deflected several attempts at mind control. 
 
      
 
    After finally realizing he would not be able to take me, Crook cast a ball of darkness my direction. It happened so fast I didn’t even have time to properly react. In the end, my defenses dipped by a few thousand points. And that was the highly lauded armor of light! 
 
      
 
    The spell’s description claimed damage from dark magic was reduced by thirty percent. But what is this?! So, light magic is weak against dark magic? And as if that wasn’t enough, the primordial was somehow able to see me, and also took a few dozen percent defense from my shield in one blow! And after all, I wasn’t even up against the most powerful of the Steel King’s servants. 
 
      
 
    I felt an unpleasant aching coldness in my chest. This isn’t magic. It’s all much simpler. I am the problem. Or rather, the levels of my spells. I am now up against a supreme primordial. I cannot even see his level, much less the descriptions of his characteristics. I am like some idiot newbie trying to attack an armor-bound guard with a training sword. There’s no disputing the fact that my training sword has been honed to perfection, but it isn’t enough to get through such an experienced enemy’s armor. 
 
      
 
    While the thoughts scrambled around in my head like rabbits cornered by a predator, my hands continued attacking. Handfuls of blots and mites went flying at him. Not particularly expecting a positive outcome, I was trying to remove all positive effects from the dark creature. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! The spell “Undoing” has been deflected! 
 
      
 
    And after that, as if mocking me, the system said all my spheres had met the same fate. 
 
      
 
    Crook finally freed himself. He gave a mocking roar and shot up into the sky. I saw how fast all his wounds healed over. A shroud of darkness covered his clawed hands. 
 
      
 
    Spreading his leathery wings wide, he soared high over the ground and laughed loudly. His rasping, croaking laughter made me wince. For the first time this year, the feeling of impotence that had been following me all my life came back. 
 
      
 
    But I was not afraid… I was outraged! 
 
      
 
    For an instant, I looked away from the flying cursed freak and looked ahead. The wave of necromorphs had already “swallowed up” the hill where I was standing just a minute earlier watching the huge sphere. The vile creation of a dark sorcerer was also quickly drawing near. And the other primordials were barely a step behind. The gang’s all here. I had yet to see Nure-onna, but that was no longer important. 
 
      
 
    I deactivated invisibility and looked up. for some reason, I wanted Crook to see my face. Or rather, my ominous smile. And he, for the record, did not much appreciate it. With a powerful flap of his gigantic wings, he tried to go up higher and the darkness around his hands thickened. 
 
      
 
    While the demon prepared for an attack, I started activating all my spells one after the next. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated the legendary spell Fracture! 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated the legendary spell Chaos Whirlwind! 
 
      
 
    — Warning! The element you are summoning knows no mercy! Either take care to provide acceptable defense or try to stay away from the epicenter of the storm. 
 
      
 
    — Warning! Spell damage radius: 165 feet. 
 
      
 
    While I activated the next spell, a giant whirlwind was growing at breakneck pace a few dozen yards away. A wave of dry air rolled over me. The wafting heat knocked the wind out of me, making all the hair on my head stand on end. I covered my mouth with the bend of my arm and kept watching the winged demon. Forgetting about his attack, he started trying fitfully to run away from the fledgling elemental and nearly succeeded. But unfortunately for him, the whirlwind suddenly split into ten wide twisters flickering with lilac lightning. 
 
      
 
    I smiled malevolently. Crook’s luck had run out. Like a dirty gray rag falling into a rock crusher, he disappeared into the interwoven fabric of lightning and taught airstreams. 
 
      
 
    The system kept telling me the monster was taking damage, but still Crook was taking his sweet time to die. 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” I hissed, “pushing” the whirlwind forward to meet the wave of necromorphs. “I’m just getting started!” 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated the legendary spell Ravisher of Darkness! 
 
      
 
    The Great Light swallowed up the dark army just as the Chaos Whirlwind reached the first few rows of necromorphs. I even had to close my eyes for a little bit. The bright light and sheer number of messages was making my head spin. 
 
      
 
    The beasts were dying by the hundreds. The roar of the elements, shrieks of pain, predeath rasps, deafening thunder blasts ― it all mixed together into one cacophonous churn. 
 
      
 
    Before a minute had passed, the jumble of letters and numbers before my eyes was on a sharp downswing. The solid din then also started falling apart into separate components. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and froze. The dark sphere containing the necromancer was growing rapidly, acquiring a giant defensive dome and eventually covering the army of necromorphs. I looked on thunderstruck as the lilac twisters and vaunted beam of light did no damage to the dome, lost power after making contact with its surface and collapsed into thousands of little glowing particles. 
 
      
 
    Memories of the assault on the king’s palace in Solenholm suddenly sprang to mind from the Labyrinth of Fright, when I was hiding safely behind a boulder. 
 
      
 
    After all, Alrak the Heartless and the other primordials were there, too. They were the ones who took down King Nidas and all his mages! I’m such a self-confident fool! What made me think I could stand up against power like that?! 
 
      
 
    I gulped loudly and took an unconfident step back. Tripping over a root and losing my balance, I awkwardly flailed my arms and plopped down on my butt. Exactly like I did once as a child after getting spooked by a group of troublemakers. 
 
      
 
    Strange as it may have been, the shameful fall brought me to my senses. Quickly springing to my feet and no longer paying any attention to the alarm threads, I ran toward Foreston and didn’t look back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When the city walls started peeking through between the trees, I noticed a few dozen figures puttering around outside. 
 
      
 
    I winced. It was the trap masters. I had already forgotten about them. 
 
      
 
    Jumping out onto the forest’s edge, I shouted with all my might: 
 
      
 
    “Everyone back inside the walls! The enemy is at the gates!” 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk all shuddered and raised their heads. They’re so slow! One of them, the quickest thinking, grabbed the horn hanging on a comrade’s belt, breathed in deeply and trumpeted out the command to assemble. 
 
      
 
    Troops on the walls started moving. Trap masters darted out of the woods. 
 
      
 
    “Pick it up!” I shouted. “Get a move on!” 
 
      
 
    I was met at the gates by Murk. I don’t know what he saw on my face, but he seemed to grasp the whole situation at once. 
 
      
 
    “How much time do we have?” he asked quickly. 
 
      
 
    “None!” I responded. “Sound the retreat! Get everyone back to the lake! Move fast, don’t waste time!” 
 
      
 
    After my command, a chorus of alarm horns sounded out over the city. 
 
      
 
    Murk wanted to leave a contingent of troops on the wall, but I stopped him. I had to tell him quickly what happened in the valley. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be useless,” I nodded at the swordfighters. “The necromancer is too powerful. We’d just be burying troops for nothing. Go!” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I went over to the stairs to get up on the wall. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” Murk asked with surprise. “What scheme have you cooked up now?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to hold them back as long as I can,” I responded on the move. “I still have a few spells up my sleeve.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” the albino tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” I cut him off and, adding firmness to my voice, said: “This is an order from your supreme magister!” 
 
      
 
    “Rick…” Murk made one final attempt. 
 
      
 
    “Go, my friend,” I begged him. “You have to save the others. And don’t you worry about me. I’ve gotten out of worse scrapes than this! Plus, I won’t be alone.” 
 
      
 
    After saying that, I nodded at my pets. 
 
      
 
    “We’re staying, too!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Onyx and Amber were standing with their shoulders splayed, staring at me point blank. Everything in their appearance was saying that no one would convince them to leave my side. 
 
      
 
    Adding a bit of Will, I barked: 
 
      
 
    “Come on, get out of here! Wait for me in the forest! That is an order!” 
 
      
 
    The foxmaidens both shuddered and stepped back. I had clearly overdone it with the Will. Oh well, it’s for the best. Good that they know this is no time to act fickle. 
 
      
 
    Murk gave a loud click of the tongue to draw attention, then nodded at the western gates. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” 
 
      
 
    The foxmaidens hissed furiously and, turning around despite themselves, headed off where he pointed. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, I was standing on the wall and staring into the darkness of the forest. 
 
      
 
    “The wounded are already in Newtown,” I heard Murk say. 
 
      
 
    “You’re still here?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Only to wish you luck!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    “We will leave you all the golems.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s practically impossible for them to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Without a supply, those hunks of metal won’t make it far,” Murk objected. “At least this way…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve gotta go, my friend,” I interrupted. “I’ll see you on the other side of the lake soon!” 
 
      
 
    The albino breathed a heavy sigh. He wanted to say something else but changed his mind. We exchanged handshakes. 
 
      
 
    “Promise me you’ll survive!” Murk shouted when he was on the ground. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to shout that I promised, but the horns of the sentries, who were still in place, announced the enemy’s arrival. 
 
      
 
    Abyss! They’re already here! I’m too late! 
 
      
 
    The sentries’ horns were followed by those of the headmen. The foxfolk ran hurriedly out of their home city. I saw their faces. They clearly didn’t like what they were doing. After all, they’d been doing nothing but taking down dark creatures all that time. And then suddenly, from out of nowhere, the supreme magister orders them to leave the walls of their home city. But I must give the hunters their due for discipline. No one argued with the command. Though it was in spite of themselves, the foxfolk obeyed. 
 
      
 
    I looked from side to side. Bronze giants were standing to my left and right along the parapet. Gorgie was crouching on the third floor of a support sequoia. The whipsnakes, their heads poking out ahead, were peering out over the walls curiously. Their huge split-tipped tongues kept sampling the air. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll hold out as long as we can,” I turned to my pets. “Then, we’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    Heh… This was after all just the beginning of the war, and we were already losing hopelessly. I just sat there trying to think of anyone who could defeat Alrak. The necromancer is just too powerful. It’s hard to admit, but I think even Gallia’s chances would be low against that monster. And after him, there’s still the Steel King to think about… 
 
      
 
    The frequent claps and shrieks in the sky signaled hundreds of flying necromorphs throwing themselves on Foreston’s defensive dome. There were no archers anymore ― the living city was left to face our foe alone. 
 
      
 
    I heard the first beasts give predeath cries as branches cracked. The guard vines had begun their final battle. 
 
      
 
    The forest opposite the wall seemed to have come to life. The tops of the trees were rocking from side to side. The smaller trees, unable to withstand the onslaught, loudly snapped and fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the first wraiths started filtering out onto the no-man’s-land. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” I shouted at Coal. He was about to activate his wave of fire. ”It’s too early! Wait for them to come closer!” 
 
      
 
    Hearing a noise behind me, I turned sharply. And at once, my teeth clenched, and I winced. I was premature in praising the foxfolk for their discipline. Approximately a hundred archers were taking shelter behind a barricade made of carts, boxes and beams, preparing to turn back the attack. Whistle was on command. 
 
      
 
    We met eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Great One!” the troop commander shouted. “But this was our decision!” 
 
      
 
    The warriors supported their commander with a unified roar. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. Fools! You’ll die before you can even fire ten arrows. I looked around at the city laid out before me. On the streets, dozens of small parties were scampering around, hurriedly constructing barricades like the ones Whistle’s troop was taking cover behind. Here and there, I saw the silhouettes of archers in the treehouses. Looks like they didn’t all leave the city. 
 
      
 
    I breathed a heavy sigh. Oh well, their choice. I don’t have the right to keep them from defending their own homes. 
 
      
 
    Upon closer inspection though, I didn’t see Murk. That’s good. At least not all the foxfolk will die. If there’s one nice thing about the living city’s demise, it will take a lot of beasts down with it. After the craftsmen’s hard work, the supply still had around forty percent of its mana left. Surprisingly, they were able to restore a respectable number of traps, too. 
 
      
 
    However, this time the necromorphs were in no rush to attack. The creatures froze stiff as soon as they reached the forest’s edge. I knew who they were waiting for. 
 
      
 
    The necromancer and his retinue appeared a few minutes later. The giant sphere, gliding through obstacles like a red-hot piece of iron through butter, slid toward the city, leaving a wide swath of barren land in its wake. 
 
      
 
    The dark ball in the necromancer’s chest was somewhat smaller. I really hope I had a hand in that. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the sphere squished the last few trees before emerging onto the no-man’s-land. 
 
      
 
    The first fire trap flickered and went straight out. The sphere swelled and started slowly expanding. The magic traps started going off one after the next. I saw the city’s supply rapidly dropping. At this rate, we’d lose all our energy soon enough. I was getting the impression the necromancer was sucking all the vital juices out of the city with his powerful spell. But that was only on first glance. Bit by bit, the ball of darkness in the sorcerer’s chest was shrinking. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to celebrate though ― Alrak went on the attack. 
 
      
 
    Dozens of giant ghostly tentacles reached out from the dark dome toward the gates and walls at breakneck pace. I didn’t even have time to blink an eye before the walls shook from a battering-ram blow of such force that a few of the golems fell to the ground with a loud clang. 
 
      
 
    Clinging to a thick vine I was using as a handhold, I craned my neck to look around. Through the thick cloud of dust, I could see that the front gates of the city had ceased to exist. The pillars were now lying on the grown, torn up roots and all. 
 
      
 
    Part of the wall was drooping and leaning to one side. Among the fragments of wood, chunks of dirt and stone, the bronze figures of the golems were floundering. 
 
      
 
    The foxfolk were still behind their flimsy barricades with their mouths open wide, staring at the gaping hole in the wall. For hundreds of years, these gates had kept them safe from external threats. And now their trusty defense was gone in the blink of an eye. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the necromorphs sped off toward the missing section with a loud triumphant roar. In a matter of seconds, a dark wave of hundreds of undead covered the no-man’s-land. 
 
      
 
    “Now you can go!” I shouted to Sparky and Coal. 
 
      
 
    A wave of fire covered the entrance to the city then moved out to meet the dark horde. From the left flank, Sparky’s thunderstorm came crashing down on the necromorphs as well. 
 
      
 
    The necromancer was seemingly not expecting so much pushback. Before his dark dome covered the rushing beasts, the whipsnakes’ spells thinned their ranks quite a lot. 
 
      
 
    But alas, Alrak’s magic won the day again. From the second the necromorphs got under the defensive sphere, the snakes’ spells no longer did any damage. For the first time ever, the dark wizard found me worthy of a glance. He must have just noticed me. 
 
      
 
    His mental attack against me came to naught. Then, the system told me the whipsnakes had also suffered an attack. Well, as long as I’m around, that’s not gonna fly! You can’t take control of the foxfolk either. Thankfully, I had spent up a whole bunch of mana to place the Arbiter mark on every hunter. Over my dead body, ugly! 
 
      
 
    As if able to hear my thoughts, the necromancer raised his right hand, barked something out and pointed at me. Three of the primordials, obeying his order, dashed forward. And Crook is theoretically still out there somewhere. I never got a notification about his demise. 
 
      
 
    Shrieking loudly with joy and a few dozen steps ahead of the hairy giants, Black Annis tore out in front. She sized me up with a hungry gaze of her lone eye, and on her blue, almost corpse-black face there danced a maleficent smile that looked more like an animal baring its teeth. 
 
      
 
    Bounding nimbly over ditches, piles of dirt and large rocks, the primordial reached the walls in a matter of moments. I greeted her by activating all my shields and brandishing my blades that burned with the flame of chaos while constantly barraging the brute with ice arrows. 
 
      
 
    My attacks only made the batty old woman sprightlier though. She quickly scaled the wall and somehow gracefully dodged my arrows as well as the guard vines. The vines she just batted away. Her clawed hands cut through their thick stems in one blow. 
 
      
 
    After leaping over the parapet, she froze opposite me for an instant. Then, with the grace of a prizefighter, she ducked under a hand and tried to land a blow on the first golem swordfighter. Once behind him, with a powerful right-leg kick, she knocked the bronze giant down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    She dealt with the second golem even more crudely. In one blow, she blasted its head off. It didn’t even manage to twitch. A few seconds later, the nimble old woman polished off another three of the gnomish wonder-machines, turning them into piles of scrap metal. And she did all that with my ice arrows raining down on her and nerfed by Ice Golem’s Breath. 
 
      
 
    By the time she finished off the bronze swordfighters, we were just a few steps apart. Despite the fact the old woman’s movements were slightly slowed, I realized it would be unwise to try and compete with her in speed. 
 
      
 
    With a broad smile, the brute revealed a row of sharp curved teeth and stepped forward as gracefully as a cat. 
 
      
 
    At that very moment, Gorgie appeared behind her and dealt his crowning blow. I had seen the harn poke through victims with his bone spike a few times but, alas, this time we were up against a totally different class of opponent. 
 
      
 
    Annis clearly had extremely high-level senses. How else could I explain the fact that she was able to dodge Gorgie’s bone spear even while slowed by a spell. 
 
      
 
    Instantly losing interest in me, the old woman ran at the harn. A broad swipe of her clawed hand plunged into empty space. Gorgie darted behind the old woman and dealt another blow. But the cursed primordial was again able to dodge. This time though, she managed to hit the cat on his scaled tail. 
 
      
 
    Crimson blood sprayed the walkway. Gorgie gave a loud bellow of pain. I went mad with rage and brought lightning, ram and ten ice arrows crashing down on the flighty brute. 
 
      
 
    The first two spells missed, but a few of the arrows hit their mark. They didn’t do any damage to Annis, though. Her ghostly shield gave a few flickers and absorbed everything. 
 
      
 
    Just then, I felt a powerful shock beneath my feet followed by another and another. The giants had reached the walls and were hammering them full force with their poleaxes. Every blow came with a brief upwelling of magic. The freaks must not be using regular weapons. 
 
      
 
    After a fifth blow, the wall beneath me gave out and blew apart into dozens of sharp fragments with a loud crack. 
 
      
 
    Reacting just in the nick of time, I pushed off from the walkway and leapt away from the destruction at a slight angle. 
 
      
 
    The landing was not exactly pleasant, but my shield absorbed all the damage. 
 
      
 
    Annis, to my dismay, followed in my footsteps. And a few moments later, she was joined by both daeva walking through the gap in the wall. 
 
      
 
    A squall of fire balls and ball lightning immediately came crashing down on the giants. The whipsnakes had been afraid to hurt Gorgie and me all that time, but now they let loose on the daeva. 
 
      
 
    From the windows of the treehouses, foxfolk and golems rained down fury-scroll-reinforced arrows onto the heads of the primordials. At a certain point, I even started to think the three of them were faltering in face of our stiff resistance, but I was wrong. The creeps were just waiting for backup. 
 
      
 
    With a deafening crack, the remainder of the wall was crushed by the necromancer’s dark sphere and came crashing to the ground. Before the resulting dust cloud blocked my view, I saw necromorphs flooding into the city through the wide breech. 
 
      
 
    The horrible thundering sound left me deaf for a few seconds. After activating magic vision, I could see all my enemies and pets perfectly well. 
 
      
 
    Sparky and Coal were grappling with the daeva with support from the golem swordfighters while Gorgie kept up his war dance with Annis. The old woman’s energy structure meanwhile had doubled in size. Either she had activated another shield, or my eyes were playing tricks on me. 
 
      
 
    The harn and primordial now looked like two lightning-fast balls weaving themselves into one another. Based on the worrying messages the system kept sending me, my pets were losing their fights. 
 
      
 
    Coal was getting it particularly bad. After smashing the golems to dust like porcelain figurines, utterly ignoring Sparky’s attacks, the daeva were methodically pulping the body of the anthracite whipsnake with their dreadful poleaxes. 
 
      
 
    While dodging the clumsy necromorphs’ attacks, I recalled first Coal then the others. Or rather, I tried to recall them. It felt like the System was mocking me when it said an unknown magic was blocking the summoning amulets. 
 
      
 
    “Abyss!” I howled in despair. 
 
      
 
    The daeva had already broken through Coal’s defenses and gotten to his life supply. The snake looked to be losing consciousness. Gorgie was still holding out, but it clearly would not be for long. Meanwhile Sparky was trying to no avail to break through the giants’ defenses, but her lightning couldn’t do enough damage. 
 
      
 
    The feeling of impotence and despair swamped me from head to toe. I ran over to help Coal but, at the same time, realized I had nothing strong enough to stand up to the supreme primordials. Our forces are just too mismatched. 
 
      
 
    Beyond Incineration and Oblivion, I had one powerful spell left ― Decay of the Abyss from the Darkness school. But the last time I used a dark spell, my reputation with the order of hunters dropped to zero and I was practically declared a Renegade. 
 
      
 
    To the Abyss with it! Call me a bald Bug if you like! 
 
      
 
    Taking out a handful of orbs of darkness as I ran, I activated the spell. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Would you like to power up the spell Glitterspark Eel’s Chain Lightning? 
 
      
 
    ― Considering the level of your spell, the maximum number of Orbs of Darkness you may use is: 12. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! Using the maximum possible number of dark elements will cause a significant reduction in your reputation with the Order of Monster Hunters! 
 
      
 
    Waving off the warning and selecting all three primordials, I gave the system my permission. An instant later, twenty coal black shoots tore out of my hand. The rapacious tentacles lashed out suddenly at the beasts. I didn’t break through their defenses, but I did accomplish my main goal. All three, clearly not having expected such an attack from a Hunter, got distracted from beating my pets to death. They clearly did not appreciate my new magic. 
 
      
 
    And I took advantage of that brief lull. 
 
      
 
    “Run! Sparky, carry your brother away!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to tell them twice. 
 
      
 
    Gorgie gave a resentful bark and dashed toward the whipsnakes. Sparky meanwhile, grabbing his brother’s neck in her teeth and covering herself with a lightning shield, dragged him nimbly through the ranks of necromorphs toward the western gates. 
 
      
 
    While preparing to deflect an attack by the primordials, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sparky’s shield sending the undead flying away as if they were made of paper. Despite the wound, Gorgie was dashing from side to side, knocking down particularly persistent wraiths trying to nimbly latch onto Coal’s body. 
 
      
 
    I have to cover their escape. 
 
      
 
    Another handful of orbs and my body was enshrouded in a semitransparent film of darkness. A taut spectral bow appeared in my left hand in the blink of an eye just like in the battle with the Blackblood Patriarch. Waves of darkness went running down the taut limbs of the magic weapon. The arrow that appeared in my right hand looked like a long spindle pulsating with dark energy. 
 
      
 
    ― You have activated the enhanced spell Dark Arrow! 
 
      
 
    ― You have activated the physical skill Arrow of Wrath! 
 
      
 
    ― You have attacked Black Annis (level hidden)! 
 
      
 
    ― Critical hit. You have dealt 38,380 damage! 
 
      
 
    ― Damage absorbed by magic shield! 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast, brute!” I barked. “That was just the beginning!” 
 
      
 
    The old woman was clearly in no mood for jokes. For the first time thus far, I saw unconcealed animal fear in her eyes. While sending dark arrows one after the next at the nimble primordial, I smiled happily. I didn’t care one bit about the barrage of system notifications saying I was losing reputation points with the order. Now I was simply taking revenge for the fear and feelings of impotence these bastards had made me feel yet again. 
 
      
 
    Annis, shrieking in horror, jumped from side to side dodging my attacks but all the while, for some reason, she couldn’t find the courage to come any closer. I must have scared her very badly. And it finally occurred to me how we could defeat the darksiders… 
 
      
 
    But I wasn’t able to think it through. A powerful blow knocked me off my feet. I skipped a few yards across the ground like a flat stone thrown by a skilled hand over smooth water. My shields took a good dip every time my back made contact with the cobblestones. 
 
      
 
    My flight ended at the steps of a young treehouse. Hissing and wincing in pain, I raised my head. What’s doing that to me? Ah, I see… I got too distracted shooting the old woman and didn’t see one of the daeva throw his poleaxe at me. 
 
      
 
    My armor of light turned to vapor. But the shield of chaos still had eighty percent left. I get the sense it won’t last long against enemies like this though. Just in case, I summoned the ghostly Ysh and activated Muckwalker’s Defensive Aura. A drop in the ocean, but at least it’s a hair more defense. 
 
      
 
    While the primordials came racing toward me, I had time to take a quick look around. Whistle and his archers were gone, along with the barricades they were sheltering behind. The solid wave of necromorphs had wiped away the city’s flimsy defenders as I thought it would. I heard shrieks, roars and shouts of pain from every direction. The undead were getting to the still living foxfolk. I saw a few of the treehouses collapse under the necromancer’s magic. Leaves and branches came careening down from the sky mixed with dust and pieces of wood oozing out a sticky green liquid. The flying creatures made it through our defensive dome after all. 
 
      
 
    I checked Foreston’s supply. Less than ten percent. I looked at the map. Not a single living foxman or maiden remained in a two-hundred-yard radius. The harn and snakes, if the map was to be trusted, were now at the western gates. So, they made it! I smiled. Great job! 
 
      
 
    But I was seemingly trapped. They had me surrounded. There were several dozen wraiths and spiders behind me. Annis was sneaking up cautiously from the right. And to the left were the daeva brothers. Meanwhile, hovering over the earth right in front of me, Alrak the Heartless was hovering my direction. 
 
      
 
    I had been encircled like a wild animal. 
 
      
 
    I spat out a sticky wad of saliva and got up off the ground. I took out another handful of orbs, around a hundred. 
 
      
 
    “Just a bit closer, you brutes!” I rasped out, looking straight at the necromancer. 
 
      
 
    When there were just eighteen paces between us, I gave a sidelong smile and activated the spell. 
 
      
 
    ― Attention! You have activated the legendary spell Decay of the Abyss! 
 
      
 
    — Warning! The element you are summoning knows no mercy! Either take care to provide acceptable defense or try to stay away from the epicenter of the storm. 
 
      
 
    — Warning! Spell damage radius: 260 feet. 
 
      
 
    Waving off the messages about again losing reputation with the order of hunters, I watched with heart aflutter as a dense dark cloud of Decay of the Abyss started forming around me. Like a huge living organism smelling prey, it started sprawling out, swallowing up the bodies of the necromorphs. 
 
      
 
    I saw Annis and the daeva brothers fade into the darkness. The Great System sent me a few nice messages saying I had dealt damage to them. 
 
      
 
    But the necromancer was a total bust. The dark cloud tried to break through the walls of his sphere, but it just wasn’t working. Furthermore, the dome started to swallow up the dark fog with glee. The ball in Alrak’s chest started slowly growing larger. 
 
      
 
    Growling in frustration, I raised my ghostly bow and, feeding darkness to the ice arrow, pulled back the bowstring. But alas, that was the last thing I managed to do. The giant dark growths shooting out of the sphere hit my shield and, a second later, darkness came over me. 
 
      
 
    I woke up to a horrible pain. My insides were burning as if a huge ball of fire was sitting in my stomach. I wasn’t able to move. I just gave a slight twitch, and another all-consuming wave of pain went shooting through my body. It felt like every bone and joint in my body had been crushed. A haze of blood before my eyes. A coppery, salty flavor in my mouth. 
 
      
 
    Where am I? Hm… Based on the wooden ceilings peeking through the red haze, I must be lying in one of the treehouses… 
 
      
 
    Balling up my willpower into a fist, I took a slow, shallow breath in through my teeth and started looking myself over. 
 
      
 
    All my magical defenses are gone. My mana supply is practically empty, much like my other supplies. Looks like I’m only alive thanks to Magister Pyrus’ signet. And this is the second time that artifact has saved my life. 
 
      
 
    Many strange messages had been looming before my eyes all that time. One of them said I had used too much dark energy, had been declared a Renegade and every monster hunter had received a mission to kill me. 
 
      
 
    I’m reminded that the last time I was given twenty-four hours to rectify the situation. So, had I been lying unconscious for more than a whole day? 
 
      
 
    In the next line, the Great System told me that, in a strange turn of events, the True Armor of the Founder had ceased to exist. Thanks to my high Will score, it had been transformed into the Armor of the Dark Hunter. And of course the higher powers played a part… 
 
      
 
    I took a quick look at my will score and breathed a sigh of relief. I did not want to die a slave to some Dark creature. I am still breathing free air… 
 
      
 
    An unwitting breath caused a new flash of pain. 
 
      
 
    I toughed it out and again opened the notification list. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, becoming a renegade had caused all my friendship amulets to be destroyed. The Great System was giving me a clear indication that I was no longer a grand magister, or even a monster hunter at all. If the messages are to be trusted, all my friends have turned their backs on me. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes. Abyss! The thing bothering me most of all was that all my efforts were in vain. All the primordials were still alive. Not a single death message. The only reassurance was the fact that Gorgie and the whipsnakes had managed to escape. Speaking of that, despite my new status, the System had not taken my summoning amulets. 
 
      
 
    I was distracted from reading by loud voices coming from somewhere off to the right. A moment later, I realized they were slowly coming over. 
 
      
 
    I focused my eyes with all my might on that direction. 
 
      
 
    I recognized the dark figure of the necromancer right away. Another two people were walking next to him. Their voices seemed familiar. 
 
      
 
    Ah, of course! His Majesty the Steel King in the flesh along with his trusty cur Magister Sato! 
 
      
 
    I perked up my ears, hanging on their every word. 
 
      
 
    “Alrak, you did a pretty good job,” Egbert delighted. “I saw reports saying the kid was able to dig in pretty well here given the short timeframe. Even Sato wasn’t brave enough to tangle with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty…” the magister burbled out in embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you will correct that error.” the king added a metallic edge to his voice. 
 
      
 
    “You can count on me, your Majesty!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about that,” the king snorted and added: “Bring the prisoners here. I need my crown as quickly as possible!” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered and gave another wince of pain. Who is he talking about? 
 
      
 
    When Sato scurried off to carry out the order, I heard the king’s voice: 
 
      
 
    “What need do you have for the boy?” 
 
      
 
    “He is mine!” the necromancer rasped back. “You gave your word!” 
 
      
 
    “And I intend to keep it!” Egbert chuckled. “But still.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really not want another almighty lich at your service?” Alrak answered with a question. 
 
      
 
    That knocked the wind out of me. It was much worse than I thought! So that’s what the brute was planning! 
 
      
 
    The king snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the subject of your experiment doesn’t much like that idea!” 
 
      
 
    There was no longer any sense in hiding. I gathered up all my strength and, overpowering the pain, turned my head. Seemingly, my regeneration was slowly doing its thing. The only reply I could get out was to pitifully spit blood on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Cocky!” Egbert chuckled and, bending down over me, added pensively: “He probably has lots of interesting stuff in his pockets…” 
 
      
 
    “He is my trophy!” the necromancer rasped out again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes,” the king waved it off. “I remember. Don’t you worry. The Ironskins always keep their word!” 
 
      
 
    The sound of footsteps made them turn around. 
 
      
 
    “Sato!” Egbert said in a dismayed voice. “What took you so long?! I didn’t ask you to fetch death itself!” 
 
      
 
    Despite the king’s petulant tone, I detected an unmistakable mocking edge to the last phrase. Was that a reference to Alrak? 
 
      
 
    “Mister Weber!” Egbert exclaimed with apparently cordiality. “How glad I am that you finally deigned to drop by this world! You must be tired after so long wandering through other worlds! You simply must tell me about your adventures. But first, business!” 
 
      
 
    Weber… Weber… Something was bubbling up in my memory. That’s right! Zoe and Kayla Weber! Was this really their father, the man who taught my brother?! But why is he here? 
 
      
 
    As if reading my thoughts, the king said mockingly: 
 
      
 
    “Mister Weber, you’re losing your touch! Hehe, you fell into our trap like a beardless lad!” 
 
      
 
    I tried to catch a glimpse of the renowned Wanderer, but nothing was working. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Egbert cut himself off. “Now is not the time for that… Tell me what I need to do to reach Gunnar’s tomb.” 
 
      
 
    “Only those that bear ancient blood who have attained the rank of magister in the Order of Monster Hunters and possess an amulet of the wanderer may pass through the portal.” 
 
      
 
    The Wanderer’s voice was colorless and monotone. Even a fool could tell Weber was under mind control. 
 
      
 
    “In other words, if you become a magister of the order of hunters, you would be allowed access?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Weber’s dry emotionless voice came again. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” the king exclaimed. “We just so happen to have a couple magisters here!” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to howl and roar. Through the blood haze, I saw two silhouettes standing obediently opposite Egbert. I couldn’t quite make out which of the foxfolk they had taken prisoner. Without my Arbiter markers, it no longer mattered. I know what’s coming. Without me, now any magister can hand out ranks in the order… 
 
      
 
    I tried to move but just couldn’t… All I managed to do was bring about another attack of pain, which plunged me back into darkness’ warm embrace… 
 
      
 
    I was pulled back from oblivion a second time by the loud roar of several throats. I peeled back my crusty eyelids and couldn’t tell what I was seeing at first. There was something unimaginable going on around me. At first, I thought it was a nightmare, but the unbearable pain in my whole body convinced me otherwise. 
 
      
 
    The king, necromancer and others were no longer nearby. But I was not alone, either. There was a battle raging around me. A huge spider-like beast was darting from side to side and crushing high-level necromorphs with its razor-sharp appendages. The floor was covered in blood, entrails and disembodied undead limbs. The stench of rotten flesh struck my nose. 
 
      
 
    The fight didn’t last long. The spider won. It spent a little while standing still as if scanning for new enemies. But there weren’t any, so the peculiar beast quickly clacked its legs and hurried my way. 
 
      
 
    Here it is. The end of me. I swallowed a lump in my throat. 
 
      
 
    Father… Mother… I’m coming to see you. 
 
      
 
    Closing my eyes, I got ready to die. But at the last moment, I felt my body being picked up gently and flying forward. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes. No, I was not flying. The strange spider, holding me tenderly in its front limbs, was carrying me outside. So, it would rather eat me up later in its lair. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” 
 
      
 
    The surprise made me shudder. Then it hit me ― this creature was not planning to eat me. The peculiar spider was the keeper spirit, which I had forgotten about entirely in the heat of battle! So, all this time, it had been in the armory plodding away transforming this golem… 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the cloudy sky through the tree branches flitting by quickly in front of it and gave a stupid smile. I don’t know where the keeper spirit is taking me, but it doesn’t matter. What matters now is that I’m alive! The mysterious Higher Powers had for some reason decided to give me another chance… 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, I now knew what needed to be done. Still smiling, I closed my eyes and squeezed a temporary growth sphere in my fist. 
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