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 Chapter 1 
   
   

“TEMPTING INVITATION, but I’m gonna pass”. 
   
 My response made the troll frown. “You must not have heard when I said you cannot simply leave.” 
   
 “Look, I don’t doubt that this is a nice place, but I still just have to go,” I said, staring pointedly at the gloomy stone parapet and cracked floor of the observation deck. 
   
 The Gatekeeper rolled his eyes back with a heavy sigh. “Not gonna happen.” 
   
 “I thought we had no quarrel.” 
   
 “That’s right,” the troll nodded. “And that’s the reason you’re still alive. Other contenders… ones like you, didn’t get so lucky.” 
   
 “Ones like me?” the Gatekeeper’s caveat caught my attention. 
   
 The troll winced. He must have said more than he intended. But nevertheless he responded, nodding at the floor beneath my feet: 
   
 “When someone kills an agent of chaos, then activates the manuscript, they come through this here portal. And I greet them.” 
   
 I took another look at the stone slabs underfoot. Here and there, I could make out faded writing on the time-weathered stone. It finally hit me. This whole viewing platform is itself the portal. But then why isn’t it reacting to me? 
   
 “Figure it out?” the Gatekeeper snarled. 
   
 “Are you blocking the portal?” I asked, dumbfounded. 
   
 The troll snorted. 
   
 “Not me.” 
   
 “Then who? Actually, just a sec… It’s the Great System!” 
   
 “Well then, took you long enough.” 
   
 “Are you trying to say that when I agreed to take part in this test of yours, I made it so I can’t leave?” Then, not waiting for the obvious answer, I asked another question: “Is there any way to remedy this?” 
   
 “Yes,” the troll nodded. “But why?” 
   
 “I’m in a hurry.” 
   
 The big guy snorted, puzzled. 
   
 “That’s odd. Lots of people would give half their life for the chance to come here and get stronger. But you just keep trying to run away. I don’t get it.” 
   
 “I’m in a hurry,” I repeated insistently, though the phrase “get stronger” did pique my interest. 
   
 The troll shrugged his shoulders lethargically. As if to say it was not his problem. And turned sideways and motioned at the door. 
   
 “You said there’s a way to remedy this,” I continued to insist. 
   
 Seeing that I was not going to budge, the Gatekeeper breathed a heavy sigh. Knowing how trolls could be, he must have been struggling to keep himself together. Just how long can my amulet keep this big brute’s fury at bay? 
   
 Having partially overcome his irritation, the Gatekeeper ran his wide hand over his eyes just like a person and said slowly: 
   
 “There are ways. For example, the magister of our faction can expel contenders for dereliction. To be frank, if I were magister, I’d do just that.” 
   
 Seemingly, my unwillingness to partake in the mysteries of chaos was frustrating him more than my stubbornness. 
   
 “In any case, you’ll come to know everything soon enough. The magister always has a personal conversation with every new contender. Let’s go.” 
   
 After he said that, the troll turned and headed toward a dark passageway. He took a few steps inside, turned his head a bit and said gloomily: 
   
 “There’s something I think you should know. You are the first newcomer to step through these doors in the last two hundred years.” 
   
 My indignance and anger retreated. But before apathy fully paralyzed my ability to reason, my brain started feverishly analyzing my circumstances. 
   
 My eyes bored into the troll’s broad back as he receded. No level, no figures. Just one laconic word hovering above his head: Gatekeeper. Just what is this troll capable of? In the two hundred years he’d been standing watch, his mettle had probably been tested a fair number of times. That combined with the fact that manuscripts are probably only given out for killing relatively high-level forces of chaos adds up to a pretty stark conclusion. This troll could probably easily go toe to toe with the Primordials. Thank the gods we didn’t have to fight. 
   
 With a heavy sigh, I followed after the Gatekeeper. If I had to meet the magister before I could leave, oh well ― so be it. 
   

* * *

   
 We came down a stone staircase and walked down a few darkened corridors, then stopped in front of a wide door. 
   
 “You’ll have to wait here for a bit,” the troll told me, opening the door and inviting me into a fairly spacious room. “I must inform the magister of your arrival.” 
   
 In no hurry to cross the threshold, I took a quick look around. Stone walls, a wide cot, a hefty crudely constructed stool and a table. The somber overall picture was completed by a narrow window fitted with a grate. Through it, I could see lightning flickering from the storm that had just reached the citadel. 
   
 “Looks a lot like a prison cell,” I said with skepticism. 
   
 The Gatekeeper scrutinized the room’s interior and shrugged his shoulders vaguely. 
   
 “Never thought about it like that,” he muttered in embarrassment. 
   
 The troll’s reaction caught me off guard. It was as if I had offended him. Then it suddenly hit me. 
   
 “One second,” I started, furrowing my brow. “Do you live here?” 
   
 The troll nodded and said: 
   
 “You are a friend to trollkind. I must be hospitable.” 
   
 I felt my face flare red. How awkward. 
   
 “I didn’t…” 
   
 “It’s fine,” the Gatekeeper interrupted me. “I haven’t had guests in ages. Go in. Make yourself at home. There’s nothing to be afraid of in there. You have my word.” 
   
 Now in the room, I took a few steps in and turned. 
   
 Before closing the door after himself, the troll quietly added: 
   
 “You’re right though ― this place really is like a prison. I used to think so, too.” 
   
 I didn’t know how to react. Did that mean the troll had been brought here against his will or was it just a figure of speech? I didn’t really care. What matters is leaving this place as quickly as possible, though not without first determining my precise location. After all, I still don’t know what part of my world I’m in. As soon as I got myself back together, squirreling away all the sorrow in the deepest reaches of my subconscious, my brain started tossing out questions I should have considered earlier. 
   
 The first thing I did after clambering up onto the bulky stool was summon the harn. I greeted Gorgie’s arrival with a sigh of relief. My friend sensed my mood and, trying to cheer me up, poked his flat forehead into my shoulder and licked my cheek with his hot tongue. 
   
 “I’ll never see her again,” I whispered, squeezing Mink’s little doll in my hands, horrified at the words. 
   
 “Hrn…” 
   
 “You’re right, bro. This is not the time to wallow. Let’s make good use of this little breather. Something is telling me that we won’t get another chance like this anytime soon.” 
   
 I wanted to start tallying up my loot, but Gorgie unexpectedly gave a warning growl and, a second later, the door began to open. The Gatekeeper was back. 
   
 He’s quick. Somehow too quick. 
   
 All I had time to do before the door opened was recall Gorgie. I was not planning on showing off my pet just yet. But when I saw who was standing in the doorway, I instantly regretted not having him at my side. 
   
 The Lady of the Anomaly! Jorogumo! The Black Widow in the flesh. She was standing in the doorframe and smiling pensively, revealing a pearly white set of fangs. 
   
 I was about to activate my shields, but the troll chimed in from behind the Black Widow and stopped me. 
   
 “This is our magister,” he droned. “And this is the new contender. He…” 
   
 “Murdered my sister,” the woman finished his sentence and stepped through the door. 
   
 I tried to gulp, but my throat was too raspy. 
   
 A moment later, the troll’s hefty figure appeared in the doorway. His entire appearance indicated profound discomfort. Very soon I realized why. 
   
 “And you found him worthy?” the magister asked with a mocking edge, boring into me with her gaze the entire time. 
   
 “Yes, magister!” the Gatekeeper answered firmly. Meanwhile, he straightened up and splayed his shoulders. 
   
 “Curious,” the magister snorted. 
   
 I couldn’t say for certain what exactly she found curious – the troll’s response, or the fact she was not able to probe me with her mental magic. The system had faithfully reported that she had already attempted to use various spells on me three times. 
   
 “Well then, what do you have to say for yourself?” she finally turned to me. 
   
 The magister’s failures encouraged me. My Will had pulled it off. How could you not be encouraged by that? 
   
 “I’d like to leave this place,” I answered as calmly and politely as I could. “And I already know that I shouldn’t have activated the manuscript, but the way it all worked out I didn’t have much of a choice…” 
   
 Not letting me finish, the magister cut me off. 
   
 “He’s actually pretty tough, eh?” she asked the troll, continuing to bore into me with her eyes. And then she shot out: “So tell me, how were you able to take down my sister?” 
   
 “Me? I didn’t,” I answered curtly. I didn’t much like the way she was talking to me. 
   
 “And yet she is no more,” the magister frowned. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “The Heart of the Forest tore her to shreds before my very eyes.” 
   
 When the magister heard mention of the Heart of the Forest, she gave a slight shudder, but immediately got herself in hand. I though was pleased by the effect my words were having. I was also amazed at myself deep down. Here I am standing two steps away from someone who’s sister I had a hand in killing, and I’m acting flagrant. Anyone else would be cowering under the stool in terror by this point, but I’m not particularly bothered. Where am I getting all this reckless abandon? Is it perhaps because I don’t feel threatened by either the magister or her Gatekeeper? In fact, they’re looking at me the same way. It’s like they’re sizing me up. Has the test maybe already begun, and they forgot to tell me? 
   
 “Heart of the Forest you say?” the magister asked thoughtfully. It was plain to see that the news of her twin sister’s death didn’t bother her in the least. More the opposite. I could hear notes of joy and seemingly relief in her voice. 
   
 “She brought it on herself,” suddenly tore itself from me. 
   
 “What do you mean?” the magister asked, curious. 
   
 “She was able to somehow subjugate the Heart of the Forest and create a dangerous anomaly. And it was starting to get bigger and more powerful. She transformed every creature that lived in the forest, turning them into hideous monsters. The Woodwose…” 
   
 “Did you say the Woodwose?” the magister shuddered and took a step forward. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded slowly. 
   
 “Hm… Now I see… Still, keep going. I’m intrigued.” 
   
 “Well there’s not really much more to tell,” I shrugged. “The Woodwose used me as a distraction. And when hm… your sister lost control, the Heart of the Forest seized its chance.” 
   
 The magister chuckled: 
   
 “Sounds just like him…” 
   
 Even an idiot could tell who she was talking about. The old woodsman was a master manipulator. She must have known him personally. Another thing I realized was that she must have known where her sister was. After all, the old man had clearly led me to believe that there had been several of his kind once upon a time. 
   
 “So then, what makes you want to leave?” the magister asked unexpectedly. 
   
 “I’m in a hurry.” 
   
 “Explain,” she demanded shortly. “The thing is, I don’t understand what could be better than unity with one of the elements. Chances like this come but once in a lifetime, and only to a select few.” 
   
 I understood that whether or not I would get out of the test depended on her, so I tried to be convincing. 
   
 “My friends have been taken prisoner. I have to save them.” 
   
 “And who has taken them prisoner?” the magister asked. 
   
 “The Steel King.” 
   
 “Is that so?” her brows shot upward. “The more we talk, the more questions I have. And just how were you planning to break your friends out of his dungeon? I of course don’t mean to cast aspersions on your talents and abilities, but nevertheless… How could a zero such as yourself, unusual though you may be, stand up to one of the most powerful entities in this entire world? And that’s not the whole of it. I have reason to believe he also has several Primordials at his command.” 
   
 It felt like I had been living with a dusty old sack over my head. The world I thought I knew had just expanded from a tiny dot into a whole vast universe. 
   
 “I see you didn’t have the foggiest notion about the true might of the man Fortuna brought into your path.” The magister chuckled. “By the way, what’s in it for him? If he’s holding your friends in his dungeon you must be valuable to him. But how? I can see that you descend from the Ancients without any system info, but there must be something else. Right?” 
   
 My insistent silence brought a smile to her face which looked more like a predatory scowl. 
   
 The magister turned to the troll and said: 
   
 “Good thing you didn’t kill him. I still can’t figure out why though. But you can tell me that later. Looks like our faction has had the kind of luck that only comes around once every few centuries. A very promising contender. Chaos has answered my prayers.” 
   
 “I’d like to leave,” I insistently reminded them. 
   
 “Ah, yes,” the magister snorted carelessly. “I almost forgot! You may go. Yeah, yeah. Don’t look at me like that. You’re free to go.” 
   
 To back up her words, a short text appeared before my eyes. 
   

― Would you like to withdraw from the Unity with Chaos test?


 


― Yes/No?


 

 I reread the system message two times and glanced sullenly at the magister. 
   
 “What’s the catch?” 
   
 “There isn’t one,” she shrugged. “We aren’t interested in forcing adepts to become one with Chaos. I am not my sister. Occasionally, our methods differed. I believe that it must be a conscious choice. A sincere desire. Not some chance warp.” 
   
 I glanced at the troll looking for support, but his countenance bore no expression. 
   
 “It was no slip-up that I called you an adept either. I’m beyond sure that you will pass the test.” 
   
 “But what’s in it for me?” I asked. “Why should I become dependent on your chaos?” 
   
 The magister gave a sincere belly laugh. A semblance of a smile even appeared on the troll’s lips. 
   
 “So that’s how you view unity with Chaos! What do you mean ‘dependent,’ you fool? Chaos will grant you freedom, alter your body, share its power. Your spells will improve! It will help you along on the path to perfection. You have made some very powerful enemies. You will need a powerful ally such as Chaos! With time, if you can prove yourself worthy, our mysteries will be revealed to you. You will be permitted access to our faction’s armory. Our alchemists will be happy to provide you with their potions. You will learn new spells. Obtain abilities that mere mortals can only dream of!” 
   
 As I listened to the magister’s speech, I was slowly coming to the realization that I had come to a place which was structured similarly to the order of monster hunters. When the foxman was singing the praises of the order, that was about what he said as well. But the chaos faction was still a living, breathing organization. The prospect of gaining access to functioning armories and alchemy laboratories instead of just mountains of dust and ash had me seriously animated. If chaos’ elixirs were even half as effective as those Blots or satiety potions it was worth sticking around. 
   
 Above all that, I must admit ― I don’t stand a chance against the Steel King. Especially in light of what I just learned. I must grow stronger. If chaos is what gets me there ― so be it. 
   
 I took another glance at the system message hovering before my eyes and, without a hint of pity, chose the word “No.” 
   
 “You have made the right choice, my future adept!” the magister came solemnly and left the room, throwing out to the troll as she went: “Take him to join the others and bring him up to speed.” 
   
 When the sound of the magister’s footsteps had disappeared down the maze of hallways, the troll turned to me and asked: 
   
 “Want some chow?” 
   
 My stomach responded unexpectedly with a deep belly grumble, which made the troll chuckle and nod understandingly: 
   
 “Let’s go to the kitchen. We can talk there.” 
   

* * *

   
 The fare at the Citadel of Chaos was basic but tasty and filling. To be honest though, after having grown accustomed to the varied delicacies Mink produced, I resented having to switch back to nulled grub. Today, there was a vegetable stew on the menu. 
   
 “The magister said to bring me to the others,” I started, licking my spoon. “Are there others like me?” 
   
 “Not like you, no,” the troll answered, greedily leaning into his stew. And he was already on his fifth or sixth bowl. 
   
 There was no one else in the kitchen. We were sitting at a long wide table close to a smoldering fireplace. On the middle of the table was a big huge cauldron of recently prepared stew. When I asked who cooked it, the Gatekeeper just waved me off like a mettlesome fly. But he did explain. As it turned out, everyone here was so terrified of him that he almost never saw them. Someone would cook the food and then scram. 
   
 “Then who are the ‘others?’“ I asked. 
   
 “Those who have received the mark of Chaos,” the troll responded tight-lipped, letting me know not to expect more information on that account. But still he gave me hope: “You’ll see for yourself tomorrow.” 
   
 “What exactly is this test?” I got straight to the point. 
   
 “Finally asking the right questions. You must gather chaos particles, then be inducted at an altar.” 
   
 Hm… Familiar procedure. 
   
 “You don’t look too surprised.” The troll looked at me from beneath his bushy brows. “Have you been inducted into another faction before?” 
   
 “Is that a problem?” 
   
 “If it’s fire or forest magic ― then yes.” 
   
 I shook my head “no.” 
   
 “Then it’s fine,” the troll nodded and carried on eating. 
   
 “Where can I find these chaos particles?” 
   
 “The Labyrinth of Fright. You get them for killing the creatures that live there.” 
   
 “What kind of place is that?” 
   
 “An ancient one. A place that lives by its own rules. I could go on for hours and you still wouldn’t really learn anything. It’s something you have to see for yourself.” 
   
 “But…” 
   
 “You should always be prepared for a fight — that’s all you need to know,” the troll cut me off. “Just hold out for the allotted time, and you’re done.” 
   
 A-hem… Pretty middling instructions. Either he doesn’t want to tell me the whole truth, or isn’t allowed. 
   
 “And how long is that?” I asked. 
   
 “It’s different every time: could be an hour, a day, a week,” the Gatekeeper answered. “The record is twenty-eight days. As for me, the labyrinth held out for sixteen days.” 
   
 I scratched the back of my head, disconcerted. 
   
 “Don’t worry,” the troll waved it off. “Out there, they’ll hardly notice you’re gone. Time works differently in the labyrinth than it does in our world.” 
   
 “Will I be going in alone?” 
   
 “You’ll all go in together. But whether you’ll take the test alone or in a group is something you’ll have to work out with the others.” 
   
 Setting down his spoon, he raised a pointer finger and said gravely: 
   
 “And let me give you one last piece of advice ― don’t trust anyone in there. Rely only on your own strength. Based on the look on your face, I don’t think you’ll heed my advice but, sorry, that’s all I can tell you. Alright. Time for you to go. You need to get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a hard day. For me and for you. In fact, it’ll be the most important day of your life.” 
   
 Getting up from the table, I caught myself thinking that I was not afraid. The Woodwose was right ― I had to get stronger. 
   



 Chapter 2 
   
   

THE TROLL again led me down a series of dimly lit corridors and stone tunnels. We walked in silence. Neither me nor my guide made any attempts to converse. Swallowed up in my thoughts, there was a little quirk I had initially overlooked ― the farther we went, the more I became convinced that the troll could have brought me to our destination long ago but, for some reason known only to him, he was just taking us in circles. 
   
 At some intersections, he would stop and take a closer look at the wall for some reason, as if searching for guide marks of some kind. From an outside perspective, one might think he was lost. But I could tell something else was going on. 
   
 When the Gatekeeper stopped yet again and started closely studying some utterly unremarkable stretch of stone wall, it finally hit me, and I activated Scolopendra’s Sixth Sense. 
   
 As soon as the spell took effect, a totally different picture revealed itself. The walls, floor and ceiling were riddled with bright lilac magic symbols. Having grown accustomed to the dim light, the brightness of the unknown magic more or less blinded me. I even covered my eyes with a hand. And that move did not escape my guide’s attention. The troll nodded curtly at the ceiling and placed a pointer figure to his lips, as if to say, “not a word.” Then he beckoned with his palm. I pretended to understand and came forward. 
   
 “Look,” he whispered and pointed at a barely visible magic probe stretching from his supply all the way to the writing on the walls. 
   
 I nodded as if to say, “got it.” I had seen such a thing before. There was a similar system of magic channels at Stonetown and Fort Stout. Like the golem that helped us fend off the otherworldly fiends in the Stone Forest, the troll was connected to the Citadel of Chaos. So that was where he drew his powers from. And at that, the size of his personal mana supply was difficult to determine. 
   
 The troll gestured for me to follow him and took a few steps down a dark corridor then stopped, again pointing his finger at the ceiling. Intrigued, I looked up. So that’s what he was looking for… 
   
 Right where the troll was pointing, there was a small gap in the magical ornamentation. The Gatekeeper took a step forward and stopped right beneath it. The magic probe stretching out of his supply grew thinner then disappeared. 
   
 “We don’t have much time,” the troll quickly started. “The rupture will close soon. Ask your questions. Just don’t waste time asking why I didn’t say anything before.” 
   
 “Is it true?” I quickly found my place. “Will I really get everything your master said?” 
   
 “And more,” the troll affirmed, nodding. “It’s all up to you.” 
   
 “The labyrinth…” 
   
 “The most ancient location in our world and, I suppose, all worlds,” the troll hastily cut me off. “No one knows who made it or when. It has its own set of laws. No one holds any sway over the Labyrinth of Fright.” 
   
 “What’s it like inside?” 
   
 “Every faction has its own portal leading to the labyrinth.” 
   
 “Do they also need chaos particles?” I asked. 
   
 “No,” the troll answered and glanced anxiously at the slowly closing breach in the magical script. “The labyrinth has different resources for every faction.” 
   
 “You’re talking like it’s alive,” I snorted. 
   
 The troll turned his gaze on me. There wasn’t even a hint of humor in his black eyes. 
   
 “Go ahead and laugh,” he grumbled. “But I really do believe the labyrinth has a soul of some kind. And everything that happens inside it are its dreams. Sometimes they’re short, sometimes long.” 
   
 “What do you mean?” 
   
 “There are many anomalies in the labyrinth of fright,” the troll began explaining patiently. “And they consist of snippets of time, events from the distant past. And they can last for a matter of hours, or a matter of months. While wandering the labyrinth’s tunnels, you can suddenly find yourself in the midst of an ancient battle raging between two enemy armies. Or you might discover that you’re in the middle of a long-vanished city. The anomalies can be large or small, and all participants in the anomaly disappear like ghosts along with it when the time is up. Beyond that, there are also times when actors in the labyrinth can themselves become anomalies without a change of scenery. Some call them ghosts, but that is a fundamental misrepresentation. After all, they are made of flesh and blood. And others like me just come up with their own ways of making sense of it all.” 
   
 I rubbed the back of my head in perplexity. 
   
 “I know it’s hard to grasp,” the troll said understandingly. “But after you’ve been there a few times, you get the hang of it.” 
   
 “What do you mean a few times?” I asked in surprise. 
   
 “Well why not?” the troll snorted. “Here in the citadel, chaos particles are the most valuable resource. For example, there will be many going into the labyrinth with you tomorrow, but only two of them have yet to be inducted. All the rest are nowhere near first timers.” 
   
 “Should I be afraid of them?” 
   
 “Of course,” the Gatekeeper nodded eagerly. “Once in the labyrinth, you become part of it, so they will get chaos particles for killing you as well.” 
   
 “Are there many of them?” 
   
 “Two groups and a few loners.” 
   
 I nodded to let him know I was listening closely. 
   
 “The first group is a pack of shapeshifters,” the troll started. “Or as you might call them ― werewolves. Chaos adores their kind. They are all born with the mark of chaos. The second group is a few snakefolk from Nure-onna’s personal guard.” 
   
 “Who?!” I asked, thunderstruck. 
   
 “Nure-onna,” the troll repeated calmly. “That’s our magister’s name.” 
   
 So that was who the Black Widow’s sister was! Yet another bedtime story used to scare children. A snake woman who sucks the blood out of her victims. An ancient monster, who transforms into a beautiful woman and lures lowly mortals with her doleful melodies. 
   
 “I see you recognize that name,” the troll chuckled. 
   
 “You might say that,” I responded with a sunken voice. 
   
 “No doubt you’ve heard your fill of the old wives’ tales,” he remarked skeptically, then added pensively: “Many of them are true, though.” 
   
 Then he shuddered and glanced up at the ceiling. 
   
 “Make haste, the breach has started to close faster.” 
   
 “Why are you helping me?” 
   
 My question caught the troll by surprise. 
   
 “Is that all you want to know?” he asked, frowning. “Is that really so important right now?” 
   
 “Of course,” I answered confidently. “I need to be sure I have an ally here or at least someone who won’t harm me. So then, why are you taking the risk of helping me?” 
   
 “The laws of my people are all I have left!” the troll responded, raising his hefty chin proudly. “And the amulet you showed me isn’t something they just hand out to any old person. You must have earned the right to carry it, haven’t you?” 
   
 I understood what the troll was driving at. He wanted to know how I got the amulet. 
   
 “It was in the Stone Forest,” I answered, and saw the Gatekeeper’s eyes light up. “We fought side by side with a tribe of trolls against throngs of dark creatures that came flooding out of an otherworldly portal. We turned back the tide and closed the portal. Not for good, but it stayed shut long enough for the shaman to lead the women and children deeper into the forest. I sincerely hope they made it to safety.” 
   
 “You said ‘we…’“ 
   
 “I had friends with me,” I nodded. “One of them a healer. He saved many that day.” Recalling Mee, I smiled and added: “Believe me, he has many more of these amulets than I got.” 
   
 “I’m assuming he’s the one the Steel King is holding prisoner,” the troll guessed. 
   
 “Indeed,” I nodded. 
   
 “Then you did the right thing staying,” the Gatekeeper nodded and added with a dispassionate tone, glancing at the closing gap in the ceiling: “Let’s go, I’ll take you to join the others.” 
   
 The wide round room lined with tall stone columns greeted us with silence. But before too long, I heard rustling from a few places in the shadows, then muffled conversations. 
   
 Thanks to my Sixth Sense, I could see who I was dealing with perfectly well. Off to the right there’s a magic shield pulsating with a thousand points of protection. Around it, I can see a few bodies twitching around. That must be the first group the troll mentioned. The werewolves. I counted five of the ruffians. The one with a magic supply must be the alpha of the pack. 
   
 Opposite them, I can see three smaller magic supplies. They’re keeping to themselves. They greeted the Gatekeeper’s coming with overlong whispers that sounded more like hissing. No questions there either. Snakefolk. The magister’s personal guard. 
   
 But I could see one more small grouping of supplies, so the situation must have changed recently and there was another group the troll knew nothing about. In fact, they seemed to be the strongest and most numerous with seven in their ranks, two of them mages. 
   
 There are also loners. I see three. One of them is a mage with a two-thousand-mana-point supply. He was the only one not to react when we came in, just snoring away peacefully. 
   
 And speaking of reactions, they were clearly all afraid of the Gatekeeper. Some more and some less, but I had learned to smell fear. As a matter of fact, Gorgie had taught me to use my new abilities that way. And so now I knew that fear came with a smell all its own. 
   
 The way everyone reacted was entirely expected. A mixture of scorn and mockery. Seemingly, they took me for some kind of servant until the troll left me there. Only when the last of his heavy footsteps came echoing down the corridor did the others finally realize that I was going to visit the labyrinth with them. 
   
 I heard scornful snickering from the werewolves. The snakefolk blatantly ignored me. And the third group meanwhile, figuring that a nulled kid like me wouldn’t be much use, quickly started ignoring me as well. Thanks to my powerful hearing though, I was fully aware of everything they were saying about me. 
   
 “They’re wrong to underestimate you, right?” a mocking and creaking voice addressed me from the darkness. 
   
 He hadn’t snuck up on me. No one had been able to do that in a long time. I noticed him coming from the right almost as soon as I got settled. But still I didn’t make a move. The troll had cautioned me that fighting inside the citadel was forbidden. 
   
 “I hope you aren’t planning on making the same mistake.” I said calmly, not turning around. 
   
 The voice was speaking common imperial tongue but, based on the intonations, I had an approximate idea of who I was dealing with. Juvess, a goblin from Papa Gino’s house spoke with a similar accent. 
   
 To be frank, I found it hard to talk without my voice trembling. After all, the lowest level character in the room other than me was twenty-two. The goblin behind me, for instance, was twenty-nine. Plus his magic supply had nine thousand points. And Bug knows there might be more surprises in store. 
   
 “You’re a zero, but the Gatekeeper himself led you down here?” the raspy voice chuckled behind me. “No. I would not like to face someone who has killed an agent of chaos. I’m just bored. We’ve been down here for days waiting for the portal to open. Do you happen to know when the magister will open it?” 
   
 “I’m assuming the big black boulder in the middle of the room is the portal?” I answered with a question. 
   
 “Yes,” the goblin responded and finally showed his face. 
   
 He sat down on a stone ledge a step away from me and said with a funny tone: 
   
 “The name’s Dobbess.” 
   
 “Highlander,” I introduced myself curtly. I decided not to use my real name. 
   
 “Alright then Highlander, so do you know when they’re gonna open the portal?” 
   
 “Far as I heard, tomorrow.” 
   
 The goblin shouted out to everyone unexpectedly loudly: 
   
 “Tomorrow!” 
   
 His cry was met with jubilation from every corner of the room. 
   
 “So, you’re a newbie, right?” the goblin asked. 
   
 “Yes,” I answered. 
   
 “Then you better look for allies.” 
   
 “Is that an offer?” I asked. 
   
 “No-o-ope,” the green pipsqueak chuckled. “I’m only going in so I can kill that bastard.” 
   
 After he said that, the goblin nodded at the dozing mage. Seeing a baffled look on my face, he was all too eager to explain. 
   
 “You see, Highlander, the forces of chaos are not supposed to kill one another. It’s against the law. But there is a way around it.” 
   
 “Different laws apply in the labyrinth,” I guessed. 
   
 “Correct,” the goblin chuckled. “Gred insulted me, and tomorrow he will pay for what he said.” 
   
 This guy was proving to be quite talkative. And curious. 
   
 “So which one of us did you off to get here?” Dobbess asked, continuing to leer. 
   
 At first, I didn’t want to say anything, but I had a change of heart. I wanted to see what would happen. 
   
 “Your magister’s sister,” I answered calmly and stared into the goblin’s eyes. 
   
 It took a second to register, but as realization dawned, the smile slowly crept off his face. 
   
 “Did I hear you right?” he rasped with a parched throat, slowly backing away. “The Black Widow has perished?” 
   
 “You heard me just fine,” I answered, no longer looking at him. 
   
 I had already started to think my new acquaintance was going to leave me alone, but he stayed right where he was. His gaze was so persistent it was like I could feel it in my bones. 
   
 “And the magister didn’t punish you?” he finally squeezed out. 
   
 “Does it look like it?” I shrugged. 
   
 We sat in silence for a few minutes. He was clearly trying to come to grips with the new information, while I stared down my potential adversary mistrustingly. I didn’t have much faith I would simply be left alone in the labyrinth. Probably, someone would get the bright idea to take down and rob the newcomer. 
   
 Well, Bug help them. 
   
 I broke the prolonged silence. 
   
 “I have a question for you, too, Dobbess. Could you possibly tell me where we are? I mean, I know this is the Citadel of Chaos. But I want to know what part of the world its in.” 
   
 “Are you serious?” the goblin’s face stretched out in surprise again. 
   
 “Absolutely.” 
   
 “We are on an island,” Dobbess replied. “Us goblins know it as Snake Island. Your kind call it the Snake’s Tooth.” 
   
 I tried to recall the scant geographical knowledge I learned in school, but alas, nothing sprang to mind. I had never heard of this island before. The only thing I knew was that the island was large. The mountains surrounding the citadel on all sides, which I had seen from the observation deck stretched far beyond the horizon. 
   
 “And this island, what part of the world is it in?” I asked a clarifying question. 
   
 Understanding came into the goblin’s eyes. 
   
 “Snake Island is the largest in a group of islands located to the north of the Dark Continent,” he answered patiently. 
   
 “So, I’m still on the Dark Continent,” I whispered thoughtfully. 
   
 “You might say that,” Dobbess confirmed. 
   
 He wanted to ask or say something else, but I heard a sound from the distant corridor. Another five snakefolk had slithered into the room and, hitting me with disdainful looks, went to join their compatriots. 
   
 “Now this is getting interesting,” the goblin grumbled thoughtfully, getting up from his place. 
   
 I thought so, too. The magister had not in fact forgiven me for the death of her sister. And now she had sent assassins down to take my life. Or was this perhaps instead an overcomplicated way of trying to get to me? 
   
 “May the Goddess Fortuna bless you with her smile, Highlander,” the goblin bid me farewell and scampered off into the darkness. Based on the intonations in his voice, he didn’t believe I would make it through the next day. 
   
 The five newcomers caused a commotion among the others. I caught myself on various sides of curious glances. In the end, I got fed up with all the unhealthy attention and followed the goblin’s example, moving closer to the wall. Farther from the middle of the room. 
   
 Leaning my back up against the unexpectedly warm wall, I placed my hands on my knees and thought. Only now, with the slight lull in tension, did I finally come to appreciate everything that had happened to me over the last few hours. Defeating the Queen of the Draks, warping to the Citadel of Chaos, agreeing to take part in their test. Like a little leaf torn from its branch by a strong gust of wind, I was flying off into the unknown. 
   
 I thought back on my conversation with the troll time and again, then with the magister. And every time I came to the same conclusion ― I had made the right decision. Enough running around. Time to stay put for once. Well and the fact that people would be trying to kill me tomorrow was no longer so far outside of my frame of reference. In fact, it had become more the rule than the exception. Beyond that, I had plenty of “party favors” to hand out to potential adversaries. 
   
 Gradually, as if all on their own, my thoughts started going back to Mink. It was like my heart was being squeezed in a vice. Her little figurine appeared in my hand. It’s all I have left of my beloved now. 
   
 Hurriedly wiping hot tears on my sleeve, I tried to get myself together. This is no time for moping. I have a tough day ahead of me. I need to get ready. 
   



 Chapter 3 
   
   

MY GUESSES about the iridescent tablet proved correct. 
   

— Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat of Ramilia the Illustrious! You defeated a magical being more than 80 levels higher than you!


 


— Congratulations! You receive:


 


— Experience essence (16000).


 


― Silver tablet (50).


 


― Diamond tablet (3).


 


— Iridescent Tablet “Queen of the Draks” (1).


 

 I looked around warily to make sure no one was watching. But the coast was clear. Everyone else was just minding their own business. The initial curiosity had dwindled fairly quickly. The only one still looking at me was the goblin. Obviously, he just couldn’t figure out what magic tricks I possibly could have used to take down the Black Widow. He didn’t go scampering off to tell any of his order-mates though. I could only guess why he was acting so restrained. After all, just a few minutes ago, Dobbess had proven to be quite talkative. He’s probably afraid of being perceived as a blabbermouth. He wants to make sure I’m not lying first. 
   
 Just in case, after activating Sixth Sense again, I read deeper into my notifications. And the more I read about my last battle, the rounder my eyes went in surprise. Beyond a doubt, Earth Tremor’s destructive abilities topped all the spells I’d activated before. That’s what using offensive magic in the right location can get you! 
   
 Honestly, I didn’t know how the mountain that housed the Queen of the Draks’ lair had fared though. In one way or another, before the uncivilized creeps got there, it had been a monster hunter city. My ancient predecessors had a fairly meticulous approach to construction. I could only guess at the scale of the destruction, but the number of dead in my system notifications proved just what a misfortune my visit had been for the creatures that called those caverns home. 
   
 All told, I counted up three hundred victory notifications. Just over two hundred of them were low-level creatures. Different kinds of insects, lizards and even fish. Clearly, a few underground bodies of water also got hit. The snake ruler’s “Guard” had also taken a beating. The dead draks, guides, and poisonteeth totaled almost a hundred and fifty. But there were more serious monsters on my account as well. Twenty-eight black vipers ranging in level from forty to forty-five. As well as sixteen cave monitors ― all over fifty. 
   
 When I finally got to the full loot list, I had to rub my eyes. In esses alone, I got just under one million five hundred thousand. A-hem… I’ll be just fine on those for the next few years. All in all, I had just over five and a half million experience essences in my backpack. The rewards for gathering the legendary resources in the anomaly were just painfully generous. 
   
 Seeing all the tablets, and more specifically their number, took my breath away. Just shy of two thousand four hundred silvers, four hundred eight stone, one hundred twenty apiece of iron and bronze, almost fifty diamond and the cherry on top ― one more iridescent. 
   
 When I saw the second pearlescent sheet, I chuckled happily, unable to hold back. How did I miss this?! 
   
 A few intrigued looks immediately shot my way. They’re looking at me like a fool. The werewolves gave vile snickers. I could easily hear them joking around and saying I must have lost my mind. The smallest one figured I was unable to take the tension here and fear had driven me crazy. A few moments later, utterly shamelessly, they were divvying up my belongings. These guys move quick. Oh well, I’ve got a lot of surprises in store for you. 
   
 The snakefolk reacted to my “hysterics” with scornful looks and hissing. I wonder what they’re whispering about. But alas, the system gave me a clear indication that their language was beyond my grasp due to anatomical incompatibility. Too bad, of course. But what can you do? Truthfully, I’d take just being able to understand them. Even if I couldn’t say anything. Obviously, you can’t just partially activate a language pack. The Great System is all or nothing. 
   
 Paying no attention to the werewolves snickering and snakefolk hissing, I got back to examining my loot. Based on the timestamp, the notification for my second iridescent tablet was slightly delayed. It only came after I warped to the Citadel of Chaos. I must have just automatically dismissed it while talking to the Gatekeeper. 
   
 This tablet had been awarded to me by the mysterious Higher Powers, impressed by my deeds as ever, for masterful use of a powerful spell which essentially caused a mass die-off of three hundred bloodthirsty creatures. As for the draks and their queen, they clearly deserved it. But I did feel bad for the utterly blameless little fish and small lizards. It’s one thing to hunt or fish for nourishment, for survival. It’s another thing entirely to get caught in some undertrained juvenile mage’s crossfire. Although, who could say what kind of fish they were or how vicious they may have been. 
   
 To get past the unwelcome thoughts, I opened the description of both tablets in turn. So then, the first, which dropped for defeating the queen of the draks was standard, just like the kind I got for the eel or gulper female. Out of a long list of spells, I chose the only one that suited me. 
   

Damage Dispersal.


 


― Level: 0+5 (0/20).


 


― Type: Spell.


 


― Rarity: Epic.


 


― Description:


 


― Using magic, the Queen of the Draks can spread 70% of damage she receives to all currently controlled entities.


 


― Requirements:


 


― Intellect – 95.


 


― Expends 4000 mana points.


 


― Note:


 


― Remains active until all controlled creatures are dead.


 

 When I finished reading, I stroked my chin in thought. Now I see why that brute was able to hold out so long. She was “sharing” the damage intended for her with her underlings, basically sucking their life away. 
   
 While creating the spell bookmark, I wasn’t thinking about Gorgie or Mee. Even someone with half a brain could see I wasn’t even remotely considering using this spell on my friends. In fact I was thinking about the Mask of Jorogumo. It would allow me to take control of up to five unintelligent creatures at once, and I would use Damage Dispersal on them. I had just one little thing left to take care of. My Mind was still just a bit too low to use the mask. 
   

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


 


― Present value: 26.


 

 Continuing my experiment, I took out Black Widow’s mask and tried it on. It felt warm against my face. There were no straps or other kinds of fasteners. It was as if the mask just grew into my face. Like it became part of me. I didn’t experience any negative feelings or discomfort. And the thing was pretty easy to take off. I just had to tell the system, and it was back in storage. And in fact I did just that several times. 
   
 After I’d had enough fun, I decided to take my experiments further. With the mask back on my face, I slowly looked around the room. Much to my surprise, the system informed me that my Will was high enough to take control of everyone I could see! The only stumbling block was if my potential target had Mind. Then I realized just how powerful Master Chi must have been! That both scared me and filled me with confidence. What could this artifact do in its original condition? What possibilities did it open up for its wearer? 
   
 I daydreamed for a bit and put the mask into my backpack. Yet another thing to play close to my chest. Hopefully, my foes like surprises. 
   
 With a malicious grin, I got to studying the second iridescent. Unlike the first, this one looked like the kind I got for gathering resources. It contained a legendary offensive earth magic spell. 
   

― Stone Spikes.


 


― Level: 0+5 (0/30).


 


― Type: Spell.


 


― Rarity: Legendary.


 


― Description:


 


― Using earth magic, a mage can cause sharp stone spikes to instantly grow beneath an opponent’s feet.


 


― Effect:


 


― Deals 15000 units of damage.


 


― Requirements:


 


― Intellect – 60.


 


― Expends 1000 mana points.


 


― Note:


 


― Cooldown time: 9 hours.


 


― Radius: 130 feet.


 

 Looks like the Higher Powers really did appreciate what I’d done in the snake den. They even provided me with a spell of the corresponding element. 
   

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


 


― Present value: 134.


 

 In light of recent news, and specifically the fact that the Steel King had several Primordials under his command, raising my Will had become top priority. I thought back on the old mage who was present for all of my conversations with the King. He had once confidently declared he could “crack” my will no problem. Back then, I had less than half of what I do now, but who could say what that old man was truly capable of? 
   
 After I got a handle on the new spells, I decided to finally look at the bonus crystal and sphere I’d gotten while gathering oblivion stones and guardian hearts. If memory serves, the Woodwose said I didn’t have enough Mind to read them. And alas, a few seconds later, I realized that twenty-six points was still not enough. The descriptions of the mysterious stones were still hidden from me. 
   
 But the Mind boost didn’t entirely go to waste. Beyond being able to use the mask, I got another helpful ability. Now I could raise Gorgie’s characteristics without summoning him. There were probably a few other beneficial aspects, but I hadn’t yet noticed. I’ll figure that out eventually. 
   
 When it came time to distribute tablets, I realized that Gorgie wouldn’t be able to “digest” that many at once even with his regeneration. I could have tried to use all the tablets in one sitting by also using potions and regeneration spells, but a fear of hurting my friend stopped me. Better take it slow. 
   
 I decided to start with the stone tablets but was shocked to discover a system notification saying that doing so was impossible. 
   
 A minute later, it finally hit me… Gorgie had outgrown both Clay and Stone. Now only iron tablets and above would work. 
   
 I used up the Bronzes and Irons and decided to bring Gorgie’s level to twenty. There was no reason to keep sitting on that. Furthermore, there were another two recurring issues I wanted to get to. First, I was hoping to raise the ceiling of my harn’s Mind. And second ― to raise the level of his spell to four. Thankfully, now we had a virtual plethora of tablets. 
   

— Attention! Your pet has reached level 19!


 


— Free characteristics: 3.


 


— Attention! Your pet has reached level 20!


 


— Free characteristics: 3.


 

 But alas, the harn’s Mind ceiling stayed the same. Still just one. Too bad… I hope something will change at higher levels. Though I was starting to have my doubts. What if the Great System just made the harn that way, and I couldn’t do a thing about it? In any case, I shouldn’t be complaining. My Gorgie is already smarter than a few of my old neighbors and classmates. 
   
 Then, as planned, I raised the level of Thorntail’s Jump to four. That boost cost me eighty Silvers, but it was worth it. After using the spell to move, Gorgie would now be invisible for forty seconds. The length of the jump was up to eighty feet as well. Truthfully, mana expenditure was up too. Now it was a hundred points but, again, it was worth it. This spell had saved our lives on more than one occasion. 
   
 When I moved on from the spells, I discovered a pleasant surprise. 
   

― Attention! Your pet has received a new combat ability: Tail Strike.


 

 From the description, I realized that the spike that had been slowly forming on the tip of the harn’s tail had finally become a formidable weapon. I immediately invested a hundred silver tablets into the new ability and raised it to the cap. I calculated the approximate damage the harn would deal with his new weapon and smiled in satisfaction. I was already looking forward to Gorgie’s reaction. 
   
 The only thing that bothered me was that it took so much energy for every blow. Two hundred fifty points with just two thousand in the supply. If Gorgie abuses this… And he will, I know him… Anyway, if he does abuse this new ability, he will tire himself out very quickly. Ugh! I wish I had some special loot to improve my pet. It would be amazing if I could at least double the size of Gorgie’s supplies. 
   
 And so, pondering the vicissitudes of fate, I tossed four hundred fifty silvers into Gorgie characteristics bit by bit, never forgetting to keep an eye on my surroundings. In the end, getting him to level twenty cost us four hundred thousand esses and almost a thousand tablets of various kinds. The higher the level, the more I had to spend. But I wasn’t too concerned about that. I had basically not spent even half of what was in my backpack. Something else mattered more ― Gorgie was slowly but surely turning into a highly dangerous monster. And I had no choice but to be happy about that. I understood that our journey was still just beginning, but the first steps, the hardest and most important ones, had already been taken. 
   
 The magister of the Chaos faction appeared at the exact moment I made up my mind on whether to bring Gorgie up one more level. She walked in with an entourage of ten or so snakefolk ― all over level fifty. Her coming was greeted in different ways. The snakefolk hissed obsequiously, the werewolves called back with happy grunting while the others like me just calmly made for the middle of the room. Seemingly, the Black Widow’s sister had decided not to wait for the next morning and was going to open the portal into the Labyrinth of Fright right now. 
   
 The only person not to react at all to the master’s coming was the sleeping mage. He was still just snoring away and, funnily enough, the master of the citadel paid him no mind. No one else did either. This individual was starting to raise more and more red flags. 
   
 Finally, the procession stopped in the middle of the room a few steps from the portal and the magister, not making too big a deal out of it, ordered shortly: 
   
 “Contestants, step forward!” 
   
 As the Gatekeeper warned, there were three of us. Other than me, encouraged by sharp growls and howling from his compatriots, a young werewolf walked into the middle of the room. Stripped to the waist, he was ferocity personified. Taut knots of muscle; tattooed chest, shoulders and stomach; slightly elongated fangs and fingernails that had nearly formed into claws ― the raven-haired boy looked fit to turn into a beast at any second. 
   
 A lithe warrior broke off from the group of snakefolk that arrived earlier. The polar opposite of the shapeshifter. Flexible, gracious. The look in his snake eyes was so arrogant that even I thought he was overdoing it. I was more inclined to believe that, behind all that dramatic flair, he was hiding common fear. 
   
 For the record, the goblin seemed to have been wrong. Nure-onna is not planning to take revenge on me. The snakefolk were here to help their compatriot pass the test. Though who could say? Whatever happens, I’m ready. 
   
 When we stopped a step away from the magister, she slowly looked us over dispassionately. Then curtly demanded: 
   
 “Wrists!” 
   
 The snake kid was first to react. He tore the leather bracer off his right wrist and extended a hand. The werewolf and I followed his example. 
   
 Despite the fact that the serpentine kid was quickest, the magister started with me for some reason. The look on that ugly bastard’s face! That and the malicious snuffling from the werewolf told me that I had just gotten myself into trouble. 
   
 Nure-onna’s hand was ice cold as expected. As was the look in her dark gray eyes. We made contact for several seconds and some text appeared before me: 
   

― Attention! You have received the Seal of Chaos! You may now collect Chaos Particles!


 

 Alright, so the magisters of other factions must be doing the exact same thing. This is how contestants gain the ability to gather the particles that correspond to their faction. 
   
 After the snakeman and werewolf got their seals, the magister turned around and walked toward the portal. 
   
 “You’re done for, dogmeat!” the snake kid hissed practically into my ear as he slithered past. 
   
 The werewolf nodded pointedly, agreeing with the serpentine creature and headed toward the portal which I understood would be opening soon. 
   
 I wasn’t too worried about their threats. Just half a year ago, these ugly bastards’ levels – twenty and twenty-two – would most likely have had me hiccupping in terror. But those times were long gone. 
   
 Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted something stirring to the right. The mage had finally deigned to wake up. His black head of hair looked like a mop. Beard looking like a ratty old broom. Beer belly. Clothes wrinkled and greasy. All that spoke to the fact that this man had long since stopped taking care of himself. When we met eyes, I realized that all my initial conclusions were mistaken. I saw nothing human in his yellow animal eyes. 
   
 And what happened after that I wasn’t expecting in the least. The animal-eyed mage, scornfully ignoring all the others, gave me a sudden magnanimous nod and headed toward the portal. Then an instant later, a notification came before my eyes: 
   

― Attention! Passage to the Labyrinth of Fright is now open!

   



 Chapter 4 
   
   

BEFORE GIVING the System my agreement to warp, I mentally ran down my checklist one last time. Mana supply full. As for shields, only muckwalker’s aura and lair had cooled down. Slim pickings. Though I do have invisibility and the mask. As for weapons, I have Spike and Dragonfly. I’m afraid my bow and arrows from the otherworld are still useless. I had planned to bring them to craftsmen in my world to see if something could be done to alter them. But that would have to come later. For now ― spells. 
   
 The magister wasn’t looking at me, unlike her retinue. The snakefolk were incinerating me with hateful looks. The cunning Nure-onna’s stunt had essentially served to announce open season on me. I can see where she’s coming from. If someone kills your sister, even if there’s no lost love between you, they must be punished. It’s a question of honor. A Primordial’s honor. 
   
 All that time, there was a strange sensation I was unable to shake. As if someone was watching me. Someone I couldn’t see. I stole a look around and realized I was right. Far down the corridor, I could make out the shape of a giant figure in a horned helm. The Gatekeeper. Had he led the magister here? Or had he come to take me? The troll realized I had seen him. We exchanged short nods. It was strange, but that nod from a creature I knew very little did a lot to inspire confidence in my heart. 
   
 Deep breath in. And a breath out. Let’s go! 
   
 I was one of the last into the portal. And the snakefolk and werewolves were hot on my heels. They were waiting for me until the very end. Well, well… let’s play a little game then. 
   
 In the blink of an eye, the darkness of the portal room gave way to a bright sunrise. I was standing in the middle of a broad city square surrounded by three and four-story buildings. The facades of a few of them were adorned with variously colored signage in an unfamiliar language. But I didn’t need to be able to read to know that over to the right was a fish shop, while twenty steps away was a bakery. The city seemed to be just waking up. The traders were opening their little shops and stalls, setting out their wares on their counters and displays. 
   
 The place somehow reminded me of my hometown of Orchus. The architecture, faces and clothing of the people ― it’s like I’m back in the Empire. A sharp metal tinkling to my left, followed by gleeful feminine laughter brought me to my senses. I quickly tossed on invisibility and looked around. No one else had come out of the portal after me. But there had been a whole procession of killers hot on my heels, hoping to see the color of my blood. I wonder where they are. And for that matter, where are the people who went into the portal before me? I had only one explanation: we were all spat out in different places. I chuckled at my thoughts. It would be nice if that hissing and growling gaggle were sent, for example, up to the snowy peak of that mountain far off on the horizon. 
   
 For a brief moment, I even lost courage. So, what to do next? Where am I supposed get these chaos particles? After all, it’s not like I’m supposed to just start slaughtering peaceful townsfolk and their children, right? If that is what this test is, then you can all get Bugged! I’m not having any part! 
   
 Vague doubts started to beset me. Is this really the labyrinth? Could the gods possibly be playing a joke on me and sending me Bug knows where? 
   
 I don’t know how my foolish standing around might have ended if the belltower of the temple looming large on the opposite end of the square hadn’t started to ring out deafeningly. The alarm bell carried over the city, spooking all its pigeons from their roosts. And at once, all the temple belltower’s “brethren” started chiming back from all directions. Something had happened. The city must have been under attack. Suddenly it dawned on me. Were they ringing the bells because of our arrival? 
   
 The merchants and tavern owners as well as early-bird shoppers, much to my surprise, were not panicked by the alarm. While they repacked their half-assembled wares and closed up their stalls, they were just shooting the breeze calmly. Some of them were even in high enough spirits to joke around. Seemingly, this was not a rare occurrence for them. 
   
 I considered walking up closer to hear to what they were talking about when, suddenly, an odd coal-black creature hopped out of a distant alleyway. At first, I thought it was just an ox that got spooked by the bells and broke out of its harness. But when I saw the way its every jump crushed the large cobbles on the road into tiny shards, a chill ran down my spine. 
   
 I froze in place. The black thing went racing toward the merchants as they unhurriedly packed up their stalls. Honestly, their languor very quickly gave way to panic and heart-rending cries. The people had finally noticed the brute running their way. 
   
 For the record, it did not smell me even though I was standing closer to it than anyone else. When it whizzed by ten steps from me, it took my breath away. But I finally got a good look at the monster. 
   

― Necromorph (67).


 

 Oh Gods! How could this be?! How did this monster from the Age of the Dead Wars make its way here? After all, they were wiped out over a thousand years ago. Just like their masters ― the necromancers. Or had our history textbooks lied? Had this ancient evil really returned? 
   
 A drawling aquiline cry and another that followed made me raise my head. Down from the sky a pair of riders atop golden-hued gryphons swooped down on the running monster. They had on shimmering suits of armor, helmets with decorative wings and crimson cloaks that billowed in the wind. The surprise made me rub my eyes. The legendary Guardians of the Wind, the personal guard of the no less legendary King Nidas. Oh gods! They looked just the way they did in my textbook! 
   
 The warriors meanwhile didn’t wait around for their beasts to catch up to the necromorph, which had slightly slowed down. They jumped down simultaneously from their saddles and landed just a few paces from the townsfolk. And they by the way had stopped their panicked scurrying and begun to return to the square with joyous welcoming cries. And rightly so! With the golden level-eighty gryphons and their riders, who were over ninety ― what’s to fear? This is now nothing but a free show they can tell their grandchildren about for decades to come! 
   
 An instant later, the two gryphons fell upon the hideous necromancer-made abomination, their wings spread wide. The morph tried to fight them off, but it was no use. The guardians were obviously not stingy giving tablets to their pets. Not even a few seconds later, the black brute had been ripped into several large chunks. I had the scandalous thought that I should work up the guts to cast an ice arrow at the necromorph, but I chickened out. I just refreshed my canopy of invisibility and slowly edged away from the scene of the battle before anyone detected me. Who knows how the locals will treat some newcomer mage? For the record, I no longer had any doubts about whether I was in the Labyrinth of Fright. 
   
 I reached a narrow alleyway and stopped to catch my breath. The bells were still pealing. From the sky I heard the occasional gryphon screech. Seemingly, undead had infiltrated the city. 
   
 While the werewolves looked like people, albeit distantly, I did not envy the snakefolk or that goblin right now. Nonhumans cannot hide from the Guardians of the Wind. And actually, I’m not gonna summon Gorgie just yet either. I’ll have to stay cautious with the canopy of invisibility, too. As a matter of fact, the best camouflage right now is to just be myself. And namely, a normal kid. 
   
 While walking down the alleys, I occasionally came across well-armed city guard units. One time I decided to risk it and, pretending to be a local kid hurrying back home, openly ran past some guardsmen. My natural camouflage did the trick. Nobody stopped me. In fact, they even told me the safest streets to use. Thankfully, I had already activated the language pack for the local dialect. 
   
 Not having a clear plan or full understanding of why I was doing it, I followed the guardsmen’s pointers and headed to the southern part of town. After all, I also needed to gather chaos particles somehow. 
   
 The ringing of the bells was gradually quieting down, with echoes coming just rarely from the northern part of the city. The bellringers must be signaling to the gryphon-riders where to find the undead. 
   
 The farther I went, the more animated the streets became. No one was running anymore. Life in the city was slowly getting back into its usual groove. Seemingly, the townsfolk were used to such incursions. 
   
 While running past a pub, I stopped and went back a few steps. Walking up to the front door, I peeked inside. At the bar was sitting the very same animal-eyed mage from before. Honestly though, his eyes were normal now. Human. He by the way blended into his surroundings perfectly. Half the people in the pub looked just like him: beer guts, unkempt beards and drowsy expressions. There are necromorphs hopping around somewhere in town, but here they’ve been pouring mugs of ale and serving up plates of black pudding since early morning. 
   
 “Hey-ho,” the mage recognized me and waved a friendly hand, inviting me to sit next to him at the bar. 
   
 Considering it briefly, I got up on a stool. 
   
 “Ale?” the mage inquired casually. 
   
 “I’d take a nice cold root beer,” I answered. 
   
 The mage snorted understandingly and raised a hand, calling over the gray-haired publican: 
   
 “Get my pal here a root beer. Make it cold.” 
   
 “We don’t serve it any other way,” the publican nodded and slowly headed toward a bulbous barrel. 
   
 “Tired of running around?” the mage asked calmly. 
   
 “Yep,” I answered curtly and sipped at my cold foamy mug. 
   
 “How are you finding it?” the mage pointed vaguely at either the pub or what was going on outside. 
   
 “Hard to put into words,” I muttered into the mug. 
   
 “You can say that again,” the mage snorted. “Should we get acquainted then…?” 
   
 “Highlander,” I said, placing my half-empty mug on the bar. 
   
 “Pinebogey,” he introduced himself. 
   
 “Curious,” I said thoughtfully. “Dobbess called you Gred.” 
   
 “Well, yeah. He knows me as Gred,” the mage answered vaguely, ordering himself another beer. 
   
 For the record, my new friend was level forty-three, which made for a baffling combination with his relatively short mana supply of just two thousand points. 
   
 “You get any particles?” he questioned. 
   
 “Not yet,” I shook my head. 
   
 “Never fear, it isn’t evening yet,” Pinebogey waved it off. 
   
 “What do you mean?” 
   
 “It’s just been a couple necromorph scouts so far. This is only the beginning.” 
   
 His tone was seemingly meant to reassure me. On the one hand, I was indeed somewhat annoyed by the fact that I hadn’t gotten any particles yet, but on the other the last thing he said put me on guard. 
   
 I wanted to ask him what exactly he meant, but Pinebogey got out ahead of me: 
   
 “By the way, have you seen that goblin anywhere?” 
   
 “No,” I answered. “I haven’t seen anyone since I came through the portal.” 
   
 “You will,” the odd mage “reassured” me yet again. “If the Guardians don’t take them down first of course. You and I will have an easier time. The snakes and goblin will have to spend mana on a disguise.” 
   
 Hm, now that I did not consider. I looked around warily. 
   
 “Don’t worry,” the mage reassured me. “There aren’t any here. And their disguises won’t fool you. As far as I can tell, you’ve made quite the investment into Will.” 
   
 I just shrugged my shoulders indefinitely. 
   
 “Modest,” the mage chuckled. 
   
 To be frank, his style of conversation was starting to get on my nerves. Yes, he was sharing information, but it was like he was leaving out important details. 
   
 “So does that mean this is all real?” I took a look around the pub. 
   
 “Absolutely,” the mage nodded. “The tables are wood and that shield over there is iron. The publican is flesh and blood. He’s as real as you or I.” 
   
 “How is this possible?” 
   
 “Nobody knows,” the mage shrugged his shoulders. 
   
 “Are we in our world in the past?” 
   
 “I’m not sure,” Pinebogey shook his head. “Most likely a fragment of it. But that is just a guess. Or rather, I find it easier to think so.” 
   
 Hm… The troll said something similar. 
   
 “And this stuff… If I buy something here…” 
   
 “No use,” Pinebogey forewarned. “The labyrinth will take what belongs to it in the end. You can only take what you had with you when you crossed over. The Labyrinth respects only faction seals. That alone is why we have the ability to gather particles.” 
   
 “So, have you been here before?” 
   
 “What makes you say that?” Gred/Pinebogey responded with surprise. 
   
 “You said this is just the beginning,” I clarified boldly. 
   
 “Yes,” he answered shortly. 
   
 “But what did you mean?” I asked, not letting up. 
   
 “Well, that this is just the beginning.” 
   
 I had to strain not to overreact. 
   
 “The beginning of what?” 
   
 “Beginning of the end,” Pinebogey shrugged his shoulders and, standing up off the stool, turned to the publican: “My friend will get the tab.” And turned back to me: “We are friends now, right? We got each other’s backs?” 
   
 Hm… Alright. I actually prefer it this way. Information for beer. An honest exchange. And neither of us owe the other a thing. 
   
 “Yes,” I answered and placed a silver coin on the table, which the publican snatched and stuffed in his pocket in the blink of an eye. 
   
 On the way out, Pinebogey turned and said: 
   
 “You did study history in school, right?” 
   
 “Yes.” 
   
 “That’ll make things easier then. Once you hear this city’s name, you’ll be able to guess what’s coming. As long as you weren’t slacking off in history class.” 
   
 After that, Pinebogey stepped out of the pub and disappeared into the stream of bustling townsfolk. 
   
 I scratched the back of my head and looked at the publican, who was no less surprised by what Pinebogey said than me. After that, my gaze fell on an old, slightly rumpled shield hanging on the wall behind the publican. This old man must have done his share of fighting. As soon as I realized what the design on the shield was, a cold sweat instantly drenched my back. 
   
 Well of course! The Guardians of the Wind! King Nidas! A manticore on the coat of arms! The Labyrinth of Fright had spat me out in the ancient capital of Darta, Solenholm… 
   
 “What do you want, kid?” the publican asked me guardedly. 
   
 I got up off the stool quietly, turned around and walked slowly to the door. The publican tried to say something else after me, but I didn’t hear him. I took another look at the alleyways and people going about their daily lives, the little stray mongrels rubbing themselves ingratiatingly on the door to the pub kitchen. All of this will cease to exist very soon. If history is to be believed, the necromancers will level this city to its foundations. And that will be the starting point for a series of historical events known as the Age of the Dead Wars. 
   
 Another round of alarm bells broke over the city from the north like a wave at sea. I wasn’t surprised, but it came as a shock to the townsfolk. This must have been the first time one attack was followed immediately by another. To me it was all exceedingly clear. 
   
 My mission was to find a defensible location where I could hold out until the labyrinth to let us go. 
   
 I checked my magic supply for the umpteenth time. An old habit from the otherworld, it was proving to die hard. Everything was fine though. The Labyrinth was generous with mana. 
   
 The bells were now ringing from every direction. Somewhere off to the right, I heard high-pitched shrieks on another street. The people exchanged fearful glances and ran for the hills. Things degraded into a stampede. I heard more whooping and screaming, but this time from every direction. Someone shouted out loudly from the pub where I had been peacefully quaffing a root beer just a few minutes earlier. 
   
 I saw the Guardians racing through the sky here and there. They dove between the buildings, attacking an enemy only they could see. Their arrival was again greeted by cries of joy. 
   
 But not long after, everything changed. The gryphons now had competition in the sky ― giant bats. Their levels were lower, but there were more of them. There were a full five or six of the flying brutes attacking just one rider. Like gigantic black inkblots, they were sticking to the warriors on all sides, preventing their gryphons from spreading their wings properly. 
   
 The elite guardians died one after the next. And there were more bats coming all the time. Very soon, there wasn’t a single gryphon left in the sky and the vile flying brutes turned their gazes on the little people darting around down below. The city drowned in human screams. 
   
 Quickly turning down a narrow alleyway, I looked around and activated canopy of invisibility. After that, I put on the Black Widow’s mask and threw on my Marauder hood. Spike in my right hand, Dragonfly in my left. Just five steps away from me, a formless hunk of flesh splatted down on the road and oozed blood, having very recently been one of those splendid golden gryphons. Three beasts instantly fell on its remains. 
   
 Just like before, no one was paying any attention to me. 
   
 “It’s time,” I whispered and struck the hideous morphs with lightning. 
   
 The system informed me I had incapacitated three level-forty-five necromorphs. I considered it briefly and lunged forward. Spike easily pierced the temples and eye sockets of the undead, while the system faithfully reported my victory and dropped loot. 
   

— You have killed Necromorph (45).


 


— Congratulations! You receive:


 


— Chaos Particle (50).


 


― Scourge of the Undead crystal (5).


 


― Attention! You have gathered sufficient Chaos Particles (100). Report to the nearest Citadel of Chaos to complete your mission from the Magister of the Chaos Faction!


 

 Before I had even come to fully appreciate the Great System’s sense of humor, I had to get ready for another scrap. The toothed maw of a level-sixty necromorph poked out around the corner… 
   



 Chapter 5 
   
   

DESPITE HOW MUCH the necromancer magic had warped its body, the monster had easily recognizable features of a big huge monitor lizard. However, instead of a tail, it had a stump dripping with a muddy green pus. Bits of rib were sticking out of its distended sides. Instead of eyes it had two gaping holes. Its curved teeth had pieces of fresh meat stuck between them. The brute had already treated itself to at least one townsperson. 
   
 The fact it did not have a tongue constantly flicking out to taste the air or eyes, led me to believe this dead creature was navigating based on its victims’ supplies. It clearly had not detected me yet, but it seemed to have “seen” its “buddies” fall. Or rather, it wasn’t exactly seeing anything, but whoever was in control of this brute was. 
   
 Time to summon Gorgie. 
   
 The harn appeared three steps to my right. When I saw him, at first, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Was this really my pet?! First of all, he was quite a bit larger. He’d also grown stronger but, despite his new heft, there was a litheness and grace to his movements. Second, the scales… They had changed in ways I wasn’t expecting. The crest of bone going down his spine had also fully sprouted. The armor on his neck and stomach was darker and rougher. I must have been seeing the next stage in my pet’s gradual metamorphosis, which would end at a certain level. My Gorgie is getting a new suit of armor. 
   
 The harn’s claws and fangs had also grown longer and larger, while his mouth was bigger, too. It’s scary to even imagine how much chow he could scarf down now. 
   
 The finishing touch was that his tail had grown longer and was now tipped with a formidable bone spike. 
   
 “Hrn!” Gorgie commented happily on his new weapon. 
   
 “What say we test it out?” I asked, nodding at the approaching necromorph. For the record, despite it being level sixty, the dead monitor lizard no longer looked quite so scary with the harn for comparison. 
   
 Gorgie gave a fearsome growl and disappeared into thin air instantly. He had kicked the party off with a thorntail’s jump. And I understood why ― he wanted to test out all his new toys. 
   
 “Hit it in the head!” I shouted after him and cast my first ice arrow. 
   
 A second later, the dead monitor’s head gave a couple twitches and burst open like a rotten pumpkin. The beast lurched and fell clumsily on its side. 
   

— You have killed Necromorph (60).


 


— Congratulations! You receive:


 


— Chaos Particle (70).


 


― Scourge of the Undead crystal (7).


 

 Gorgie appeared from “invisibility” and glanced my way. I could read a question on his fanged face: “Well, how’d I do?” 
   
 “Great!”
I mentally praised and gave him a thumb’s up. Unlike the others, the harn could see me perfectly. 
   
 With a disgusted tail flick to get off the dark green slime that had once been the poor monitor lizard’s brains, Gorgie looked up and sniffed. 
   
 “They’re everywhere,” he shared. 
   
 “I know,” I answered. “If we want to get stronger, we have to take down as many of these beasts as we can.” 

 

 As expected, the harn found that plan appealing. What was more, after killing the undead creature, he had unlocked a new characteristic ― Scourge of the Undead. I didn’t have time to figure out what it meant because a new cast of characters had come to “our” alley. 
   
 It was two Guardians. Pretty beat-up. Caked head to toe in blood. Based on the fact that one was missing a right leg, he had just a few minutes left to live but, despite how tired the second one looked and the wound on his shoulder, he was still insistently dragging his buddy along. 
   
 When the warriors saw the harn standing in the middle of the alley, they froze in place. The more intact one reacted with lightning speed. Despite the serious wound, his right hand grabbed a loaded crossbow off his back abruptly in a well-practiced maneuver and pointed at the scaled monster. The bowstring gave a dull thud, and the bolt went racing forward with a rapacious whistle. The guardsman was shooting haphazardly without aiming but, his level being forty, such tricks were not new to him. 
   
 I had seen his facial expression change a few times over a short span. From cold determination and self-confidence to disappointment and surprise. The unknown beast, just level twenty, easily dodged his shot and basically disappeared into thin air. 
   
 It all happened so fast that all I managed to do was take down Canopy, and loudly shout: 
   
 “Gorgie, no!” 
   
 After I appeared, the crossbowman’s face grew even longer. He followed my gaze, turned around and froze. The monster he had just been trying to shoot was already just a step away from him. The scaled tail with its bony spike hung just inches over his head. If I had wasted just one more second, it would have been too late. 
   
 “We’re friendlies!” I shouted. “And we can help!” 
   
 The crossbowman looked at me dumbfounded, then he looked down and saw the dead morphs. I had to give him his due though. He found his footing instantly. 
   
 “Forgive me, good sir mage!” he said, wincing in pain. “The city is overrun with beasts, and so I…” 
   
 “No need to apologize!” I waved a hand, quickly settling into the role. “I’d like to help you out, with permission.” 
   
 “Start with Agvid if you can,” the crossbowman requested, lowering his wounded comrade to the ground. He had already long since lost consciousness and looked like a ragdoll, his appendages hanging limp. 
   
 When I ran up and hunched over the wounded man, the crossbowman suddenly said quietly: 
   
 “It’s no use, good sir mage… Poor old Agvid is beyond help.” 
   
 “Too bad,” I said, looking at the dead man’s pale face. 
   
 “Looks like I’ve been dragging his dead body around this whole time,” the crossbowman breathed a heavy sigh, sitting down wearily next to his late brother in arms. 
   
 I silently activated Forest’s Blessing. The warrior shuddered and looked at me. I could see regret in his eyes. 
   
 “You have nothing to blame yourself for,” I tried to reassure him. “You did everything you could to save your friend.” 
   
 “Agvid was not my friend,” the warrior chuckled for the first time. “I’d sooner say the opposite. It’s hard to call someone a friend after they stole your wife…” 
   
 Both of the guardsmen looked to be somewhere over thirty. He was clearly referring to bygone times. I realized that his over-sharing was a consequence of shock, so I decided to try and change the topic to something more constructive. 
   
 “With whom do I have the honor of speaking?” 
   
 The crossbowman didn’t realize what I was asking at first, but then I saw him make sense of it. He looked around as if he’d just woken up and tried to stand. 
   
 “Sit down,” I ordered. “Give the spell time.” 
   
 “Leiv Vallin, city guard unit number five,” he quickly introduced himself and peeked at my gear and level. 
   
 “Eric Bergman,” I decided to use my real name. Why bother coming up with something now? 
   
 “You have a perfectly clean Solenholm accent but, based on your clothes, you aren’t from around here,” Leiv easily determined my outsider status. 
   
 “You are correct,” I nodded. “I am a Tarian. I’m here on business.” 
   
 I wasn’t afraid to name my country of origin. I was positive that my history textbooks said Taria and Darta had never gone to war. And whenever there were conflicts, our countries had always been allies. 
   
 My response seemed to satisfy Leiv completely. 
   
 “What’s going on?” I asked. “Where did all these beasts come from?” 
   
 “It’s all Udun,” Leiv answered, clenching his teeth in anger. “He conspired with the necromancers,” 
   
 “Just a sec,” I frowned. “Udun, the King’s younger brother? Are you sure about that?” 
   
 “Yes,” Leiv shook his head. He had gray almost white eyes like all Dartans, and they looked confident. “Udun was spotted outside the walls in the necromancer camp. He’s behaving like an invader. He’s the one that sold the maps and plans to our enemies, showing the strong and weak points in our defenses. They also say our King was poisoned…” 
   
 Leiv said the last part so quietly it was like he was afraid to find out it was the truth. 
   
 A-hemm… So there’s one more myth busted. We were always taught that Udun Vanquisher of Death was a legendary mage that saved the day. It was supposedly under his leadership that the allied armies of the three kingdoms managed to finally defeat the army of the dead. The legendary King Nidas meanwhile was supposed to have died a hero’s death holding back the first wave of necromorphs. But this was how it really happened… 
   
 “So who’s in charge of defenses?” I asked, already having a vague notion of his response. 
   
 “General Hardy!” Leiv said proudly. “Who else?!” 
   
 A-hem… He was right. Who else? Ugh, if only you knew what version of these events made it down to your ancestors. In my history, General Hardy, King Nidas’ right-hand man, was portrayed as a traitor that joined the necromancers. I wondered why they twisted that story. What were they trying to hide from us? As an aside, those who visit the labyrinth of fright probably know more about all kinds of things from the distant past. 
   
 Our conversation lasted just over a minute. In that time, the wound on Leiv’s shoulder had partially healed over, while the bleeding stopped completely. A slight rosy glow had appeared on his pale cheeks. He’ll live. Although, based on the shouting from practically every direction, probably not for long. 
   
 “What will you do next?” I asked. 
   
 “Make my way to the King’s palace in the middle of town,” Leiv answered confidently. “They’re forming new units there with the survivors.” 
   
 I see… So that’s where the necromancers will strike. That leads me to conclude that I should stay away from downtown. 
   
 “But something’s telling me you won’t be coming with me, right?” 
   
 “Alas,” I shrugged my shoulders. 
   
 The guardsman snorted understandingly. 
   
 “Then you need to head for the northern gates. And step to. I think the hordes of undead have already broken through the eastern wall.” 
   

* * *

   

— You have killed Necromorph (25).


 


— Congratulations! You receive:


 


— Chaos Particle (30).


 


― Scourge of the Undead crystal (3).


 

 I am going on seven hours in the Labyrinth of Fright, and I’m still just halfway to the northern gates. Making my way across an entire city teeming with undead has proven harder than I thought. 
   
 I have almost three thousand chaos particles and around three hundred crystals in my backpack. Leiv was right, the beasts just keep coming and coming. And there are more of them in every wave. We tried to find a secluded little spot to catch our breath, but it was no use. Morphs are basically slithering out of every nook and cranny. I’m afraid to even imagine how long it took for the necromancers to get all these dead creatures for their army. 
   
 As an aside, some of the morphs had once been members of intelligent races. Humans, orcs, elves, gnomes. I also saw trolls and ogres. 
   
 The city defenders weren’t exactly asleep at the wheel though. In some sectors, they were even able to hold back the onslaught. But I figured every one of the defenders already realized they had lost the battle. Gryphon riders still appeared in the sky sometimes, but it was never long before they were caught by the flock of bats and torn to shreds before they even hit the ground. 
   
 In all that time, I didn’t come across any more forces of chaos. However, about an hour ago, I just about came face to face with a group of five mages who clearly were not of this time period. If not for Gorgie’s timely warning, I don’t know how that encounter might have ended. Based on the fiery blades the mages so generously used to pulverize the undead though, they wouldn’t exactly be thrilled to see a chaos faction contestant. 
   
 The level twenty-five necromorph we had just taken down was probably an exception to the rule. By and large, most of the creatures’ levels were under forty. But strange as it may have been, they weren’t all that hard to kill. They didn’t have any defenses as such either. Their speed and agility were also lagging behind. Their advantages were strength, numbers and lack of self-preservation instinct. In fact, they don’t seem to experience fear at all. And they never retreat. Their appendages get cut off and they just keep fighting. One or two creatures like that wouldn’t be too serious. But faced with thousands, or tens of thousands and maybe even hundreds of thousands, only one thought springs to mind ― to get as far away as humanly possible. 
   
 We nailed a morph while it climbed over the wall of a Solenholm manor. It was pretty sturdy, too. Tall. Thick. Stone. 
   
 Same as the manor behind it. The narrow windows were affixed with hefty grates. The doors were fitted with thick sheets of bronze. The person who built the residence seemed to have known what was coming. 
   
 But alas, it was not their lucky day. We discovered the owners’ mauled and half eaten bodies on a path in their courtyard garden. What was more, they seemed to have died about seven or eight hours earlier. The farther we went, the more bodies we found. And then we started seeing morph bodies, which was quite strange. Because I didn’t see a single warrior among the dead. Only civilians. Mostly old men and women. There were children, too. So it can’t have been the undead that killed all these poor folks. 
   
 A few moments later, I realized who was behind it when I found a dead one lying outside the front door. The werewolves. 
   
 What did that mean? Those hideous freaks must have run off to murder innocent townsfolk right after we crossed over instead of concentrating their efforts on the necromorphs. To them it made no difference whose lives they took to get their chaos particles. Alright then, now I was certain of one thing: if the Goddess Fortuna ever brought them into my path, I would do everything in my power to make sure that pack of villains never left the labyrinth alive. 
   
 But when I made that promise to myself, I had no idea how soon I would have to make good on it. 
   
 Gorgie warned me about the incoming shapeshifters with plenty of time to spare. Obviously, they had also decided to make their den here until the end of the test. 
   
 We had just happened to finish looking through the house a few minutes earlier. Its owner was clearly not a mere commoner. This was no simple home; it was a true fortress. The cellars were full of provisions. Lots of weapons. In a distant wing we discovered a large storehouse filled with all kinds of stuff. Fabrics, carpets, lots of bags and boxes of various sizes filled with assorted wares. I assume we’re in a merchant’s house. If I go looking, I’m sure I’ll find a hiding spot or two. But there’s no point. Pinebogey gave me a clear indication the Labyrinth would not allow me to take anything out with me. You can only take out what you take in. If you survive, of course… 
   
 But Pinebogey told me only half the truth. He didn’t mention tablets or esses. If that’s what I find in the hiding spot, I don’t actually have to take them out of the labyrinth. 
   
 The werewolves could also smell me. They had learned my scent before we crossed over. I could hear how happy they were when they noticed I was swinging through. They came scampering down the corridors, anticipating a bit of fun. 
   
 I met them in the big main room after activating canopy of invisibility. You might say I was using live bait so that, gods forbid, none of them would flee. Gorgie meanwhile jumped out the window, hiding outside. 
   
 The four werewolves flooded into the room with joyous howling. The alpha out front, the rest just behind. The contender was the happiest of all. 
   
 “What a nice surprise!” he roared out loudly. “We’d already given up hope of ever seeing you again! We figured you got eaten right at the start! But looks like you found somewhere to hide like a rat!” 
   
 The rest gave vile snickers. Not exactly like orcs, but it made my skin crawl just the same. As an aside, the alpha was not joining in the fun. Instead, he was sniffing the air tensely. He must have smelled Gorgie. He’s really starting to freak out. 
   
 I need to keep him busy. 
   
 “Well, it doesn’t look like we’re all that different then. By the looks of things, you’ve been hiding out here,” I expressed with a smirk. 
   
 “Don’t you dare compare wolves to rats!” a big black-haired fellow shouted out angrily and bared his teeth. “We are warriors! And you are a rat!” 
   
 “You sure have some strange notions about what makes a warrior,” I continued chuckling. “Look at all the innocents you slaughtered. Women, children, the elderly. And all for chaos particles? I saw the fifth member of your group. He try to take on someone his own size and die like a rat?” 
   
 Getting the werewolves worked up proved to be child’s play. Just a few insulting phrases was all it took to get them all champing at the bit. Actually no. Not quite. The alpha was not moving. Now fully transformed, he reminded me a lot of my accursed enemy Livid. All his attention was trained on the place Gorgie was now hiding. He sniffed out our ambush in the end, the furry bastard. 
   
 He tried to stop his compatriots but Gorgie and I beat him to the punch. 
   
 Taking out my blades and tossing on Canopy of Invisibility, I activated lightning. But alas, I was not able to stun the alpha. Gorgie took care of him for me, though. 
   
 The other werewolves meanwhile were stunned while moving fast, so they tripped and rolled forward out of inertia. Before the “fingertips” of my lightning reached their bodies, the surprised expressions on their stupid gaping mugs stuck forever in my memory. And in the following instant, my sword pierced through the first of the beasts’ eyes. I enhanced my blow with Blade of Vengeance just to make sure. When all was said and done, I waved off the victory notifications and dashed over to help Gorgie. 
   
 The alpha was a tough nut to crack. But that was only at first glance. By the time I was ready to activate Ram, the werewolf’s body was already a solid lump of bloody pulp. Gorgie’s spike was flitting up and down like the needle in my momma’s old sewing machine. The wolf’s chest had two big holes in it. His side had a deep tear wound from Gorgie’s claws, his right shoulder was mangled, and his left arm was hanging limp. The alpha of the already vanquished pack’s wounds were not healing as fast as Gorgie was dealing out new ones. We were a matter of moments from victory but, suddenly, something happened I did not foresee. The werewolf rolled to the right with the last of his strength and got next to the window Gorgie broke. And an instant later, instead of lunging at his opponent, he disappeared out the hole and fled straight through the bushes and flower beds. 
   
 It was so unexpected that neither Gorgie nor I had time to react. The harn first dashed off after him, but soon came back empty handed. The werewolf had gotten away. 
   
 I reassured my friend as best I could and suggested we take this breather for all it was worth, rest up and use another couple tablets. 
   
 As for the alpha… I was hoping he would be easy pickings for the undead in his state, but my inner voice was telling me this beast wasn’t going to give up quite so easily. 
   



 Chapter 6 
   
   

IT HAD BEEN FOUR DAYS since we came to the ancient capital of Darta. The Labyrinth of Fright had yet to release us. At first that made me nervous, but then I got used to it. Honestly, I had to do a lot of running around, but I knew what I was agreeing to when I stepped through the portal. 
   
 On the first day, we did manage to get to the northern gates, but we were in for a disappointment. It was as if the Great System was mocking us when it said we would not be allowed to leave. And meanwhile it called the capital of Darta an anomaly. That must have been some kind of clue but, alas, it was eluding me. 
   
 I remember standing and watching the huge flow of refugees slowly but surely disappearing through the wide-open gates. The people were fleeing to the mountains, hoping to make it through Slate Pass and away from the hordes of undead. I didn’t know whether they’d make it. My history textbooks never mentioned them, but I sincerely wanted to believe the townsfolk would escape to safety. 
   
 Over those two days, Gorgie and I did some decent hunting, taking down the lone morphs prowling the city streets in search of human flesh. We tried to keep away from the middle of town. That was where the necromancers had brought the bulk of their forces, trying to break through the defenses of the royal palace. 
   
 King Nidas had already become a semilegendary figure in life so it was no wonder there were always so many mages and valiant warriors at his court. Based on the flashes of color and ominous blaze, especially easy to see at night, the necromancers were facing quite stiff resistance. 
   
 But that was in the middle of town. On the outskirts, true chaos was taking hold. The brutes hunted in packs. And they were methodically seeking out every townsperson that hadn’t made it to the northern gates. 
   
 Once Gorgie and I got lucky and saved a family. A man, woman and three children with two old folks. By some fantastic means, they had managed to sit things out so far in the basement of their home without attracting any undead. But Gorgie sniffed them out right away. Thanks to his sense of smell, we were able to lead the poor folks to the fortress wall and bid them farewell. Before we left, they promised to pray to all gods of light on our behalf. I understood that. We’d had to fight morphs a few times on the way, and Gorgie and I took them down very quickly. After every beast we killed, they looked at us a bit differently. At first they were panicking in fear of the harn, who was honestly getting scarier and scarier with every level. The scales were gradually giving way to bone armor. The ridge on his back had grown and changed shape. Let alone his claws and fangs. But then I saw little sparks of timid joy and hope appear in their eyes. All that time, the old lady was thanking the Goddess Mercy for sending them their good sir mage and his odd animal companion. 
   
 And by the way, my “odd animal companion” was already up to level thirty-two. I had poured all my silver tablets into Gorgie along with almost five and a half million esses. We were bringing his level up every few hours so we wouldn’t overburden the harn’s energy system. Honestly though, every level-up was getting easier for his regeneration to take care of. 
   
 After every activation, a ravenous hunger was awoken inside Gorgie. And that was putting it lightly. In fact, it was more like a savage lust for food. At times like those, he looked with hungry eyes even at necromorphs, regardless of the fact the rotten scraps of flesh covering their dead bodies could hardly be called meat. I should also clarify that I had never noticed such a tendency in Gorgie before. I think it’s all down to the quickly forming bone armor on his body. It was sucking all the juice out of him. Thankfully, this being the richest city in this world, we had no problems finding food. There were plenty of abandoned butchers’ and fishmongers’, as well as bakeries and restaurants. Not to mention the supply cellars. My Gorgie was full and happy the whole time. 
   
 When the harn hit level thirty, we had a couple surprises in store. The bone armor finally grew all the way in and Gorgie’s defense got a significant bonus of thirty percent. Now it’s up to more than two thousand points. I was aware that wasn’t all that much, but with the harn’s agility, speed and flexibility, each at four hundred sixty points, you’d have to hit him to get to that in the first place. His strength and the power of his attack abilities were also growing with frightening speed. It hadn’t even been a year since we first met, but I had managed to mold this once cute little cave cat into a true monster. But he was my monster, endlessly loyal to me and willing to tear anyone to shreds at a moment’s notice if they dared try and harm me. And for that matter, I felt similarly about him. Our bond had grown stronger. Gorgie shared his determination and courage with me, while I responded with care and stopping him from getting ahead of himself. 
   
 Another surprise after the harn hit thirty was his spell – it now had a new maximum level. I wouldn’t exactly call that surprise pleasant though. Thorntail’s Jump was still stuck at a maximum of six which, to be frank, disappointed me. I was hoping that we were only at the beginning there, but what happened, happened. Either that “rare” spell let us down, or it was something to do with the harn in particular. It didn’t much matter at the moment. 
   
 As for the spell itself… One minute of invisibility after a hundred-foot jump with four second cooldown and mana expenditure of just one hundred forty points ― the harn was now a spectral angel of death! If we came up against the werewolf alpha now, he would not be able to get away again. 
   
 Defeating his compatriots landed me thirty silvers, a few thousand esses and ninety chaos particles. For clothes, the shapeshifters were wearing only pants and vests. They didn’t have any weapons or personal items even though I definitely remember them taking backpacks into the portal. They must have hidden it all away somewhere. 
   
 At first, I thought their hiding spot would be in the manor house but, scouring all the floors and gardens turned up nothing. However, thanks to Sixth Sense, I did discover the owner of the house’s hiding spot in the end. 
But alas, there were no tablets or esses there. Money, stocks, bonds and jewelry were of no interest to me ― I wouldn’t be able to take them out of the labyrinth in any case. 
   
 I’m reminded of I believe Dag, the scout. One of the guys that abandoned me in the caverns of the Crooked Mountains. He said all werewolves were magical creatures. Well apparently he was wrong. Only the alpha had a magic supply. No one else in his pack did. That must have been the very reason they were not able to transform. Their larger claws and fangs excepted. Animal eyes, too. Most likely, that was a natural feature. 
   
 I also figured out the Scourge of the Undead crystals. They activated and raised a passive physical skill that increased crit chance, but only in battles with the undead. Gorgie already had it up to level six. 
   

― Scourge of the Undead.


 


— Level: 6 (0/140) (Can only be improved using Scourge of the Undead crystals).


 


— Type: Passive physical skill.


 


— Rarity: Epic.


 


— Description:


 


— In battles with undead, critical hit chance for physical attacks is increased significantly.


 


— Effect:


 


― Critical damage chance +50%


 

 I though was less lucky. In fact, I got totally skunked. All the crystals I got were level one. 
   
 But the biggest disappointment was the fact that Gorgie’s max Mind was still down at one. I must admit I was seriously anticipating a shift at level thirty, but the Great System had her own opinion on the matter. A firm and unwavering one. The only being that can stand up against the Great System is Bug. But in this case, I’m actually glad to have the malicious spirit ignoring my pet. 
   
 We got him to level thirty-two in the cold storage of a butcher’s shop. It was relatively quiet, and Gorgie had plenty of meat. The sheer number of carcasses hanging along the wall was staggering. I also noticed another little quirk ― the sniffer morphs, or scouts as Pinebogey called them, were keeping their distance from these meat and butcher shops. At first I couldn’t tell why, but then it hit me. The large concentration of essentially dead flesh would somehow confuse their senses. While my magical “vision” from the red scolopendra interpreted the hogs and veal as a lifeless gray substance, the undead must have seen the world through a different lens. 
   
 Thanks to my magical sense, I could also “see” all the morphs as soon as they appeared inside my hundred-thirty-foot range. When the necromancers were creating their deceased servants, they had placed magic supplies in their heads. The small toxic green spots pulsated right where their brains should have been. And there were thick magic cables running from that spot down their spines to their appendages. The structure was in some way reminiscent of the Fort Stout golem’s energy system back from the Stone Forest. 
   
 I sat on the upper steps of a wooden staircase leading down into a cold storage room and tucked into a pickled apple. Gorgie was lying next to me with his eyes closed and a full belly. His stomach grumbled like a giant kettle drum. And no wonder! Eating so much meat! In one sitting he took down a quarter of the shop. If the owner were still alive, the sight of his ransacked cold storage would give him a heart attack and kill him again. But alas, this butcher was not so lucky. His half-devoured corpse was lying on the ground near the back door. 
   
 Every so often, necromorph energy grids would flit through the field of my magical “vision,” which I was activating whenever I got the chance, not worrying about saving mana. 
   
 “They definitely aren’t slowing down,” I shared my observations with Gorgie. 
   
 Gorgie didn’t even bat an eye though. With how easily he was crushing these dead creatures, he couldn’t have considered them serious adversaries. 
   
 “Is it possible the palace has already fallen?” I continued thinking out loud. “If so, this is gonna get sweaty. By the way, did I mention that this city is going to be wiped off the face of the earth?” 
   
 Gorgie slightly peeked open his right eye, snorted and drifted off again into his post-meal nap. 
   
 “Uh huh,” I nodded. “Let’s see what you say when they hit us with some super killer move,” I said, not believing it myself. 
   
 Over the last few days, I had learned so much about the true history of the fall of the ancient capital of Darta that it was getting hard to believe it would all be leveled in one fell swoop. Why the skepticism? Easy. The necromancers have already been storming the royal palace for six whole days and just can’t seem to get inside. That really begs the logical question. If they have a powerful spell capable of destroying an entire city, what’s the hold up? 
   
 Why are they dragging their feet? Do they need one of the defenders alive? Are they afraid to damage the spoils of war? The palace is probably stuffed to the gills with artifacts and valuables. Or could it all in fact be much simpler? Might they have simply been lying to us all this time? Feeding us all false stories like the traitor general and brother of the hero King? 
   
 Of course I’m not discounting the possibility of sudden total annihilation. I’ve seen it before ― such spells do exist. I have used them myself. But then what would be the point of amassing such a huge army of undead? It’s a huge waste of mana! Just hammer the city with a spell and its over! 
   
 No. There’s something else going on here. 
   
 My thoughts were already about to loop around again when four magical grids fell into my field of “view.” Now those are clearly not undead. 
   
 I took a glance at Gorgie. Not sleeping anymore. He was completely alert. 
   
 “Surprised you didn’t smell our visitors earlier?” I snorted quietly. “They’re mages. Let’s sit tight.” 
   
 A few moments later I realized we wouldn’t be able to just wait them out. Another few magic supplies appeared to the right and left of the building we were holed up in. And another second later, two more spots lit up behind us. They had the butcher’s shop surrounded. They seemed to have been hunting us. 
   
 The coming of the unknown mages we took in stride. Based on their clipped supplies they were around level twenty. Well, maybe the one out in front was a little over thirty. In any case, four thousand mana points was nothing to sneeze at. Neither Gorgie nor I sensed any melee warriors. There were a dozen all told. And they clearly were not from the citadel of chaos. They were probably the same hotheads we saw a few days earlier. 
   
 “Ready?” I asked Gorgie quietly. 
   
 “Hrn,” he answered confidently. Waves of vibration traveled down his bone armor. I could practically sense the power rippling through his body. 
   
 The only thing that might scare me would be a mentat mage, if they had one. Otherwise, the people surrounding Gorgie and me now were no real match for us. 
   
 “Hey! Over there! In the meat shop!” 
   
 From outside, near the front door, I heard a mocking baritone. Based on the confident and commanding notes, the speaker was in charge. 
   
 “Come out, agent of chaos! We know you’re in there!” 
   
 I wonder how. Did they follow my tracks? Do they have abilities like mine? How were they able to determine my faction allegiance? 
   
 Then it hit me. The seal of chaos! I looked at the energy structures of the people surrounding us in a new light. There it was! How did I miss that? All of the mages had barely visible dots pulsating on their wrists. I glanced at my seal. In my magical vision it looked like a dark lilac ink blot flowing out into the energy channels on my arms. I looked around and counted the seals of my adversaries. Four were fire-red, five a saturated dark blue, two brown and one a lighter blue. The red are obvious ― fire. The two blue shades must be water and air, while the brown is earth. I could be wrong though. 
   
 They didn’t attack right away, so they must wanna talk. I wonder if they’ve spotted Gorgie. If so, why were they only addressing me? They must not have. That’s odd. I wonder why. 
   
 As a matter of fact, I had several theories. First and most obvious, Gorgie’s high Animal Instinct score. With my heightened Mind, I could now read the System’s short hints and characteristic explanations, both for me and the harn. 
   
 So now I knew that Gorgie’s instinct governed not only his senses, but camouflage as well. My Marauder cloak’s camouflage score must have been lower than my potential adversaries’ observation or other senses. Let’s see how they react to my invisibility. 
   
 Another guess had to do with Gorgie’s resistances. The mage that had yet to see him was either fire or mentat. Heh… I found myself yet again thanking the gods for those legendary resources. I got a lot of useful tablets from that. 
   
 “Stay here, but keep your guard up,” I whispered to Gorgie and went to the exit. 
   
 The harn breathed an impatient sigh and fell obediently to the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his claws sink deep into the floorboards. I chuckled. He always does that when he’s feeling very impatient. 
   
 Before stepping over the threshold, I activated muckwalker’s aura. I also had the Ysh and chaos shield ready to go. 
   
 As I walked out, I took a look around. With normal vision, I can see only five. The others are hiding. But the ring was slowly starting to constrict. 
   
 “Chaos must have fallen on hard times. Is the Snake really so desperate she started sending out scrawny little weaklings?” 
   
 The man with the mocking baritone was a gray-haired level thirty-eight with an aristocratic visage. Tall, stately, with a well-groomed wedge of gray beard. Golden rings on his fingers. Gemstones glimmering in the sun. Clothing, shoes and weaponry. It’s all very expensive stuff, just like that of his companions. He looks to be around forty or forty-five. Although who knows how old he really is? 
   
 There was a red seal smoldering on his wrist. His similarly pampered cohorts flanked him, standing still. Obviously nobility. Honestly though, their levels are lower. One more fire mage and three with dark blue seals. 
   
 They all appreciated the gray-hair’s joke. I even heard a woman laughing behind them, somewhere off on a rooftop. And there I could clearly make out the only light blue seal in the squad. 
   
 Beyond the seals, there was another detail I could see ― an emblem on each of their chests. On it was depicted an open palm in the embraces of a multicolored magic whirlwind. The order of mages. Master Chi and the people who came to kill him wore the same patches. 
   
 “Well, what do you want?” I grumbled out uncouthly. I was acting that way on purpose. The aristocrats and mages as well were not accustomed to such a tone. They had clearly taken me for a commoner. Just look at their lips. Pursed in disgust. But I say let them throw a tantrum. I just love throwing my adversaries off kilter. The more their nerves are firing, the more mistakes they’ll make. 
   
 “You, peasant, have clearly forgotten your place!” the baritone frowned. Every aspect of his appearance was meant to communicate that I was treading the line. 
   
 I wonder why they’re still talking to me. Are they just bored? I had noticed that nobles were by and large a breed inclined to melancholy and boredom. That by the way was where all the war and gruesome forms of entertainment came from. They’re just bored, the creeps. 
   
 I heard a commotion to the left and right. Just above, where the air lady was sitting, I heard another bout of laughter. 
   
 “Am I to understand the good sir mage is hard of hearing?” I bellowed out. “Let me ask you again. What do you want?!” 
   
 It was the same way all my neighbors, me included, used to talk to Madame Rima, a deaf seventy-year-old granny who lived in the corner house on a neighboring street. 
   
 “You will answer for you insolence, peasant!” the head fire mage barked and pointed a hand at me. 
   
 “Wait a second, Troyce,” the hand of a raven-haired mage with a dark blue marker fell on the fire mage’s shoulder from behind. “Let’s turn out his pockets first. Otherwise it’ll be just like last time. A little pile of ash and zero loot.” 
   
 Seeing the fire mage trying object, the black-haired one hurried to settle him down: 
   
 “After we take his chaos particles, he’s all yours. Agreed?” 
   
 “He insulted me, Rom!” Troyce wouldn’t relent. 
   
 “Yes,” nodded the raven-haired Rom. “And you can turn him to ash in a few minutes. But first, the loot.” 
   
 Rom put some pressure into the last part and, seemingly, slightly settled Troyce’s burning righteous fury. A mentat? I’ll find out very soon. 
   
 “I hope it’s worth it,” the head fire mage hissed through his teeth. 
   
 Letting his cohort’s last sentence go in one ear and out the other, Rom turned to me and smiled: 
   
 “Well, brash fellow, have you managed to snatch up a lot of chaos particles?” 
   
 I decided to play along and pretended to dig around in the knapsack hanging off my shoulder. 
   
 “Let me take a look,” I grumbled and, digging through my knapsack, moved my lips, acting like a fool who had just learned to count. 
   
 “Well, how do you like that?” Rom burst out laughing a minute later. “Counted up your riches? Well, not so much yours as ours now.” 
   
 The mages greeted the last sentence with snickers. 
   
 “Yes, good sir mage,” I answered, continuing to play the idiot. “I’ve only been able to get fifteen thousand six hundred seventy chaos particles.” 
   
 The way the pompous turkeys’ faces stretched out was a sight to behold. While the others stared at me wide-eyed in dumbstruck disbelief, I saw comprehension in Rom’s eyes. He was seemingly the only one that had realized who was really the hunter, and who was the hunted. 
   



 Chapter 7 
   
   

“READY?” I asked Gorgie mentally. 
   
 In reply came an emotional bundle of impatience and excitement to hunt. 
   
 “Then you get the ones in the back and the left. I got the ones in front and right. Let’s get started!” 

 

 In the next second, I activated all my prepared spells at once. 
   

― You have summoned the magical spirit of the Crusher!


 

 The mages didn’t notice the sudden appearance of the giant ghostly beetle, followed by an impenetrable magic fog swallowing up the meat shop and everything around it in a thirty-foot radius. 
   
 The only one who managed to react was Rom. A watery cocoon wrapped around his body. 
   

― You have summoned the magical spirit of the Longtailed Ysh!


 

 The trusty ghostly snake, who had saved my life many times before, was back and ready to deflect enemy attacks. 
   

― You have activated the spell Chaos Shield!


 

 Another eighty thousand points of defense. I’ll share five percent with Gorgie, who had already broken through the back wall of the meat shop and come crashing down on two mages with brown marks. 
   

― You have activated the magical ability Blackblood Mother’s Canopy of Invisibility!


 

 “Troyce!” came an aghast cry from the left. “I can’t see him!” 
   
 So neither Troyce nor Rom had spotted me. That must have been done by the level twenty-seven dark blue mage. 
   
 ― You have used Anomaly Elixir “Concentration!”


 


― You have used Anomaly Elixir “Concentration!”


 

 For forty minutes, my speed and agility would be up by twenty points, while my aim and observation got fifteen. 
   
 Bursting sharply from place, I extended my right hand. Thanks to my magical vision, I could see all my rivals perfectly well. 
   

― You have activated the spell Glitterspark Eel’s Chain Lightning!


 

 As expected, the stun effect didn’t work on Troyce or Rom, but three of their crew were sent slowly slouching to the ground. 
   

― You have activated the magical ability Ice Golem’s Breath!


 

 A cloud of frost formed around me, lowering the speed of my enemies by seventy percent and taking away fifty-five mana points every five seconds. 
   
 Easily walking fifteen paces, I found myself next to the fallen mages. These idiots were so assured of their invincibility that they didn’t even bother with defense. 
   
 I sent Mites flying toward Troyce and Rom, who had been caught by the ice golem’s breath. Now let’s try to drain their mana supplies. 
   
 My improved Mind allowed me to easily keep tabs on the whole battlefield. 
   
 The brown marks behind the meat shop went dim. And no wonder. Gorgie is lightning fast and impossible to catch. A moment later, the system belatedly informed me that two of the mage squadron were down. The harn meanwhile dashed toward the red and dark blue mages. I got off a ram down the alley which, based on the thundering and tinkling of glass, demolished the corner of the meat shop and damaged a neighboring building. 
   

― You have attacked mage (22)!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 1763 damage!


 


― Enemy incapacitated for 36 seconds!


 


― You have attacked mage (24)!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 1412 damage!


 


― Enemy incapacitated for 27 seconds!


 

 With Gorgie’s speed, that might as well have been an eternity. 
   
 No longer distracting myself with the harn, I attacked the closest fire mage. With Blade of Vengeance, Spike pierced the chest and head of the stunned mage several times. Two crits and the system reported a victory. 
   
 I felt no mercy for my enemies. I was acting in cold blood, the same way I would treat any other enemy. A minute earlier, these ugly bastards had been planning to rob and kill me. 
   
 The next mage’s body was lying three steps away. 
   

― You have activated the ability Blade of Vengeance!


 


― You have attacked mage (23)!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 1739 damage!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 1701 damage!


 

 That one took three blows. Dismissing the system’s victory message, I dashed onward. But before I made it to the third mage, a red message appeared before my eyes. 
   

― Attention! You have come under the effect of the legendary spell Charm Dispersal (9).


 

 Before I realized what had happened, the Crusher’s magic fog, my shroud of invisibility and the ice golem’s breath all ceased to exist. 
   
 “Got you now, little punk!” 
   
 An enraged woman’s cry from above made me look up.
Twenty yards off the ground, there hovered a level-thirty magess. So I wasn’t wrong after all. The light blue marker was for air magic. 
   
 She had tar-black hair, a ferocious scowl and loathing in her eyes. I wonder what I did to get her so upset. Was she really so outraged over the fact a “pitiful peasant” dared fight back? 
   
 “His beast slayed Taylielle!” notes of despair and grief cut through in the magess’s voice. 
   
 So that’s what it is. One of the four Gorgie just killed must have been dear to her. 
   
 “Litzia! Behind you!” Rom cried out, somewhat back to his senses. 
   
 The creep noticed Gorgie crouching down low on the slate roof. The harn had snuck up there and was just about to pounce. 
   
 I must give the magess her due. She dropped the mourning instantly. She even managed to form some semblance of a spear made of air in her right hand but, to her misfortune, I was not stingy giving tablets to my pet. 
   
 Gorgie easily pushed off a wooden beam sticking up out of a gap in the roof and made a long jump toward the hovering little magess. 
   
 Unlike the others, the woman was no slouch with her defense. The crushing blow of my beast’s front paws landed on a transparent defensive sphere. And an instant later, I saw the woman fly forward and slam into a wall on the opposite end of the street like a balloon that just got hit with a rock. 
   
 Gorgie’s baffled face after landing on the street a few steps away from Rom brought a smile to my face. 
   
 Less than a minute after my spells were dispersed, the magess was sent on a rapid flight hurling curse words. In that time, Troyce had finally come to his senses and extended both arms my direction. I saw my death in his eyes burning with rage. 
   
 I didn’t stand around either though. After taking down the third incapacitated mage, I somersaulted to the right and activated my last prepared spell. It occurred to me that the Mites had not worked as expected. Rom and Troyce did not lose their mana. So that’s what it’s like to fight well-prepared mages! 
   

― You have activated the spell Stone Spikes!


 


― You have attacked mage (38)!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 58371 damage!


 


― You have attacked mage (29)!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 25912 damage!


 

 We hit at the same time. I was engulfed in a wave of fire, which ate through almost my whole shield. The muckwalker’s aura had just a few dozen points of defense left. 
   
 You’re strong, creep! But I held out. 
   
 My opponents weren’t so lucky though. Troyce, still having yet to bother to activate any defense, and Rom with him, whose shield had already popped like soap bubble, were three feet off the ground, stuck through with big huge stone spikes. When I read the spell’s description, I honestly imagined it working a bit differently. But the mysterious higher powers who had gifted me the iridescent with this spell clearly preferred a bloodier end for my enemies. 
   
 Troyce, impaled on a whole three spikes was unconscious. His innards were falling of out of his torn-open stomach. Blood was streaming from his mouth, ears and eyes. His body was giving occasional predeath convulsions, opening his wounds even further. 
   
 I looked at his supply. Empty… The mage had a matter of moments left to live. 
   
 “Finish him off,” I nodded at Gorgie standing next to me. With his level, every kill was important. 
   
 A moment later, the system informed me of our victory. But that wasn’t all. Another two markers were hiding behind the meat shop. A red and a dark blue. They’re strangely in no hurry to help their comrades. I shouldn’t forget about the air lady either. 
   
 I glanced at the pile of bricks, boards and other rubble that formed where the magess slammed into a wall. She also must have gotten knocked out. The system had said nothing about her death, so she must have still been alive. 
   
 After quickly checking all my spells and the remaining mana in my supply, I winced. Continuing the fight with no shields is a bad idea. The canopy of invisibility isn’t an option either. As if it wasn’t bad enough for that flying witch to disperse all my spells, she had also blocked me from using them again. I wouldn’t be able to use Canopy for an hour now. 
   
 “What a rogue!” I grunted heatedly and looked around. “We’ll have to leave before the last couple nice guys get up the nerve to attack.” 
   
 I didn’t want to send Gorgie into battle without a shield. Those two had had time to prepare. 
   
 “Who are you?” I heard a short rasp. 
   
 Surprised, I looked up. Rom. I glanced at Gorgie blankly. Why is he still alive? Then I remembered I had only given the order to finish off Troyce. Beyond that, Rom’s level made him useless to the harn. 
   
 The water mage isn’t moving. I saw that his energy channels had turned into a mangled mess of shredded threads. Looks like his spine is broken, too. In more than one place, actually. The spike went straight through beneath his stomach. The stone tip was sticking out of the mage’s back. 
   
 I tilted my head to the side and walked up closer. We met eyes. I saw pain in his eyes. Lots of pain. Despair and disbelief, too. 
   
 “I’m the guy you underestimated,” I responded. 
   
 Rom tried to say something else, but he started coughing. Blood sputtered from his mouth. His eyes rolled back. I took out Dragonfly and stuck it sharply into his temple. 
   
 I looked around. It would be a bad idea to go digging through the ruins to finish off the magess and two apparently battle-ready mages, even if they were cowardly. But gathering the spoils I was entitled to as victor was another matter entirely. Quickly searching the fallen mages, I turned to Gorgie: 
   
 “Now let’s definitely get out of here.” 
   

* * *

   
 “A-hem,” I grumbled in perplexity and stroked the back of my head. 
   
 After my battle with the mages of the order, Gorgie and I ran all around the city to confuse our tracks and hid inside a small fish shop. It stank unbearably of spoiled fish, but that also meant the morphs stayed away. A good place to regroup and go through loot. 
   
 I wonder if the necromancers are aware of that quirk. How long will I be able to take advantage of it? 
   
 Not counting the system reward in the form of seventy silver tablets, several tens of thousands of esses and seven gold tablets of intellect, I made a rich harvest from the bodies of the mages. 
   
 Beyond magical rings, bracelets, daggers, knives and amulets, each of the mages had a twilight warrior backpack, and Troyce and Rom also each had a twilight mage backpack. Too bad I couldn’t get to the two brown mages Gorgie took down. It wasn’t likely they would let me plunder their bodies. 
   
 But beyond a doubt, the most valuable trophies were the mana crystals, of which we got a total of twenty-seven. When I saw them, I gradually started to realize why my adversaries had so little mana in their supplies. They must have fought valiantly before crossing paths with me. They thought one agent of chaos wouldn’t be too hard to take down. They underestimated me. As by the way, had I them. But I came to terms with what I saw. I adapted to the situation, while they stuck to their particular haughty style. And got in over their heads. 
   
 I also discovered something else in the mages’ pockets. Beyond the particles corresponding to their factions’ elements, there were also chaos particles. Just over three hundred. That could mean just one thing. They must have already taken down ten or so forces of chaos. I wonder what use our particles are to them. Thinking the word “our” made me chuckle. There’s no “us” here. There’s just us ― me and Gorgie. And Mee and Maya… I wanted to add Mink and Badger, but I stopped myself… 
   
 Stop! Eric! No moping! There’s no time! 
   
 Viciously rubbing the tears out of my eyes with a clenched fist, I breathed a heavy sigh and leaned my back against the wall. Mink’s wooden figurine appeared in my hands all on its own. 
   
 Sensing my emotions, Gorgie licked my cheek. I cringed in disgust. His maw reeked of salted cod. After spending the new tablets, the harn managed to find a few barrels of that slightly rotten “delicacy.” I thought it might gross him out. Slim chance though ― he ate it with delight and didn’t even wince. For fairness’ sake, it should be noted that he had made do with worse before. 
   
 In the end, I got seventy new ephemeral slots and more than twenty crystal slots, which I immediately filled with the highest denomination mana crystals. The size of my magic supply had more than doubled. My Wisdom got straight to filling the gap. Now, I wouldn’t be having more mana troubles any time soon. Or storage problems for that matter. 
   
 “Hrn,” Gorgie warned me quietly and pointed his nose toward the shop’s front door. 
   
 “What’s going on out there?” I asked, alarmed and looking carefully out the window. 
   
 The magess’ block had elapsed long ago, so I was back to using canopy of invisibility. Now I kept it constantly active to avoid unpleasant chance encounters. 
   
 Once I saw what Gorgie warned me about, I cursed softly. Things in the city were starting to change. 
   
 The fish shop was on a downward slope leading toward a wide square. So I could see very well what was happening down below from the window. And there were some very odd things going on out there. 
   
 There was a long procession of prisoners obediently making their way down a broad causeway that ran straight across the square. I counted up four columns. Men, women, and children, guarded on both sides by necromorphs, trudged dismally toward the middle of town. They were being led to the King’s palace. I looked to see how far it went and gasped. These were the refugees that had escaped through the Northern Gates! 
   
 The gods really had forsaken the people after all… 
   
 I was standing and sullenly observing the unfortunates as they clenched their fists in impotence. A fire had been lit in my soul. I wanted to run off and help, accepting righteous battle even if it would be my last. But my rational mind cooled my jets, constantly reminding me that these people had died long ago, and these were just strange tricks of the Labyrinth of Fright. 
   
 But then I saw something else. Or rather someone. Pinebogey, and next to him Dobbess the goblin. Those two had managed to get themselves taken prisoner and were now trudging submissively forward, their heads hanging low. I didn’t see any chains, much less ropes. At first that oddity surprised me until I saw their captors. 
   
 There were three of them. Hunchbacked. short. I might even call them gnarled. They had black hoods covering their faces. Level fifty. Obviously mages. I had seemingly finally put eyes on the shadowy figures behind all this gruesome chaos. Necromancers. 
   
 They had clearly overtaken the will of the chaos faction members. I couldn’t find any other explanation for their obedience. I looked closer and noticed another few colored markers around. Two fire mages. One dark blue and another bright yellow. Swarthy skin. Slightly pointed ear tips. An Atrian lady. A child of the desert. So, they have their own citadel and faction too. Although why not? 
   
 Based on the way she’s swaying from side to side, she’s been pushed to the limit of exhaustion. Or wounded. Low level. Twenty-four. She’s on the verge of collapse. 
   
 There are four beasts scampering around next to the necromancers. I whistled to myself mentally. Level eighty. The system identified them as Wights. A mixture of human-like creature and animal. Great humps of muscle. Bone armor. Long claws. All just a bit worse than Gorgie’s. These were clearly some advanced form of necromorph. 
   
 When the procession of prisoners including my new acquaintances reached the middle of the square, Pinebogey gave an unexpected shudder and stole a glance in my direction. 
   
 “Bug damn you!” I whispered. “You can sense me? But how?” 
   
 I saw his animal eyes and shuddered. It was the exact same way Gorgie looked at me on the day I found him on the bank of the subterranean river. Pinebogey was pleading for help… 
   
 Weighing all the pros and cons, I promised myself not to do anything rash and decided to keep an eye on the column of prisoners from afar. If I get the chance to help my new acquaintances without taking too big a risk, I’ll do it. 
   
 “Let’s move,” I whispered to Gorgie and slipped first out of the shop. 
   



 Chapter 8 
   
   

IT WAS AS IF I had second sight. The closer we came to the middle of town, the harder it got for Gorgie to find hiding spots. Every neighborhood we entered had more and more undead. 
   
 I looked up at the sky. The thing I had taken for a black cloud hovering over the King’s palace turned out to be none other than a huge flock of those big bats from before. A chill ran down my spine. Another few blocks and they’ll be able to see Gorgie clear as day. 
   
 “Brother, I’m gonna have to tuck you away,” I mentally addressed the harn, who immediately struck me with a scrutinizing gaze. “Don’t worry. With the canopy, they won’t be able to see or sense me.” 

 

 The cat’s eyes, full of skepticism, squinted suspiciously. 
   
 “I promise to keep my head down,” I reassured him and activated the summoning amulet. 
   
 The necromancers really did not see or sense me. A few times I got quite close to them, ready to run away at any moment but the canopy had been doing a great job so far. 
   
 At first, I didn’t know why they were so blind. I figured they were just trying to keep tabs on too many things at once. In any case, keeping such a massive gaggle of undead under control is no easy task. Either that or their senses aren’t high enough level. Honestly, I quickly concluded that theory didn’t hold water. A mage capable of controlling so many creatures at one time must have high level senses a priori. 
   
 Then Bug pushed me to reread the description of Canopy and everything fell into place. The little hint my improved mind had revealed explained the nature of magical and physical senses. As it turned out, there were lots of kinds of senses linked to various characteristics. For example, the Queen of the Draks had sensed me with a natural ability somewhat like the Gulper Female’s echolocation. The level of her natural “vision” was higher than my canopy of invisibility’s. 
   
 And when it came to magical senses, Will took over. And the level of my ability no longer played a role. I got further proof of that while they were inside the activation radius of the Black Widow’s mask. The System let me know that the necromancers’ Will, along with that of their creatures, was low enough for me to use the artifact successfully. In other words, if the necromancers were not intelligent, I could have taken two of them under control. Now I get why they can’t see or sense me. 
   
 Unlike Pinebogey… The mage must have had some kind of natural sixth sense. Otherwise, how was he always able to tell where I was despite his low will? I already had one guess about that, but I had yet to test it. 
   
 While following the procession of captives, I had already started to think I had no viable options when suddenly they stopped moving. I ran a bit ahead, got up on the roof of a three-story manor and looked around. So that’s what’s causing the pile-up. 
   
 There was a real logjam up ahead. The main street leading into the middle of town looked like a river of people trudging in silence. The little streets like the one Pinebogey and the goblin were currently on, were like tributaries awaiting their turn to join the main watercourse. 
   
 The silent submission of the victims coupled with the eerie coordination and sheer numbers of the undead made my skin crawl. My very nature was demanding that I leave this part of town. But I just couldn’t bring myself to go. 
   
 I got down and checked my “cover,” then headed toward the tail of the column, which was where Pinebogey was. Every time I took a step just one pace away from a necromorph, my heart fluttered. But the undead brutes didn’t detect me. And neither did their masters. 
   
 As I walked past one of the necromancers, I took a quick peek under his hood. Hm… A normal person. A forty-year-old man. Just very pale and thin. Level thirty-seven. No stubble on his face. Tension in his dark eyes. Thin bloodless lips pursed in aversion. Clearly aristocratic facial features. I glanced at his hands. Definitely a noble. Expensive signet rings on his long fingers. Trimmed nails. 
   
 Strange as it may have been, my observations calmed me down. Now necromancers no longer seemed like mere bloodthirsty mythical creatures. They’re just mages like me, even though they hail from the abominable death faction… 
   
 Once I reached the tail of the column, I went up to Pinebogey and froze behind him. I saw his shoulders give a slight shudder. He realized I was next to him. 
   
 “Can you talk?” I quietly whispered in his ear. 
   
 In response there came silence. 
   
 “I see,” I muttered back in a whisper nevertheless, looking from side to side. “Get ready. Any minute now you’ll get going again.” 
   
 And just then, the column kicked into motion. 
   
 “I have one idea,” I continued, now walking alongside Pinebogey. 
   
 Was it just me, or had he started breathing slightly faster? 
   
 “Don’t get your hopes up,” I muttered. “You’ll have to spend a bit longer as a speechless puppet. Basically just listen up and commit this to memory. When you get to the main street, be ready to make your move. Somewhere around halfway to the palace, to the right of the Golden Carp tavern, I saw a way into the sewer system near the curb. As soon as the commotion starts, jump down into the sewers. There’s no way you’ll be able to escape on the streets ― they’re everywhere up here. I almost forgot… The entrance has a grate on it, but I don’t think that should stop you.” 
   
 I spent a bit of time in silence and said: 
   
 “There’s just one more thing, but it’s the most important part. Which of those five ugly bastards is controlling you?” 
   
 Pinebogey gave a slight shudder, then slowly turned his head toward the necromancer I had just seen, clearly straining with all his inner might. His behavior did not go unnoticed. The necromancer took a sharp turn and stared Pinebogey directly in the face. An instant later, the animal-eyed mage had turned back into a soulless puppet trudging his way to the slaughter. 
   
 “I see,” I said quietly and ducked down the nearest alleyway. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the goblin’s ears moving. Dobbess must have been hanging on my every word. For the record, despite the Atrian lady’s semiconscious state, she heard everything as well. Pinebogey would not be alone. 
   
 I was forming a split opinion on the desert dweller. On the one hand, I felt bad for her but on the other, her resilience and willpower were something to be admired. I even just about activated Forest’s Blessing to ease her suffering, but I stopped myself. Any use of magic here could spark aggression from her puppet-master. Not the time, not the place. 
   
 I reached the tavern fairly quickly, with its wide sign depicting a fat carp with large golden scales. I picked a spot in the attic of a three-story home on the opposite side of the street to keep watch. 
   
 Someone had tried to hide here before me. I discovered a few mutilated bodies against the far wall. Based on their remains, these poor folks were approximately the same age as me. 
   
 I took a cautious peek out of the small attic window and started getting ready to wait for Pinebogey when suddenly my eyes started to fade. I was insanely dizzy, my heart was beating fitfully, my hands were shivering, and I detected the tell-tale flavor of bitter decay ― an otherworldly portal had just opened very nearby! 
   
 What the abyss is going on here?! 
   
 It felt like a powerful sea wave had just come crashing down on top of me. And despite my dogged resistance, it swept me up whole, squeezing all the air from my lungs. Just a bit longer and I’ll have to take my last breath, sucking ice-cold water down my throat. 
   
 For the first few seconds, I tried to figure out where I was. Such was the power of the upwelling of hateful magic. I thought it was going to crush me like a bug. Every hair on my body stood on end. It was hard to think what kind of portal must have just opened and what cursed world it must have led to. In comparison with this, the portal in the Stone Forest seemed like a rickety little gate its absent-minded owners had forgotten to close for the night. 
   
 It was as if I could feel its vile nature and fetid stench my bones. The nauseating flavor in my mouth made me want to vomit then and there. It felt like I was being turned inside out. The sharp pain in my temples and the back of my head, the excruciating nausea, the overall sense of inertia in my body ― I thought my soul was about to go meet the gods of the abyss at any time. Activating Forest’s Blessing brought me back to my senses like a breath of fresh air. 
   
 The pain retreated. My ability to think returned. I was distracted by a burning and slight tingling in the tips of my fingers. I took a glance at my hands and the bloodied wooden floor. It turned out I had been scratching at the gray boards, flaying my skin and nails. 
   
 I blew on my fingers and winced. Despite the regeneration kicking in, I wouldn’t have any fingernails for the next few days. After I took a sip from my water canteen, I finally came back to my senses. And as soon as that happened, my first impulse was to get as far from that place as possible. But then I overcame the panic and fear by looking out the little window. The movement had stopped. The prisoners were standing still as stone statues. The necromancers, however, knew what had happened. They just lit up. They seemed happy about it. 
   
 The wave of dark vileness was emanating from the King’s palace. So the portal, or rather Gateway must have opened in there. I didn’t much believe it was a simple coincidence. So something or more like someone must have caused it to open. The necromancers had probably not gotten up the nerve to stage a grand final push. If they had, it would be idiocy of the highest order. Whatever was about to come flooding out of the Gateway would sweep away everything in the area. Or was that what they wanted to achieve?! 
   
 My heart burst out of my chest, pushing me to run. But my mind kept putting forth one cool-headed argument after the next in favor of staying a bit longer to watch. After all, I am now an observer and unwitting participant in millennia-old events! In fact, the order of monster hunters came into existence many centuries after this. In effect, I am now standing on the precipice of a very important discovery. 
   
 That settles it! I have to see this. 
   
 Crossing alley after alley, little street after little street, I finally made it to the middle of town. The closer I came to the King’s palace, the crazier my heartbeat started going. At a certain point, the homes and alleyways came to an end though, based on the ruined walls, this had been where the city’s elite had their majestic manors just a few days prior. Now though, the center of town had been transformed into an eerie wasteland. 
   
 In front of me, where the palace should have been, an impenetrable magic haze of a dark lilac shade was hovering in the air. The ground shuddering underfoot here and there like a living creature that had had its skin scorched, frozen, poisoned and generally harried for several days on end. The fully charred, scorched craters, ridges of ice, puddles of poison and stone spikes all spoke to the fact that some of the most powerful mages of the era had come together here on the battlefield. 
   
 My magical vision was basically blinded by the amount of spilled and processed mana. Slowly stepping out in front, I felt like a tiny little bug. I tried to turn around many times and run away without looking. But every time I got myself back together and kept stubbornly going forward. I have to know what’s going on here! 
   
 The closer I came, the more the magic fog lifted and, when there wasn’t a trace of it left, I froze like a deer in the headlights. What I could now see took my breath away. 
   
 The King’s palace looked most of all like a huge milky white crystal. Its now unknown architect had created a truly unsurpassed masterpiece. I had never seen a building in my life that looked like this structure. It was as if the gods themselves had a hand in its design! 
   
 The palace’s magic defenses were in line with that. It was topped with a gigantic transparent golden hued dome that housed the King’s residence, sealing him off from the hordes of undead. 
   
 I had a hard time looking away from the palace but eventually managed to survey the area. The sheer number of different kinds of creatures boggled the mind! For the record, not all the attackers were undead. I saw humans, orcs, trolls and ogres among their ranks. There were even gremlins! I took a closer look and realized that Mee’s forebearers had little in common with their descendants in our day. They were no less dignified than the other races. If I survive this day, I’ll be sure to tell my brother all about it. It will do him good to learn that his ancient countrymen were formidable warriors and mages. 
   
 “There you are,” I muttered, spitting out a mouthful of bitter saliva. 
   
 In the middle, right at the wall of the defensive dome, there was a huge tar-black spot the size of a lake. It was slightly vibrating and shuddering and… It was growing! 
   
 Knowing what would happen next, I couldn’t tell why all these warriors and mages were not trying to hide. Why weren’t they running? After all, based on the waves of revulsion twisting my guts into knots, something or someone truly terrible was just about to enter this world! 
   
 A few seconds later, I realized why the Gateway was still growing in size. I finally saw why the necromancers were bringing all those people here. They were being taken to sacrifice to the portal! 
   
 It’s hard to communicate what I felt in that moment. Pain, despair, abhorrence, pity. And impotence. 
   
 Then I saw the villain responsible for all his horror and my heart seized. 
   
 He was standing at a half-turn, but still I recognized him. Opposite the quickly growing Gateway, surrounded by very powerful mages with his arms spread to the side stood the Steel King! 
   
 His tall figure, encased in a suit of glimmering armor, towered over the mere mortals by two whole heads. Even the trolls and ogres didn’t seem so huge next to him. 
   
 The steel crown atop his head flickered with a dark lilac glow. His voice cut through space like rolling thunder. I listened closer and tried to figure out what he was talking about, but the system informed me that my mind level was too low to learn whatever dark dialect he was using. But his intonation led me to believe he was issuing an order to an unseen underling. The whole world seemed to revolve around this man… And really was he even a man? 
   
 When the initial fear had passed, and I again felt able to think clearly, I began to realize that this Steel King was just part of the Labyrinth of Fright, though my thoughts had taken their sweet time catching up. In other words, I am currently seeing events from over a thousand years in the past. Does that mean the Steel King is now over a thousand years old? No. Out of the question. I remembered hearing Egbert the Seventh mention a great grandfather when we were talking. And then it dawned on me. I was seeing one of Egbert’s forebearers. The resemblance was striking. Honestly, once I finally realized who I was looking at, a few points of differentiation started jumping out at me. For example, his age. The Steel King I could see now was around ten years older than his modern-day counterpart. 
   
 I felt another jolt from underground followed by one more and crouched down in fear. Ripples ran over the surface of the coal black lake. The slimy substance started to bubble and seethe. Seemingly, the King had gotten what he was after. 
   
 I wonder if he even knows what’s about to happen. 
   
 I spat out bitter saliva a few times and walked up closer. I wanted to take in the spectacle in full measure. When else would I get to see an otherworldly creature crushing a whole army of high-level mages? 
   
 Finally, a gigantic limb poked out of the Gateway. Either an arm, or some other sort of animal appendage. I was not able to make it out clearly, because the summoned brute moved far too fast. And I no longer had any doubts that it had been summoned. The orcs in the stone forest had seemingly been trying to perform this same ritual. And the draks had also been dragging halflings to their portal from the whole surrounding area. They must have had a reason. Or were all these events not linked? 
   
 The Steel King shouted something aloud and the necromancers got back to making sacrifices. Seemingly, the blood of the unfortunate townsfolk had attracted an otherworldly monster in the end. 
   
 A huge creature lunged up out of the black lake in a single burst. A wave of vile magic rolled over me again, but this time it did not catch me off guard. I got away with nothing but a strong headache. 
   
 I was not able to see its level, but nevertheless it was clear that a true force of evil had entered our world, though it was a thousand years ago. It burst out toward the procession of prisoners but, what happened after that made my heartbeat go even faster. The Steel King raised a hand, shouted something loud and the otherworldly demon froze in place then, falling down onto all fours, made a bow. 
   
 That knocked the wind out of me. Egbert the Seventh’s ancestor had just made an otherworldly beast submit to his will before my very eyes. How could this be? Was the King’s Will really that high? A moment later, heeding a wave of his hand, the monster took a long jump and perched itself atop the golden-hued protective dome. 
   
 When another monster appeared from the Gateway, this one larger and uglier, and another loud cry from the Steel King made it go join the other one, I realized that Will was in fact playing a secondary role. 
   
 Egbert the Seventh’s great-great-great grandfather knew how to open otherworldly portals and could easily force high-level dark beasts to submit ― I’d bet anything that this mystery has a few more links in it. I don’t even know who to talk to about this. My intuition was basically screaming that I was somehow connected to all this crap, but I didn’t know how yet. Furthermore, it may have just been my paranoia, but it seemed to me the Labyrinth was deliberately sharing these “specters” with me. 
   
 Meanwhile, a ripple ran over the magic dome, which had seemed to be an indestructible monolith. By the looks of things, the palace defenders are doomed. 
   
 I gave it some fair consideration, decided I’d seen enough and ran back. Back to where Pinebogey was waiting for me. 
   
 So the history books were telling the truth after all. The capital of Darta really had been wiped off the face of the earth. As I ran, my heart aflutter, I could only think of one thing. Would the Labyrinth let us go before that highly significant event took place? 
   



 Chapter 9 
   
   

WHILE I MADE MY WAY to the tavern, otherworldly energy rolled over me another few times. Several of the upwellings were particularly nasty. The Steel King was on a roll and, seemingly, was in no mood to stop. Based on the number of waves, he had summoned more than ten dark beasts to this world already. What will happen after they finish what they came to do? And meanwhile, the procession of unspeaking captives is still trudging along. I think they’ve even picked up the pace. 
   
 When I got to the building I was using for a lookout spot, I had an unpleasant surprise waiting for me. There was a big huge monster sitting on the roof next to my little window in the attic. A level-eighty wraith. The undead creature looked most of all like an ape, but with no hair on its body. It had plenty of grotesque bony nubs though. Empty eye sockets. A maw crammed full of teeth. Long claws. And it was at least as big as Gorgie. I would certainly not like to go up against a beast like this in close combat. 
   
 The brute must have been up on the roof for a reason. I’d bet my foot this thing had come here to kill me. So could they actually detect me? Then why didn’t this happen until now? After all, just a few minutes ago, I was strolling along calmly right under their noses. Or was this some different kind of wraith with enhanced senses? At any rate, I decided against climbing up on the roof to find out. And furthermore, there was no need ― the column of captives I was interested in had already rounded the corner. Among the measuredly nodding heads, I saw a flicker of Pinebogey’s tangled mane. 
   
 Despite the fact we were at least a hundred steps apart, the agent of chaos detected me again. It was plain from the way he shuddered. A-hem… When we get out of this mess, he’s gonna have a lot of explaining to do. 
   
 That last thought, by the way, amused me briefly. I gave a lopsided smile. Just six months earlier, instead of “when,” I’d have thought “if.” I wonder if that’s mere self-confidence or a sober assessment of the situation. I ran through my plan one more time and decided it would most likely work. 
   
 When I saw Pinebogey’s head sticking up twenty yards from the tavern, I got started. My first move was to merge into the aimless crowd. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the wraith on the rooftop shudder. There’s obviously something off about that one. 
   
 Once I got near the trudging captives, I gave a contented nod. The undead brute calmed down right away. The creep had powerful senses, but not powerful enough to tell me apart from the others. I tried not to look at the people’s gloomy faces. As harsh as it may have sounded, they were already long dead to me. Unlike the real Pinebogey, they were just bits of the Labyrinth’s dream. In any case, when my plan goes into action, these poor folks will be able to live their “false” lives for another couple hours. 
   
 The second step was to get next to the necromancer controlling Pinebogey. I had readied Incineration for the ugly bastard. Just to make sure. I could slap him with lightning too, but I was afraid a mage at that level and a mentat to boot would have some way of neutralizing the daze effect. 
   
 I was just about to kick off my scheme when a few different things happened in the span of an instant. Another three wraiths appeared on the roofs of the buildings running along the main street. I didn’t feed any illusions that it might have been random. Seemingly, they had me surrounded. And there wasn’t enough time to think about who had detected me, the beasts or their masters. I needed to get moving. And then something else happened… Some text appeared before my eyes: 
   

― Attention! Your time in the Labyrinth of Fright has expired!


 


― You may now return to your departure point!


 


― Would you like to cross over?


 


― Yes/No.


 


― Attention! You have 30 seconds to make a decision!


 

 Just in the nick of time! My mouth stretched out from ear to ear. Before giving confirmation, I looked back at Pinebogey. I forgot I was under the Canopy, so I even gave him a jaunty wink but an instant later the smile started to creep off my face… 
   
 The agent of chaos was looking straight at me. There was so much grief and despair in his animal eyes it gave me the chills. I wanted to shout to him out loud. Why the Bug wasn’t he leaving?! But then I looked at the other captive mages and everything fell into place ― for some reason, none of them could accept the system’s invitation. 
   
 Thoughts started to swirl around feverishly in my head. Thirty seconds to get to the necromancer and activate incineration. Actually, what do I mean thirty seconds? It’s less now… 
   
 Not wasting even one more second, I dashed forward. I was not going to lie to myself ― I was taking a risk for the sake of a person I didn’t know in the slightest. Though, I also didn’t much believe that Pinebogey was a person exactly. 
   
 What was this? Senseless heroics? A young man’s impulse? Suicidal self-confidence? A very smart and calculating person would probably have said just that. But strange as it may have been, I was guided by my intuition. Just like back in the caverns of the Crooked Mountains when I scooped water into the toothy maw of a harn that had fallen victim to hexapod poison. Or like with Mee on the orcish steppe. I just knew I was doing the right thing. 
   
 My sudden burst of movement did not go unnoticed. The wraiths, following the command of an invisible puppet master, came shooting down to the ground. 
   
 I bared my teeth ravenously. My target was just a few steps away. I knew those brutes would not make it to me in time. I would have to consider how they were detecting me later. But now all my attention was on the necromancer controlling Pinebogey and the rest. 
   
 As I took my last step, extending my right hand with the spell ready to go, I quickly realized that this was all going to be over much faster than I anticipated. I would even have a few seconds left over to catch my breath. But at the last moment, I realized I had been underestimating my opponent. The toxic smirk he awarded me before I was abruptly sent flying a few paces to the right will stay with me for the rest of my life. They got one over on me like a country bumpkin that had somehow wandered his way into a big-city casino. 
   
 Then another powerful jolt of magic came from the left, throwing me onto the causeway and sending me skidding me a few feet on the cobbles like a ragdoll. A second necromancer had joined the party, having been diligently pretending to be blind before that. What creeps! 
   
 Muckwalker’s defensive aura absorbed all the damage, but the world went dark for an instant. And when I was able to think properly again, I saw a notification hovering before my eyes: 
   

― Decision time has expired!


 

 That could mean only one thing ― I had just missed my chance of returning to the Citadel of Chaos. 
   
 If someone could have read the thoughts racing through my head at that moment, they would probably have concluded that I had lost my mind. I should note that even I was surprised by my reaction. Then again, how else should a person react after losing the ability to leave a place like this? What was I supposed to be feeling? Probably despair at the fact my enemies had played their hands masterfully like expert card sharps, leaving me out in the cold. Or perhaps panicked fear. After all, the gruesome spectacle I had witnessed in the middle of town clearly did not inspire optimism. Or perhaps anger at myself for giving in to a sudden sense of pity and stranding myself while saving someone I did not know. 
   
 I should say though that none of those feelings had come to me. I felt a fleeting annoyance which very quickly gave way to utter calm and cold confidence. And on top of that, as if to dilute that ice-cold cocktail, a sense of excitement awoke within me. I gave a lopsided smile. After all this time, Gorgie was starting to rub off on me. 
   
 After the necromancer’s attack, my canopy of invisibility flew away and the wraiths, driven by someone else, came racing my way. As it turned out, there had been a third necromancer hiding in the shadows of a distant building all that time on the other side of the street. It was easy to tell he was the one controlling the advanced morphs by his tell-tale hand movements. 
   
 All that time, the death mages didn’t utter a single word. They must have had another way of communicating like Gorgie and I did. 
   
 In light of what was happening, I could say for certain which of the three was in charge of controlling the beasts and who was in charge of the prisoners. All I had left was to figure out who had detected me. Though that no longer mattered. 
   
 When I got up off the ground, I saw a doomed expression on Pinebogey’s face. I also read guilt in his eyes. Where was that coming from? He had probably already written me off as a goner. He thinks some kid is gonna die senselessly because of him. The other captives had vague traces of similar emotions on their faces, too. 
   
 But a second later, the kid they had already begun to mourn caught them all by surprise. Both the captives and their captors. 
   
 When they saw Gorgie appear out of thin air, the two groups reacted in different ways. The captives’ eyes went wide, the necromancers meanwhile were totally dazed for a few seconds, which the harn did not fail to seize upon. 
   
 Two Thorntail’s Jumps and Gorgie was behind the one controlling the wraiths. My beast was moving with such lightning speed that no one could even tell what was happening until the harn started flaying his victim alive as the unfortunate necromancer started wailing in pain. And when that happened all the death mages turned their heads looking baffled. 
   
 The morphs had forgotten about me and all ran off together to aid their master. But the necromancers had another surprise waiting for them. Probably the most unpleasant one yet. Gorgie’s attack broke the puppet masters’ concentration, which gave me a window to use my biggest trump card. 
   
 Using the Black Widow’s mask, I was able to take control of four of the beasts at once. The artifact had been telling me before that I had enough Will to subjugate the ugly bastards, but the hitch was that the necromancer had been sharing a tiny bit of his Mind with all his pets. When it all went off the rails, that advantage was quickly squandered. 
   
 Controlling the wraiths was fairly unwieldy. We didn’t have the same kind of connection as I had with Gorgie. The system simply informed me that I now had four creatures under my command and awaiting orders. I didn’t know how it worked for the necromancer, but it was enough for me. I quickly designated the remaining death mages as enemies and gave the order to attack. On top of that, just in case, I activated the spell I got for defeating the Queen of the Draks, Damage Dispersal. Now seventy percent of the damage I took would be going to the wraiths. 
   
 I had no desire to look through their characteristics either, much less the time. The subjugation effect would only be active for thirty minutes. 
   
 When the wraiths froze and, instead of attacking the scaled monster, turned on the necromancers, at first they couldn’t tell what was going on. And there was no longer anyone to clue them in. The former controller of the wraiths, thanks to Gorgie’s efforts, had been transformed into a well tenderized bloody cutlet. 
   
 An instant before his death, I saw a look of bewilderment on the face of one of the puppet masters. It was even like he was still trying to exercise control over the morph attacking him but, to his misfortune, I had invested too heavily into Will. 
   
 The necromancers died practically all at once. And when that happened, the street came to life in the blink of an eye. The people who had previously been walking in silence like automatons were now free. I heard shouts, rasps and wailing from all directions. The perfect single-files all jumbled together. True chaos had taken hold. 
   
 Pinebogey just stood there breathing deeply of the air of freedom. There was a happy smile playing on his bearded countenance. The other liberated mages reacted much the same way. 
   
 “Wow, you actually pulled it off!” Pinebogey exclaimed rapturously. “I’ve never seen anyone quite so reckless and crazy before! And I thank the Goddess Fortuna for that.” 
   
 “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I snorted and, nodding at the column, added: “Those ugly bastards already have friends on the way here.” 
   
 Backing that up, cries of pain flew in from somewhere up ahead. The normal necromorphs must have been going after the liberated townsfolk. I glanced up at the sky. The dark cloud hovering over the palace gave a shudder and started growing larger. 
   
 “Bats!” Dobbess shouted. “They’ll be here soon!” 
   
 The goblin first dashed toward the sewer entrance, where a few of the mages I freed were already running. But when he noticed I was in no hurry, he stopped and looked at me inquisitively. 
   
 “First I need to help the Atrian,” I said and nodded at the desert native lying on the causeway. 
   
 “Just a sec,” Pinebogey stopped me. “She is wearing a disguise. A powerful mage must have gone to a lot of trouble.” 
   
 I crouched next to the girl and took a closer look. Strangely, I caught a glimpse of something familiar in her facial features. The surprise even made me rub my eyes. I looked again. No. It was just me. 
   
 “Do you think there’s a monster lurking behind her disguise?” I asked. 
   
 Pinebogey shrugged his shoulders. 
   
 “In the last hour, you’ve taken so many risks that one more or less won’t change the overall balance.” 
   
 And that was said in a tone that made it hard to tell if he was being serious or joking. 
   
 I chuckled and activated Forest’s Blessing. Once the woman received her portion of one hundred fifty regeneration, she gave a slight shudder and started breathing measuredly. The pallor on her cheeks gave way to a slight rosy glow. 
   
 Pinebogey and Dobbess were also affected. Why let a good thing go to waste? My spell could be used on up to five allies. 
   
 Whereas the goblin just nodded gratefully and looked at me yet again with respect, I saw disbelief and confusion in Pinebogey’s animal eyes. A-hem… He sure has a strange reaction to being healed. 
   
 “And now it’s time for us to get out of here,” I said. “The farther we get from the middle of town, the longer we’ll survive,” 
   
 “I can carry her,” Pinebogey offered and easily picked up the Atrian in his arms. “Lead the way!” 
   
 I nodded and, not waiting even one more second, ran toward a wide sewer entrance on the edge of the main street. The grate had already been ripped from its hinges and tossed aside. One of the liberated mages was really going for it. The intrafactional hostility, by the way, had not been forgotten, either. No one was planning on attacking anyone. But that was only for the time being… 
   
 “You know the way?” the goblin asked, now a whole step behind me. It probably looked strange from an outside perspective. A level twenty-nine mage pattering away behind a little zero, afraid of being left behind. 
   
 “I have a guide,” I answered, nodding at Gorgie next to me. 
   
 I turned around. Pinebogey was running behind us as well, gingerly toting the unconscious Atrian in his arms. 
   
 The goblin snorted and took a significant glance at the mask on my face. 
   
 “Y’know something kid… You’re full of surprises. Now I have no doubt you defeated the Black Widow.” 
   
 I shrugged my shoulders vaguely. To be frank, I didn’t give a crap what he thought. Another question was bothering me though. What to do about the wraiths? Very soon the brutes would get free and then there’d be hell to pay. 
   
 I didn’t have to rack my brains for long. Waves of basic necromorphs came flooding out of the alleys onto the main road and I ordered the wraiths to cover our retreat before diving into the dark gaping maw of the capital city sewer system. We had a bit less than fifteen minutes before my temporary pets would come to their senses. 
   
 We ran in silence. A few times we ended up passing groups of commoners, also trying to escape through the sewer system. Good thing the sewer tunnels here were so wide. There were a few places where it was big enough for two carts to pass one another easily. 
   
 The townsfolk, lacking night vision, were moving as slowly as blind kittens. In our group though, the lack of light didn’t cause any problems. The smell of crap though, which had fully soaked into everything we owned over the last half hour, did nothing to increase our desire to remain in the tunnels. 
   
 A few times, we ran into necromorphs as well. But they were pretty sluggish and most low level. Pinebogey and Dobbess called them lost children. It wasn’t hard to guess that these undead had broken off from the larger herd and been left unsupervised. 
   
 “Any ideas what to do next?” I asked Pinebogey as he trudged next to me. 
   
 “We need to find a passage to another anomaly,” he responded none-too-confidently. “And the sooner we do so the better.” 
   
 “We need to get out of here before the Rift,” the goblin concurred and shivered. 
   
 As an aside, they had supposedly both entered the Labyrinth to fight one other. Given what was happening now, that must have felt quite foolish. 
   
 “I assume you’ve been in sticky situations like this before?” 
   
 Pinebogey and Dobbess shook their heads no. 
   
 “So then how do you know about these passages and rifts?” I asked. 
   
 “From the Gatekeeper,” the goblin answered. “He’s the only one who ever got out.” 
   
 Hm… the Gatekeeper again. 
   
 “Why should we go to a different anomaly?” I asked. 
   
 “There we’ll have another chance of being invited to leave the labyrinth,” answered Pinebogey. 
   
 “One anomaly, one invitation to leave,” the goblin summarized. 
   
 “And what if we get don’t make it before the rift?” I asked. 
   
 “Unclear,” Pinebogey shrugged his shoulders. “No one has ever come back after a Rift.” 
   
 A slight chill ran down my spine. 
   
 “So all that’s left is to find this passage,” I said. 
   
 “The troll said passages all look different,” said the goblin. “Could be a regular old barn door. Or a well. Or a half-collapsed wall…” 
   
 I winced: the more they said, the gloomier I felt. I was afraid to even imagine how many walls, doors or wells there were in this city. It was like looking for a needle in a haystack. But it wasn’t as if we were going to have all day to search. 
   
 After Pinebogey saw my expression, he said: 
   
 “We’ll know it when we see it. It won’t be an entirely normal place. The Gatekeeper said you can sense lots of energy next to the passage.” 
   
 That made me think deeply. Lots of energy… Lots of energy… What if…? 
   
 I stopped dead in my tracks, which baffled my companions. Praying to all the gods at the same time, I hurried to open the description of Gunnar the Destroyer’s amulet. My heart aflutter, I checked. And a second later, with a broad smile on my face, I told it to locate the nearest Place of Power. 
   
 “Listen, Highlander, what are you doing?” the goblin carefully reached out and touched me on the shoulder. 
   

― Attention! Search complete.


 


― Place of Power located (5x). Would you like to plot a route?


 

 Paying no mind to the goblin’s question, I agreed to the system’s suggestion. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Pinebogey setting a hand on Dobbess’ shoulder, letting him know not to bother me just yet. He was first to realize that I was groping around for something. 
   
 A few long seconds later, before my eyes appeared a map depicting five different routes. The first pointed back where we came from. I.e., downtown. Based on the size of the destination, that place of power was the biggest in the city. 
   
 I gave a lopsided smile. Nope, we will not be going there. 
   
 Another three dots were on the other end of the big city. They almost all bled together. At first I didn’t understand what they could be, but then I remembered. It was the temples of the gods Random, Fortuna and the Great System. 
   
 The fifth and final dot was to the west. Right where we were going. 
   
 When I announced to my companions that I seemingly knew where to find a passage between anomalies, they looked on my words with mistrust. I was not planning to try and convince them or prove anything though. I just set a route and headed for my destination. I could of course have shown them the amulet. That would have answered all their questions. But I was not planning to show off my rare artifacts. Whether they believed me or not was their problem. Based on the way Dobbess and Pinebogey kept trudging along next to me, my words hit their mark. 
   

* * *

   
 “You sure?” Pinebogey asked with doubt in his voice. 
   
 “Absolutely,” I answered firmly. 
   
 “I’m just finding this all so…” the goblin muttered out. But he didn’t finish. 
   
 I understood them. The arrow found us a way out of the sewer tunnels, then led us across the western part of the city, which was teeming with undead until finally leading us outside the city walls to our end point. 
   
 We were standing on the edge of a precipice and looking down at a gigantic whirlpool twisting and turning on the surface of the sea. And it was the very Passage to another anomaly we were looking for. 
   
 Pinebogey snorted. 
   
 “Hmm, this ain’t exactly a well. But you can bet your butt this thing smells like mana. I don’t know how you did it, but it looks like you really have found the thing, Highlander!” 
   
 The goblin thought so too. A timid smile started playing on his thin lips. 
   
 Beyond that, the anomaly we were in was becoming more and more hostile with every minute. It was as if we were being pushed out by some invisible force, letting us know we were no longer welcome. The air even felt somehow heavy and sticky. The Rift was drawing near. 
   
 Time to jump. 
   
 I recalled Gorgie and started activating all my shields. When Pinebogey and Dobbess saw the ghostly snake constricting around my body, they reacted in different ways. Pinebogey was demure, whereas the goblin was suspicious. But it made an impression on both of them. When I activated chaos shield though, and shared that protection with them, not forgetting the Atrian lady who was still unconscious ― their eyes just about climbed up into their foreheads. 
   
 “Ready?” I asked. And, after waiting for affirmative nods, stepped first off the cliff. While I watched the giant whirlpool draw closer, I was distantly considering the fact that, just a year ago, I couldn’t have imagined what I had in store. Then an instant later, darkness swallowed me up. 
   
 I came to my senses all at once, as if bursting up from underwater. I opened my eyes and found myself immediately squinting due to the bright light. I could just barely make out the sound of falling water. 
   
 Water… That’s right! The precipice! The whirlpool! The passage! 
   
 I opened my eyes again. Someone’s face loomed over me. 
   
 “Got your wits about you?” the blurry face asked in Dobbess’ voice. 
   
 I gave another few blinks and tried to focus. Must be Dobbess. 
   
 “You all alive?” I asked quietly, more like rasping. 
   
 “We’re just fine,” came Pinebogey with an unsettled expression. 
   
 “What about the woman?” I asked, wincing. I was so thirsty. 
   
 Pinebogey rubbed the back of his head and responded uneasily: 
   
 “She’s doing just fine, Highlander. See for yourself.” 
   
 Strange. What’s his deal? He’s acting weird. 
   
 I propped myself up on an elbow. I turned my head where he pointed and was struck dumb. A few steps away was the Atrian we had rescued. Honestly though, her sand warrior guise was gone without a trace. 
   
 “Hello, Eric…” 
   
 “Hello, Midori.” 
   



 Chapter 10 
   
   

WE SPENT THE FIRST few seconds staring at one another in silence. The dryad had hardly changed. She had the same subtle diminutive facial features and huge slanted emerald eyes. And in them was reflected a mixture of bafflement and determination. 
   
 While I was lying unconscious, Midori had had plenty of time to wrap her head around the situation. And the fact I was still alive said a lot. After all, I remembered perfectly well how dangerous this forest warrior could be. She could snap you in half like a chicken bone without even blinking an eye. Wouldn’t be so easy to do to me though ― my shields could take quite the beating. Pinebogey and the goblin didn’t seem to be asleep at the wheel either. The idea that they would just calmly watch her murder me seemed hardly plausible. That wasn’t a sure thing though. I had already learned what gratitude was really worth ― and the dryad sitting opposite me was a glaring example. 
   
 I wonder how long I was out. I took a quick peek at my shield figures and cringed. So I had been unprotected all that time. The damage from hitting the whirlpool must have been very high. 
   
 After I checked my mana supply, I was surprised. Full to the brim. I quickly opened my spells and frowned. All of them were cooled down. Even the spirits. And those had a five-day cooldown. I couldn’t have been lying around that long, right?! I needed to get that figured out. 
   
 Checking that and getting myself in hand took a few seconds but I could tell Midori had noticed my mood, though she did not show it. 
   
 “I liked the Atrian better,” I said coldly and stared straight at the dryad. “So, was the weepy story about a little dryad losing its tree just made up? After all, it looks like you actually do have magic.” 
   
 When I activated my magical senses, I realized Midori had no supply. Though she did have a few mana-bearing artifacts. Beyond that, without her disguise, she was back to level twelve. But the tree topic clearly pained her. 
   
 Continuing to press, I nodded at Pinebogey, who was standing apart and watching us constantly, then added: 
   
 “My buddy here said your disguise must have been put on by a powerful mage. Heh… I’m not surprised. You’re a master of fakery.” 
   
 Midori’s eyes squinted threateningly. Looks like I finally hit her hard enough. That’s good. I need information. My dad said that if you want to get something out of someone give them booze or, failing that, make them mad. 
   
 “So, you two know each other?” 
   
 I struggled not to wince. Dobbess had great timing as always. Pinebogey had already placed his hand on the goblin’s shoulder and was whispering something quietly into his ear. 
   
 The goblin’s joining in brought the dryad to her senses. She was about to say all kinds of vile things to me but held back. I though, in my turn, did not let up. 
   
 “As a matter of fact, my friend,” I nodded at Dobbess. “I used to think we were friends. Right up until a certain point.” 
   
 Paying no mind to Pinebogey’s raised hand, the goblin asked: 
   
 “So what made you change your mind?” 
   
 “Easy,” I answered, watching Midori’s expression. “My loved ones and I were betrayed.” 
   
 I spent a bit of time in silence, letting my new buddies digest what I said, then asked: 
   
 “Based on the disguise, Papa Gino must have given his familiars a new assignment.” 
   
 The dryad gave a slight shudder and, her teeth clenched, responded: 
   
 “I am no longer a familiar. Gino is dead.” 
   
 “So, with Mee gone, did the dark ailment finally take him down?” I asked. 
   
 The dryad kept quiet, staring at the ground but I could tell I was right. 
   
 “If it makes it any easier, Gino didn’t want to tell them about you until the very end,” she said quietly, not raising her head. 
   
 “And yet, it wasn’t enough to stop him from turning me in to the secret chancery and the Steel King’s agents at the same time.” 
   
 Midori looked up abruptly. I saw bafflement in her eyes. 
   
 “Wait, did you not know he was spying for both of them?” 
   
 “No,” she shook her head and quietly added: “I thought he served only the King.” 
   
 The dryad’s emotions were sincere. With my Will and Mind, it was no longer hard for me to tell such things. 
   
 “He didn’t give a crap about me,” I waved it off. “I’m sure he was even glad to get rid of me.” 
   
 “I don’t believe that!” Midori pronounced firmly. “He never would have done such a thing. He spent whole days thinking it over! I saw how he was… He really tortured himself over that decision…” 
   
 I tilted my head to the side and shot a mocking stare at the dryad. She wasn’t exactly a simpleton. But seemingly, she trusted her master through and through. Surprising. So the story of the little dryad that lost her tree and got taken prisoner then was bought by a kindly lanista at a slave market was true? 
   
 “Alas,” I said more softly than intended. “But I have to disappoint you. It wasn’t good intentions that stayed Gino’s hand. He was waiting for the sale of the female whipsnake to go through. He didn’t want the chancery’s spooks to botch the deal.” 
   
 I chuckled. 
   
 “He was keeping me close. As insurance. The old schemer didn’t want to leave anything up to chance. What if your potions stopped working and the brute woke up? Then he’d have Eric the fool there to use his lightning again.” 
   
 Midori tried to object, but I got out ahead: 
   
 “I’m not just making this up. They told me this in the chancery. Gino really didn’t give a crap about me.” I slowly got up and stretched out in satisfaction, continuing in the meantime: “Back where I grew up, people used to have a saying. You’ve only got one ass. Don’t try to sit on more than one chair. In the best case, you’ll lose your seat. But in the worst… Ghhm… Well, you see where I’m going with this…” 
   
 I just barely heard a little giggle from the goblin. 
   
 “It occurs to me,” I continued. “Papa Gino had never heard that saying before. And he wanted more than just his big fat piece of the pie from selling the dark beast.” 
   
 “What are you talking about?” Midori got on guard. 
   
 “Did you know that not a single day went by during our journey that Gino did not try to convince Mee to forsake me? I can see in your eyes that you did. For the record, that didn’t make me particularly mad. I could partially understand the old man. With an ailment like that, having a personal healer would be a dream! I understand you too. As long as your master was alive, you would be fine.” 
   
 As I spoke, I was looking around the place we’d landed with my peripheral vision. We’re at the foot of a small cliff. To the right, twenty paces away, there’s a little waterfall. All around, at first glance, this appears to be a normal forest. Based on the bright sun, warm weather and succulent green leaves, it is the end of spring or beginning of summer. A regular landscape. The kind my native Orchus is chalk full of. But I shouldn’t forget where we really are. At any time, the labyrinth could make our day with a nice surprise. 
   
 I wasn’t overlooking my companions though. Pinebogey and Dobbess are still hanging in there. They appear to be alive and well. They’re both taking it all in. Whereas the goblin smiled understandingly at my every word, Pinebogey was reacting with somewhat more restraint. I can read sympathy for the dryad in his animal eyes. Meanwhile, just a few hours ago he was having doubts over whether to help the Atrian or not. My heart can sense that this odd mage and I have a lot left to discuss. 
   
 “Do you mean to say you’re any different?” Midori asked with mockery in her voice. “Do you think I really trust that you treat your gremlin familiar like a member of the family?” 
   
 “Trust me or don’t. It’s up to you,” I shrugged my shoulders. “By the way, that was precisely Gino’s mistake. He didn’t trust. But he should have. The reason Mee never forsook me was not because he was my familiar, but because we are family. Just so you know, Mee decided to join us of his own accord. I had no choice but to accept.” 
   
 “Oh, sure! We’re talking about a healer familiar here!” Midori shouted sarcastically. 
   
 “I wouldn’t say no to a familiar like that either,” the goblin spoke up. 
   
 I turned. Dobbess and Pinebogey were grinning, as was the dryad, who could sense their support. 
   
 “The only thing is, there isn’t exactly a line of gremlin healers waiting to become my familiar,” Dobbess continued making fun. “Think you could tell me your secret?” 
   
 I snorted and shrugged my shoulders. 
   
 “It’s easy. For starters, you gotta go to the Wastes. Then take down a couple of orcs. Find a gremlin, rescue him and set him free. After that, all you gotta do is defeat an orc shaman, get an iridescent tablet with a healing spell and give it to the gremlin. And that was pretty much it.” 
   
 The more I said, the more the smirks crept off their faces. 
   
 “Are you trying to say you gave an iridescent tablet to someone else?” Pinebogey asked with suspicion. 
   
 “Do they even exist?” Dobbess asked, stunned. 
   
 “Yes to both questions,” I nodded calmly and turned to Midori. 
   
 Unlike the mistrusting looks on the goblin and mage’s faces, I could read understanding in the dryad’s eyes. No matter how you slice it, during our journey together from the borderlands to the capital of Fradia, she had ample opportunity to judge our bond. 
   
 “Papa Gino thought the poor gremlin, slain by the sorrow of his master’s disappearance and left all alone in the big city would be easy pickings. Does that conjure any memories?” 
   
 My surprise question made Midori shudder. After all, he hadn’t just bought her out of slavery for no reason. I remember the ogre complaining he spent too much on her. But to be frank, I didn’t give a crap what the old man wanted out of the little dryad. There was just one thing I wanted to know, and I was smoothly steering our conversation toward it the whole time. 
   
 “But there was one little thing your master overlooked. They were not able to make me submit. And the only lever they had to pressure me was my friends. Unlike you, the Steel King realized that right away. So let me ask you a question right now. And so you know, your answer will define whether you live or die. Do you know where they’re holding Mee and Maya?” 
   
 Gorgie appeared out of nowhere and made Midori shiver as well as Dobbess and Pinebogey, who had fallen silent. The harn bared his teeth and loomed over the shivering dryad with a menacing growl. Compared to the monster Gorgie had become, she looked like a small child. 
   
 “I don’t know where Mee is,” she responded with a quavering voice. “They took him away a few hours after they came for you.” 
   
 “Chancery men?” 
   
 “No,” she shook her head. “The Steel Scouts.” 
   
 “Isamu Takeda?” 
   
 Midori sharply raised her fearful eyes and whispered: 
   
 “Yes… You know the captain of the Steel Scouts?” 
   
 So while I was cooling off in the secret chancery’s cell, Takeda had already had Mee for a while. 
   
 “Your master actually had a hand in that,” I snorted. “And yes, I did know the captain.” 
   
 “Did?” Midori asked with hope in her voice. “He’s…” 
   
 “He’s dead,” I said shortly. “But what about Maya?” 
   
 “They didn’t touch her,” Midori responded. “She left Gino’s house the day after they took you. I never saw her again.” 
   
 I breathed a heavy sigh and considered it. While I tried to think through my next moves, Midori carried on. At first quietly, but her voice grew more forceful with every word. And then, she popped like an old boil. I truly was not anticipating the dryad to start pouring her soul out to me. 
   
 “They let Gino go a few days later,” she said, staring at a fixed point. “When he came back home, we didn’t even recognize him at first. Without treatment, the dark ailment sucked all his life force away. Then he was laid up and babbling incoherently almost the whole time. My potions were no use. We called in doctors and healers, but they all just threw up their hands. The ailment was what killed him in the end.” 
   
 I frowned. I didn’t feel bad for the traitor, but I did catch myself thinking that Midori’s feelings were close to my heart. I was also caught off guard by her frankness. 
   
 “Gods forbid you ever have to experience how a familiar feels when their master dies!” the dryad said, her eyes blazing. “When Gino took his last breath, I thought I was going to lose my mind!” 
   
 That sent a chill running down my spine. 
   
 “At first, Tusk and I weren’t even eating,” she said and, with a lopsided smile, added: “But the ogre had an easier time. He drowned his sorrows in ale.” 
   
 She sat in silence for a bit, then laughed: 
   
 “You humans have a good saying for what came next – when it rains it pours. Before Gino’s body was even cold, the first creditor showed up on his doorstep. He was accompanied by a lawyer and a couple city guards with documents confirming his rights to the house and gladiator school. In just a few days, he got his grubby paws on all Gino’s property and bank accounts.” 
   
 She suddenly looked up and glanced at me in surprise, as if having remembered something important: 
   
 “Another thing. I’m positive that scumbag was not able to pocket your share of the money from selling the female whipsnake. An enterprising gnome showed up with a stack of papers, demanding your portion. You should have seen the sour looks from those creditors and lawyers. How’d you pull that one off?” 
   
 I chuckled. Madi Belvokrut. We had concluded our agreement just in the nick of time. 
   
 “My attorney,” I decided to explain. “You’ve gotta watch your step around guys like that. Give him and inch and he’ll take a mile!” 
   
 “Pf… Gnomes…” Dobbess didn’t hesitate to throw in his two copper. 
   
 Based on his intonations, I couldn’t tell if it was scorn or respect. I had heard goblins and gnomes don’t always get along. I know one thing for sure. You certainly can’t call them friends. 
   
 Pinebogey just rolled his eyes impotently at that clarification. 
   
 “I already have an approximate idea of what happened next,” I encouraged Midori. 
   
 A shadow fell on the dryad’s face. 
   
 “We were all thrown out onto the street. After Gino died, it turned out we were not family after all. Juvess was first to leave. Went back to his own kind. As it turns out, Ironville is home to a large goblin diaspora.” 
   
 I deliberately turned my head toward Dobbess. Backing up the dryad, he gave an important nod and mustered a significant expression. 
   
 “Leonia went back to her family,” Midori continued. “Tusk went south. Then, Takeda came and offered to enlist me in service to the Steel King.” 
   
 That made me frown. My intuition seemed to be wailing. Something is wrong here! 
   
 “And now you’re just telling me this?” 
   
 The dryad shrugged her shoulders, baffled. Her emerald eyes flew wide open. Seemingly, the unexpected revelations were surprising her no less than me. 
   
 “I myself don’t even understand why… After all, I’m saddled with an oath of secrecy, but I feel like I can trust you. There is something long forgotten in you… Something that reminds me of home… I broke a loyalty oath given to the King himself, but the Great System is not punishing me!” 
   
 I turned to Dobbess and Pinebogey, baffled. 
   
 Based on the goblin’s gaping expression, he was just as confused as me. The same could not be said for Pinebogey. He seemed to know what was up. 
   
 “She doesn’t see you as an enemy because you contain a modicum of the Heart of the Forest,” he said and added: “I can sense it as well.” 
   
 Hm… So that’s Pinebogey’s secret. That means… He must have been the reason the necromancers could all detect me. I wonder if he knows that. I would also like to know what a forest elemental is doing among the forces of chaos. Spying? Unlikely. It can’t be too easy to get one over on the Snake. There must be another hidden factor. 
   
 “But how can that be!” the dryad exclaimed and shot to her feet with an alarmed expression. “My Tree died long ago, as did my home forest! Such a thing is simply not possible!” 
   
 “Actually it is,” Pinebogey responded peremptorily. “Those dedicated to the Forest, remain loyal for all time. No matter how long it’s been.” 
   
 “Then I definitely don’t understand what this kid has to do with the Great Forest.” the dryad turned her baffled gaze on me. 
   
 “Don’t you think I want to know too, little one?” Pinebogey responded. “Ever since he appeared in our citadel, I have been able to sense the Call of the Forest.” 
   
 Three pairs of eyes stared at me inquisitively. 
   
 I was in no hurry to respond. I could see already that the Goddess Fate had brought some very curious individuals into my path. And I should take full advantage of that gift. 
   
 Pinebogey called the dryad little. What was that about? Was he really the same Pinebogey the Woodwose had referred to as a potential keeper? A primordial woodsman at the service of chaos? Odd. 
   
 In the meantime, a bold plan sprouted in my head. 
   
 “First of all,” I began. “Now that I know you’ve been dedicated to the Forest, you will never see me as an enemy.” 
   
 I took the Friend of the Forest amulet from my ephemeral pocket. 
   
 “But you could only have gotten that amulet from…” 
   
 Pinebogey looked thrown off for the first time. 
   
 “The Heart of the Forest,” I finished. “But that isn’t all. You did indeed sense its Call.” 
   
 The next thing I took from my pocket was the pinecone the Woodwose gave me. 
   
 While Midori looked on with utterly childlike curiosity, Pinebogey darted to my side the instant he saw the amulet. Now he looked like old man Krato, who lived one street over and spent his whole life as a city guardsman. He gained weight in his old age and got flabby, but every time he ran into a younger colleague on the street, he still tried to stand up straight and give a dignified salute. 
   
 “Is that what I think it is?” Pinebogey muttered. 
   
 “Most likely,” I nodded calmly. “It’s a summoning amulet. And right now, it is telling me that there is one potential keeper in its range.” 
   
 Midori and Dobbess both turned towards Pinebogey at once. Seems like the goblin knows what he’s dealing with. 
   
 “I got this amulet from the Woodwose with an instruction to be very meticulous in choosing a candidate.” 
   
 “A candidate for what exactly?” Pinebogey asked, hiccupping. 
   
 Pulling my hand from my pocket, I slowly unclenched my fist. There was a little seed on my palm enshrouded in light green magic glow. 
   
 “To become Keeper of the Heart of the Forest.” 
   
 Before I finished up, much to my surprise, Pinebogey and Midori slowly dropped to their knees. I saw tears of awe and joy welling up in their eyes. Only then did I truly comprehend what a gift the Great Tree had given me. 
   



 Chapter 11 
   
   

IT HAD BEEN several hours since jumping to this anomaly. And night was falling in the forest, or rather the small scrap of woodland where we found ourselves. My companions were dozing away peacefully. It was my turn to keep watch. Sitting on the soft grass, I leaned up against Gorgie’s hot side, analyzing the situation over and over. 
   
 By the way, my fear that I had been unconscious for a long time after crossing over was not justified ― I had only spent a few minutes passed out. The instant cooldown on all my abilities and spells, immediate refilling of supplies and removal of all effects both negative and positive was just yet another of the labyrinth’s little quirks. 
   
 I was in two minds about that odd little fact. On one side of the scale is the risk of crossing over into an unknown anomaly without protection or any other positive effects, while the other holds complete replenishment of supplies, access to all spells and zeroing out of all negative effects. It isn’t so easy to say which side outweighs the other. Finding one’s self in a relatively safe location is one thing. But it would be another thing entirely to have the labyrinth spit you out, for example, over the top of a recently awoken volcano. Although, if such a thing were to happen, none of my shields would be much use. And if I also somehow lost consciousness like this time, I’d be done for. 
   
 That same factor had played a mean joke on Midori. Her high-level masking spell had been undone. Thankfully, she had an amulet she could use to refresh the spell. And it was hard not to be happy about that. Wherever she will return to after the labyrinth’s invitation, they will be expecting an Atrian not a dryad. 
   
 And that place will not just be any old portal, but the Citadel of the Order of Mages. And that was where she had been sent by the Steel King’s court mage Magister Sato to infiltrate and spy in the guise of a desert warrior woman. 
   
 The thing was that, even without a magic supply, dryads had particular abilities related to camouflage and stealth. I had seen a few of them in action while we were travelling to the capital. 
   
 The question of whether to agree to serve the King or not was essentially not posed. Midori had simply been told she would do so as fact, first by Captain Takeda who came to get her then, in his suburban manor, Magister Sato said the same. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one Gino the old goat had betrayed. He had probably been keeping them abreast of his familiar’s particular talents, which he himself was nurturing as her master. Otherwise, why would figures such as Sato and Takeda be interested in some dryad who was just level twelve. For fairness’ sake I should note that the outcast dryad, left without a master or roof over her head, had seized upon the offer to serve the crown like a drowning person grasping at straws. 
   
 Her new masters appreciated both her abilities and zeal as their new ward. After infiltrating the Order of Mages, the Atrian/Dryad had learned in short order how to pass the test and get a pass to visit the Labyrinth of Fright without herself being a mage. And all that time, she had been unfailingly sending information back to her new masters about the goings on inside the Order, an organization which had, by the way, grown plainly rotten over the years, consumed by the mold of nitpicking, bribery and nepotism. 
   
 While Midori quite literally poured her soul out to us, I was struck by the fact that most of the highest placed members of the Order of Mages were in fact not mages at all. I was reminded of Master Chi and his subsequent capital punishment. Knowing now a few more details, I looked in a new light at my former captor, may his black soul burn in the Abyss. If the Order’s executioners hadn’t stood in his way, I’m scared to even imagine what he could have become. Especially with my help… 
   
 The reason I was worried about what might come next for the dryad had to do with the fact that, starting today, Midori would be spying for me as well. And totally voluntarily. Beyond that, I was not interested in the Order of Mages, or the Steel King. The only thing I wanted to know was where they were keeping Mee. 
   
 As for Pinebogey though… the Primordial did not appear to be sleeping either. He was lying near me and his animal eyes were slightly glimmering in the darkness. 
   
 “Can’t sleep?” I asked quietly. 
   
 “Could anyone after something like that?” 
   
 “We have a tough day ahead of us,” I reminded him and took a fleeting glance at the waterfall. According to the amulet, that was precisely where I would find the passage to the next anomaly. If the invitation to transport to the citadel never came, sooner or later we’d have to move on. 
   
 “I know…” Pinebogey sighed. “But there’s nothing I can do about it. It looks like you still don’t fully comprehend what you possess. You’re just too relaxed about it.” 
   
 He’s partially correct. But not one hundred percent. When I saw Pinebogey and Midori weeping while kneeling before me, it reached me fully. I knew before what the little seed they were literally praying to could become. But I did not suspect what it would mean to the foresters. 
   
 Meanwhile, Pinebogey continued: 
   
 “As an aside, are you aware that this is the first Heart of the Forest I have heard the call of in my many years? I don’t even know what it will be like when it grows up. The last one was destroyed several hundred years before I came into this world. You saw one in another world though, right? What was it like?” 
   
 The woodsman’s eyes were shimmering with excitement. He even came a bit closer. He now looked like a curious child. 
   
 “Huge,” I answered. “Highly powerful…” I spent a bit of time in silence, remembering how it felt, then added: “Scary… but at the same time kind and just.” 
   
 A happy smile beamed back at me from Pinebogey’s bearded countenance. 
   
 “To be frank,” I muttered thoughtfully. “I still can’t figure how the Black Widow was able to subdue it.” 
   
 The primordial’s face went gloomy. 
   
 “There are ways,” he muttered. “Chaos is more powerful than Forest. Or rather, some of its forces…” 
   
 The silence held for a while, and Pinebogey was first to break it. 
   
 “You’d probably like to know what I’m doing among the forces of chaos.” 
   
 “To be honest, not especially,” I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s none of my business.” 
   
 Pinebogey stared at me. After that, clearly having made up his mind, he gave a short nod. 
   
 “Ever heard the expression: An enemy of my enemy, is my friend?” 
   
 “Yes,” I answered. “Do chaos and forest share a common enemy?” 
   
 “Yes,” the primordial responded. “Darkness.” 
   
 I shuddered and frowned. Then Pinebogey continued: 
   
 “It’s weak against Forest and weak against Chaos, but its archnemesis was Light.” 
   
 “Why ‘was?’“ 
   
 “Because the last primordial Light mage was slain in the Age of the Dead Wars.” 
   
 “So you’re saying…?” 
   
 “Yes,” the old man nodded. “King Nidas was the last of the primordial Light mages.” 
   
 I felt a troop of ants go marching up my spine. Gorgie shuddered and looked up. I could read a question in his unsettled eyes. 
   
 “Everything is fine,” I mentally reassured him and turned to Pinebogey: 
   
 “So, has the Labyrinth ever shown you that anomaly before?” 
   
 “No,” Pinebogey replied. “But every primordial knows what happened on that day. The Steel King, with the support of the necromancers, allowed Darkness to enter our world and became its first magister. Nidas’s brother, by the way, also served with distinction.” 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded gloomily. “One of the guardsmen told me.” 
   
 “Must be pretty different from what you learned in school, eh?” Pinebogey chuckled bitterly. 
   
 “Indeed…” I snorted. “What happened after that?” 
   
 “After that came a time you humans call the Age of the Dead Wars. The dark mages and necromancers had a simple plan. Kill everyone that could pose a threat to their rule.” 
   
 “Forest and Chaos,” I whispered. 
   
 “Exactly,” Pinebogey nodded and gave a bitter smirk. “But alas, neither my forebearers the foresters, nor the forces of chaos were able to soberly assess what a great threat they were up against. And that made it impossible to discuss joining forces against a common enemy. As a matter of fact, even thinking of it was most likely out of the question. And in the aftermath, almost all citadels of chaos were destroyed along with all the Great Forests. The most powerful and elder Primordials fled to other worlds, taking with them the few remaining scraps of their ancient majesty. More minor Primordials meanwhile just hoofed it to the most desolate corners of this world. That was what my grandma and grandpa did, for example.” 
   
 I rubbed my chin in confusion. 
   
 “So do the chronicles contain a single word of truth about the Dead Wars?” 
   
 “What makes you ask that?” Pinebogey objected. “Everything they say about the demise of the necromancer army was recorded faithfully. He-he… I can see in your eyes you don’t understand. It happened just the way they said. The Steel King used the necromancers to his own ends, but after they had completed their mission, he declared a Holy War against them. And the way he did it is why darkness is considered equivalent to death magic to this day. Even though they’re totally different. As a matter of fact, the Steel King stayed so far behind the scenes that his victory over the necromancers ended up being ascribed to the Order of Mages. Even though, at the time, they were just a bunch of middling sorcerers. However, the true victor took the Emperor’s throne in the end. And his descendants would be ruling a united Empire down to current day if not for one other enemy.” 
   
 My heart aflutter, I was hanging on the primordial’s every word even though I already knew what was coming. 
   
 “The monster hunters,” Pinebogey said. “The order, which was founded by a mere fisherman to push back Darkness, amassed power in a short time span. Beyond that, these hunters were somehow able to close the otherworldly portals whence the minions of darkness derived their magic.” 
   
 As I listened to Pinebogey, I was trying not to let a single muscle twitch on my face. 
   
 “Needless to say, among the common people, who were fed up with dark beasts intruding upon their settlements, the hunters’ reputation was immediately sky high. And no wonder! They are of the people, and they slay beasts.” Pinebogey turned onto his right side and continued his tale. “The current Steel King’s forebearer at that time didn’t pay much attention to the hunters’ growing popularity. He was more concerned with the portals. And more specifically the fact they were being closed. As a result, he decided to take care of the nuisance himself, but first he took out an insurance policy. The Emperor sent provocateurs by the hundreds, who started to sling mud at the hunters, portraying them in a bad light and blackening their reputation. I must note ― the effort to discredit the order of hunters was completed very quickly. It got to the point that they stopped even letting them enter cities and villages. Heh… Human memory is short. And at that very moment, the Steel King decided to strike out at the magister of the order. He decided to do so himself.” 
   
 Pinebogey fell silent for an instant. 
   
 “And what happened next?” I asked, struggling to maintain calm. 
   
 “Nobody knows for certain what happened there,” he continued, casting thoughtful looks at me. “All that is known for sure is that the hunters lost that battle, but somehow they were able to weaken the Steel King as well. And they weakened him so badly that his authority as Emperor took a tumble.” 
   
 “And the Order of Mages stepped into the vacuum,” I added thoughtfully. 
   
 “True,” nodded Pinebogey. “Bit by bit, the mages were able to get Egbert the Seventh off the Imperial Throne and drive the order of hunters to destruction.” 
   
 “And how does that explain you joining up with the forces of chaos?” I asked. 
   
 “I help to reinforce the only Citadel of Chaos in this world.” 
   
 I got up right next to him. That made Gorgie shoot me another anxious glance. 
   
 Pinebogey noticed my mood and took it in his own way. 
   
 “I understand this must all sound very strange. Most likely, all the other foresters consider my tolerance of chaos tantamount to sacrilege, but we have left our hostility in the past. Just like our former majesty, it was smashed by darkness. A new time has come. The time for working together with former enemies. If I really think about it, that Citadel is the only bulwark against Darkness that currently exists.” 
   
 After he said that, Pinebogey trailed off and smiled. 
   
 “Actually no… Not anymore.” 
   
 The conversation dwindled all on its own then, a few minutes later, I heard a measured snoring. So, Pinebogey did get to sleep in the end. 
   
 His tales were making my head spin. The great forest, chaos, darkness, the steel king, the order of mages. For the umpteenth time, I found myself asking what sorcery could have possibly gotten me tied up in all this crap. 
   
 I had heard a lot. Including answers to a few of my burning questions. But at the same time, now I only had more questions. There was one thing I had learned for certain though. Egbert the Seventh’s melodramatic speeches about vast hordes of dark beasts and villainous mages were nothing but cynical lies concocted to trick a simpleminded boy who had blindly stumbled his way into the secrets of the order of hunters. And the monster hunters must have had one specific secret the King wanted. And whatever it was, they must have hidden it so far out of reach that it could only be accessed by a magister. He didn’t really care about bringing the order back or protecting the people against otherworldly beasts. Pinebogey seemed to be right. Gunnar had somehow managed to weaken Egbert’s ancestor. And so much so that it impacted all of his descendants. But that meant if I could uncover that secret, I could use it as a bargaining chip to save Mee’s life. 
   
 I was never able to get my eyes shut that night. Ideas, one more elaborate than the next, were just tirelessly storming the walls of my mind. Just before morning, I peeked over at the sleeping Pinebogey. Yesterday, the primordial had flat-out refused to take the seed. And asked me not to activate the keeper summoning amulet just yet. He explained that it would be safer with my Will for protection. But Pinebogey also let me know that he and I were now bound together. Midori too. And that I would be finding more and more allies like them. Devotees of the Great Forest would find it impossible to withstand its Call. And they had only seen one seed. I wonder what will happen when I show them the other two. 
   
 Pinebogey also said the Woodwose was right. I should only summon a keeper after finding a suitable forest. Preferably next to a place of power. But alas, I had no choice but to let him down. The founder’s amulet could only search for places of power in other worlds. In our world, the function was inactive. 
   
 Though I did hurry to give him hope. The thing was, I remembered how fast the Heart of the Forest was replenished in the otherworld by swallowing up the hostile energy of the chaos anomaly. That cheered Pinebogey up. I also mentioned that I had a forest in mind. Since I was last there, a huge amount of hostile energy had most likely been spilled and would now just be lying around for the taking. 
   
 The sun in the anomaly peeked up over a mountain ridge I could see far on the horizon. Our meadow grew brighter. Dobbess was first to stir. For the record, the goblin hadn’t said a single word all that time. He was trying to keep his head down as much as possible. He seemed to understand that he had become an unwitting participant in something that would not welcome outside witnesses. I even asked Pinebogey directly whether the goblin would be a problem, to which he unexpectedly interceded on Dobbess’ behalf. 
   
 After the goblin, Pinebogey and Midori woke up almost at once. And just in the nick of time. Before we could squeeze out two sentences, before each of our eyes appeared a long-awaited message: 
   

― Attention! Your time in the Labyrinth of Fright has expired!


 


― You may now return to your departure point!


 


― Would you like to cross over?


 


― Yes/No.


 


― Attention! You have 30 seconds to make a decision!


 

 Before giving permission, I recalled Gorgie and traded glances with Midori. 
   
 “Remember the name?” I whispered to her. 
   
 “Yes,” she nodded with concentration, gradually turning back into an Atrian. “Madi Belvokrut.” 
   
 “Good,” I nodded and said now a bit louder: “May the Great Forest keep you!” 
   
 The face of the dryad or now more like Atrian lit up with a happy smile and, an instant later, she disappeared into thin air. 
   
 A second after that, a glowing portal arch appeared before me as well and I stepped through. 
   
 An instantaneous warp and I was back in the gloomy room in the citadel of chaos. I looked from side to side. Pinebogey and Dobbess were here, too. They nodded at me in turn as if to say they were just fine. 
   
 “I see you were taking your sweet time!” the magister’s voice came loud and mocking, breaking the silence. “Everyone else is back already! I’d started to think the Labyrinth was going to keep you for itself.” 
   
 Hm… The others she was talking about must have been able to leave the labyrinth via the initial invitation. I wonder if the alpha of the werewolf pack survived. If yes, would he dare attack me in the citadel despite it being forbidden? In any case, I’m prepared to finish what I started. 
   
 I’m reminded that the troll said time passes differently inside the labyrinth. I wonder how long we were gone. 
   
 I must have asked that out loud because, much to my surprise, I got an answer from the magister. 
   
 “A couple hours.” 
   
 Almost one week in there was just a couple hours here. A great place to do some training. I just had yet to understand if there was any point in risking it for the sake of these chaos particles. 
   
 “Come along, newbie!” the magister said and, turning around, ducked down the nearest hallway. 
   
 Before following after her, I glanced at Pinebogey. He gave an encouraging nod as if to say everything would be alright. 
   
 Quickening my pace, I quickly caught up to the magister and, matching her gait, followed after. This time she was alone, no retinue. I wonder why. 
   
 “Did you have to kill all the werewolves?” she tossed out over her shoulder in dismay. “Ulf is furious. He’s calling for your blood.” 
   
 “I did,” I answered shortly, not planning to make excuses. “If he’s calling for my blood, then why did he run away from me?” 
   
 Nure-onna stopped short, squinted and looked me straight in the eyes. 
   
 “Well, I could make an exception and permit him to challenge you to a fight.” 
   
 I just shrugged as if to say, “it’s your call.” She observed my reaction for a few seconds and clearly came to some sort of conclusion, then turned around and started walking in silence again. Only after we’d made it ten steps did I hear her voice again: 
   
 “It’s settled then! You’ll square off tomorrow!” 
   
 Before I’d even grasped what the magister said, she stopped in front of a big stone arch and silently nodded, inviting me to step inside. 
   
 I complied. Once over the threshold, I found myself in a wide room that looked a lot like the portal room. 
   
 I quickly looked around and turned. Nure-onna was still outside. There wasn’t a single drop of emotion in her serpentine eyes. 
   
 “Up until this moment, you have lived up to all my expectations,” she said in a flat slightly hissing voice. “Try not to let me down this time.” 
   
 After that, the arch disappeared, and darkness swallowed me up. 
   

― Attention! The Unity with Chaos process has initiated!


 




 Chapter 12 
   
   

THE DARKNESS gradually abated. It got a bit brighter but not enough to see my own fingers. Then an impenetrable lilac fog enshrouded me. And with that fog came the sensation that someone else was in the room. 
   
 I hurriedly activated Sixth Sense and half closed my eyes ― the fog was shimmering and glinting with millions of bright lilac protuberances. 
   
 “Who’s there?” I asked, trying to make my voice sound flat. In reality though, I was as far from calm as I was physically from Orchus. 
   
 “It is I,” murmured the reply. 
   
 It was impossible to tell where the voice was coming from. The bristly mocking voice seemed to be coming from every direction. As if the fog itself was speaking to me. 
   
 It was like thousands of eyes were studying me. I again felt like a moth about to be pinned to a board and made part of a collection. 
   
 From quiet contemplation, the mysterious bristly speaker got straight to action. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 This unity with chaos is proving quite strange. I clenched my teeth and attacked the fog with lightning. 
   
 “You’re wasting your mana,” came the mocking voice again. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 Abyss! After blasting a ram in front of me and casting a few icicles in various directions, I stopped and panted. I decided to save the powerful spells until I could determine my opponent’s location. Tossing on muckwalker’s aura and invisibility, I took another look around. I thought for a second, and also activated ice golem’s breath. 
   
 My actions just amused the unknown being. I heard mocking laughter. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 Suddenly the laughter stopped. 
   
 “Curious,” came my foe, clearly surprised. “How about this?” 
   
 Yet another notification popped up to say I’d repulsed a mental attack. 
   
 “Impossible!” the unknown figure exclaimed, baffled. For the first time, new emotions started slipping through in its voice. 
   
 In the following several moments, I saw dozens of new notifications flash before my eyes. They were all identical to the first. The mysterious lilac fog could not hack through my will. But for how long? I was getting the impression that the intensity of the mental attacks was gradually increasing. 
   
 “You’ve actually surprised me, mortal!” I could sense excitement and frustration in the unknown entity’s intonations. “Who are you?” 
   
 “It is I.” It was now my turn to joke. 
   
 “Acting smart?” the being asked with a colorless voice. 
   
 “Take it as you will,” I answered. 
   
 “Alright,” the entity squeezed out, somehow too softly. Its tone beckoned me to come closer. “We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. I am a Chaos Spirit, Keeper of this Citadel. Now who are you?” 
   
 My intuition was telling me that the spirit’s voice hadn’t just become so soft and kindly for no reason. I suddenly got the sense that the being was amassing power for a new attack. There, the fog even seemed to lose color. And why wasn’t it using any physical attacks? Was this whole thing meant to be a mental fight? There was no one to ask. Pinebogey and Dobbess didn’t know a thing about the Unity ceremony. Seemingly, this chance was only given to those that killed a powerful agent of chaos, or those bearing the blood of the ancients. That must have been what the Gatekeeper meant when he said there was no one like me here. 
   
 “A contender that came here to be tested,” I answered without missing a beat. 
   
 “You are the first to be brought before me in a long time.” 
   
 The voice grew softer. It must be killing time. 
   
 “You are not just any old contender,” came the spirit, continuing in what felt to me like an overly dramatic tone. “You are here to become one with Chaos!” 
   
 “And what does that mean?” As I asked my question, I could feel in my bones how happy it made the spirit. It thought it had my guard down. 
   
 “It means that Chaos will share its power and might with you! In return you will become Its loyal servant and constant aide!” 
   
 The last part put me on guard. The tricky Snake had neglected to mention that when filling my head with sky-high prospects and opportunities. Actually, why neglected? No, she had intentionally left this out – the most important part. This was yet another attempt to enslave me! I must give the Gatekeeper his due though. Back in the tunnel, he made a point to say it was all up to me. 
   
 “And what if I refuse the honor?” I asked, preparing to activate everything in my arsenal. 
   
 The lilac fog flickered again just like before. The protuberances seemed to be larger though. My question was clearly not to the spirit’s liking. 
   
 “That’s no longer of any importance!” the chaos spirit said vengefully and attacked yet again. 
   
 I got extremely dizzy and a system message came before my eyes saying the spirit had managed to break my will. 
   
 “Yes!” it wailed out joyfully. There was so much excitement and satisfaction in its voice. 
   
 But its triumph was short lived. The Great System informed me that one of my hunter abilities had just tripped ― Shield of Will. I now had much more mana than before, so the spirit again failed to subjugate me. 
   
 To say that the keeper of the citadel was incensed would be a massive understatement. The lilac fog grew denser, threatening to suffocate me like a little insect. But I already knew that I had nothing to fear but mental attacks. However though, during the brief instant when the spirit had been able to subdue my will, all its feelings, emotions and even clipped fragments of its memory flooded down on me. 
   
 I learned that it was not exactly free either. And that, by chaos spirit standards, this one was not all that mighty. Just a minor spirit, which was imprisoned in this citadel by a supreme Primordial a very long time ago. It nourishes this place with its magic, and the forces of chaos nourish it by bringing particles from the labyrinth. However, the once free chaos spirit, accustomed to liberty and disorder, had been transformed by its centuries of captivity into a world-weary and spiteful entity. 
   
 I also knew that it hated this place and was secretly waiting for a chance to escape. And now today its chance had come. With my help. 
   
 The momentary wave of its thoughts and emotions that flickered through my head was extensive and vivid. It felt like thousands of red-hot needles being poked into my brain all at once. The gods alone could say how I was able to keep my wits about me. 
   
 I somehow got a handle on the weakness that had overtaken my entire body and hurriedly glanced at my magic supply. Just a quarter left. Now I knew: if I didn’t stop the spirit soon, it would break through my defenses. The only thing standing between me and the fate of becoming a submissive little puppet was the mana in my supply, which was gushing out like water from a leaky bucket. 
   
 The spirit understood that, so its attacks were growing more frequent. Based on how the fog was turning pale and the once lilac protuberances were losing color, it was also about to tire itself out. 
   
 I was not going to give up just like that, so I dashed toward the exit. Or rather to where I thought the exit should have been. The spirit didn’t react to my moves whatsoever. It was too concentrated on my defenses. 
   
 I took a few long jumps and hoped I was next to the arch. But alas, there was fog everywhere. Another couple jumps. Nothing. No walls, no arch. Solid fog. 
   
 But there was a floor beneath me! I crouched down and lowered a hand. I felt cold scratchy rock. There we go! I’ll break out through the floor. 
   
 Feverishly thinking through what spells to cast underfoot, I suddenly sensed something else. Or rather, someone else. When I realized what was happening, my mouth spread into a rapacious smile. 
   
 The Seeds of the Great Forest had awakened! Sensing hostile magic too close by, they had kept quiet at first. And it was not fear or fright. No. They were experiencing insatiable hunger and demanding I feed them immediately. There was no time to think over why they hadn’t made a peep for so long. My supply was down to its last crumbs of mana. The chaos spirit, not expecting any more surprises, was going full bore. 
   
 Quickly plunging a hand into my backpack, I grabbed all three seeds. When I opened my hand and glanced at them, I had to overcome an immediate desire not to shove them back into my pack. They looked like burning sparks. As soon as the magic waves of emerald light emanating from them touched the lilac fog, then in the blink of an eye absorbed several dozen of the protuberances, I felt my supply stop losing mana. In fact, a moment later, my mana started filling up faster than ever. 
   
 Then I heard the spirit give a frightened cry, which transformed into a shriek in just a few seconds: 
   
 “No! What have you done?!” 
   
 Despite the fact that chaos was theoretically strong against forest magic, in this case it didn’t matter. The minor spirit couldn’t cope with a newly awakened and famished Heart of the Forest. And I meanwhile, had a whole three of them seated on my palm. Beyond that, the spirit was already quite drained. 
   
 The seeds swallowed up chunks of the lilac fog, growing before my very eyes until they were the size of chicken eggs. I had to move one of them to my other hand. 
   
 “Stop!” the spirit squealed. 
   
 “Why should I do that?” I chuckled. “My children are hungry.” 
   
 Though I had already realized that, if I let this keep going, I would soon lose control of the situation. 
   
 “I beg you, stop this!” the spirit shouted. “If you kill me, the only citadel of chaos in this world will be left defenseless!” 
   
 “Is that so?” I asked in surprise. “Then why didn’t that seem to bother you when you were thinking of flying the coop?” 
   
 Based on the bitter sigh, my awareness level caught it by surprise. 
   
 “What do you want?!” it cried out. 
   
 “Now that’s more like it,” I stated. “First of all, stop attacking me.” 
   
 “Done,” the spirit called back at once. 
   
 “Okay,” I said, stashing the seeds. I had to strain to hold in the sigh of relief. To be frank, based on the speed they were growing, I was already starting to doubt that I would be able to get them back in my pack. But strange as it may have been, everything was fine. Honestly though, I could sense how displeased they were. It was like I’d pulled them away from a sweet piece of candy. 
   
 “Don’t worry,” I decided to reach out to them mentally. “You’ll have plenty of tasty treats soon enough.” 

 

 Suddenly, all three of them asked a question at the same time that just about made me stutter. 
   
 “When?!” 
   
 “Soon enough,” I answered, squirming. A-hem… Pinebogey is gonna have a lot to do. 
   
 “We’ll be waiting…” 

 

 I choked. Little predators. Gorgie now had competition. 
   
 “What do you want?” came the spirit again, now in a calmer voice. The lilac fog now looked like an old moth-eaten blanket. Hm… I think I really dealt a blow to the Citadel today. The forces of chaos will have to work overtime running through the labyrinth for particles. 
   
 “I came here to get stronger. Can you help me with that?” 
   
 “Well, you must have realized already that I am essentially the Citadel’s supply, right?” the spirit muttered back. 
   
 “Come now, don’t go feeling sorry for yourself,” I chuckled. “Is there anything you can do? Or should I just feed you to my hungry babies?” 
   
 The three simultaneous voices squealing “Ye-e-es!!!”
made me shudder. 
   
 Abyss! I need to hand them off to Pinebogey right away. Let them be his headache. I was not hired to play nanny to a trio of little gluttons. 
   
 The spirit quickly realized its error and hurriedly started: 
   
 “I have one little thing. Its ancient. I got it from a long-departed Gatekeeper. I’m sure you’ll like it. Here. Take it. As you folk say it comes ‘from the heart.’“ 
   
 Sure, but the thing is you don’t have a heart. I wonder what happened to that Gatekeeper. Strange as it may have been, without suspecting it, the spirit had led me to an idea. 
   

― Congratulations! For meritorious service to the Forces of Chaos, the Keeper of the Citadel grants you:


 


― Iridescent Tablet “Avatar of Chaos” (1).


 

 I quickly read the message and held my breath unwittingly. My state did not go unnoticed by the spirit. 
   
 “Like it?” it asked softly. 
   
 “I do,” I answered honestly. “But it isn’t enough.” 
   
 “Well it’s all I have,” the spirit responded, dumbfounded. 
   
 Based on its emotions, I don’t think this is a lie. But it’s still a shame… 
   
 “Then here’s what,” I continued. To be frank, I was starting to enjoy calling the shots. I felt no pity for the spirit. Whatsoever. Just a few minutes earlier, it was trying to transform me into a subservient little puppet. So it could have a little patience now. As a matter of fact, it got off easy. 
   
 “I’m listening,” the spirit answered docilely. 
   
 “The troll Gatekeeper,” I said. “I need him. Would it be in your power to set him free? Or is that for the magister to decide?” 
   
 Despite the troll’s melodramatic speeches about the majesty of chaos, I saw a look in his eyes when I told him about his brethren and the Stone Forest. I was sure he would give up a lot to return to his homeland. 
   
 If the spirit had teeth, I’d probably be hearing them grinding. 
   
 “It is in my power,” it responded with a colorless voice. “You may take him. He’s yours.” 
   
 “Uh, no,” I said, sensing a nasty trick. “I want all his oaths gone. He needs to be completely free. Alive and well, too.” 
   
 “If you say so,” the spirit answered coldly and added: “From this minute, he is entirely free. He is also in no danger.” 
   
 I chuckled, picturing the troll’s face when he got the message. Hopefully, he wouldn’t give me a slap for taking such matters into my own hands. 
   
 “And now, the nice part,” I snorted, sensing the fog around me go tense. “I have a couple chaos particles here. What do you say we exchange them at a fair rate? What do you exchange them for, by the way?” 
   
 The fog lit up, its lilac shade growing more saturated. 
   
 “Chaos tokens,” the spirit responded a bit too quickly. “How many particles do you have?” 
   
 “Almost thirty thousand chaos and a couple thousand fire and water. Do you want those as well, by the way?” 
   
 “Of course!” the spirit squealed. Seemingly, this was a feast beyond its wildest dreams. 
   
 “So, without induction or reputation, can I visit your armory?” 
   
 “You will be given full access!” it answered chipperly with a bit of impatience. 
   

― Congratulations! For meritorious service to the Forces of Chaos, the Keeper of the Citadel grants you:


 


― Amulet “Friend of Chaos” (1).


 

 We spent the next few minutes trading. In the end, I got just shy of twenty thousand chaos tokens. For the record, the spirit gave the most tokens for the fire particles. While it would trade Chaos one to two, Fire was at a one-to-one rate. 
   
 “And one last thing,” I said right before leaving. “What do you know about the dynasty of the Steel Kings?” 
   
 His forces noticeably replenished after the huge serving of particles, the lilac fog started rippling. The spirit didn’t like that question. 
   
 “They are ancient enemies of chaos!” 
   
 “Where does their power lie?” 
   
 “I don’t know,” the spirit answered thoughtfully. “Nobody knows. There is only one man who can answer that question, but he took that secret with him to the grave. I am speaking of Gunnar the Destroyer.” 
   
 I just nodded in silence and turned to the newly opened arch. Apparently, Egbert did have good reason for seeking the Tomb of the Founder after all. 
   
 The magister was waiting for me at the exit. If looks could freeze, I’d have been turned into an ice sculpture on the spot. 
   
 “You’ve let me down me!” she hissed. 
   
 “And you me,” I shrugged. “You sold me a pack of lies, then tried to feed me to batty old spirit. What did you think would happen when you sent me there? Did you think I’d just throw up my hands and give up?” 
   
 “You… You…” the primordial was seemingly not accustomed to such a tone. 
   
 “You should be thanking me,” I squeezed out when I saw her boiling over. 
   
 “Thanking you for what exactly?!” her eyes squinted menacingly. Her hissing made a chill run down my spine. “You practically destroyed everything that took us so long to build! You deprived the Citadel of its powerful Gatekeeper. You…” 
   
 I could see she was on edge. Another little push and the ancient nightmare creature Nure-onna would take her true form. The snakefolk accompanying her had already jumped aside in horror. 
   
 “I saved your citadel,” I said, trying not to let my voice quaver. “That minor spirit wanted to flee after so much time chained up. It tried to subdue me. And I don’t think I have to tell you what happened next.” 
   
 My words had the desired effect. Nure-onna’s cold composure slowly returned. 
   
 “And the fact that I demanded compensation for the trouble is my right as victor.” 
   
 I saw rage in the magister’s snake eyes, but seemingly the storm had passed. Running an apathetic gaze over the Friend of Chaos amulet around my neck, she loudly announced: 
   
 “You have one day! After that, I will no longer tolerate your presence inside the citadel. If you’re still here, it’s your funeral.” 
   



 Chapter 13 
   
   

“WHAT HAPPENED in there?” I could sense unfeigned concern in Pinebogey’s voice. As for who the woodsman was really concerned about, I was not especially deceived. But considering the fact that dozens of serpentine eyes were staring maliciously at me out of every nook and cranny, even that kind of support was welcome. 
   
 I glanced at Pinebogey and Dobbess standing next to him. The Goblin was clearly not enjoying the hostile attention from the serpentine guard. He was constantly looking all around, as if preparing to deflect an attack at any moment. And it didn’t much look to be a game. He really did consider himself part of our team. Hm… Our team… As a matter of fact, we were gradually starting to take shape as a fighting unit. Sure, I wasn’t completely clear on all of my allies’ end goals but the simple fact that I would not be fighting alone – it was hard not to be happy about that. 
   
 “I failed the induction and unification,” I answered curtly, then made up my mind to add: “The spirit keeper tried to subjugate me so he could use me to escape from the citadel.” 
   
 “And your Will was able to withstand that?” the goblin asked with admiration. 
   
 “Not exactly,” I responded in a near whisper. “They awoke and just about devoured the keeper spirit of the citadel.” 
   
 “They?!” Pinebogey and Dobbess asked almost simultaneously. 
   
 “The seeds,” I rubbed the back of my head. “I actually have more than one. The Great Tree gifted me three. And now they’re the size of chicken eggs.” 
   
 While Pinebogey gasped for air like a fish out of water, Dobbess said, dumbfounded: 
   
 “So that’s why the citadel has been in such disarray the past few days!” 
   
 “What do you mean days?” Then came my turn to be surprised. 
   
 “You were gone for three days,” the goblin answered and added: “Ahem, boy. I haven’t seen this kind of turmoil around here in a dog’s age. I think as soon as your time is up, the magister will sic all the hounds on you. And I’m not just being colorful. They say another pack of shapeshifters is coming to the citadel. And they’re nothing like those milk-fed whelps you took down in the labyrinth. A dozen seasoned werewolves. The best fighters from the Eviscerators clan. Ulf is mad at you. And I won’t even mention the snakefolk.” 
   
 “Well, what about this thing?” I asked, pointing at the Friend of Chaos amulet. 
   
 “Take a gander at its expiration date,” Dobbess gave an oblong smile. “Didn’t you notice what they slipped in there?” 
   
 I quickly opened the amulet’s description and clenched my teeth. So, the spirit was able to make a mess of things in the end. And I was surprised at the fact the magister had given me a day precisely. 
   
 Meanwhile, the goblin continued: 
   
 “For now, you’re off limits. But as soon as that time limit is up, the hunt will begin.” 
   
 “What if I leave the citadel before that?” 
   
 “You’ll lose your immunity,” the goblin responded. 
   
 “Is the magister going to be taking part in the hunt as well?” I asked with a frown. If she’s as powerful as her sister, we’ve got a problem on our hands. 
   
 “Thank the gods no!” Dobbess said with a smile. “Although I’m certain she’d be all too happy to flay you alive.” 
   
 Seeing my incomprehension, he started to explain. 
   
 “Luckily for you, the Labyrinth doesn’t allow magisters inside. No one knows why it’s setup that way. There’s a theory that it’s a way of maintaining balance between the factions. But that’s just a guess…” 
   
 “What does the labyrinth have to do with this?” I asked in surprise. 
   
 “Well, how else were you planning to escape?” Dobbess answered with a question. “Going by sea is not an option. Even if we did have a ship, the surrounding waters are teeming with high-level monsters.” 
   
 “Through the portal on the observation platform,” I responded. That was how I wanted to leave this place at first. 
   
 “Forget about it,” the goblin brought me down to earth. “It is part of the citadel’s energy structure, which means it’s controlled by the magister.” 
   
 “But then…” 
   
 “The labyrinth has two different modes,” Pinebogey finally chimed in. He knew what I was trying to ask, so he started to explain. “We call them Dream and Awake. You’ve been in Dream mode already. But there is also Awake – an ancient cavern swiss-cheesed with a confusing tunnel network.” 
   
 “And are there anomalies there?” 
   
 “There are,” the goblin tossed his two copper in. “But the thing is, these anomalies are not locations like in Dream but entities which, ghostlike, are able to appear and disappear without warning.” 
   
 “The factions use Dream more often,” said Pinebogey. “Awake is only for edge cases.” 
   
 Seeing a question in my eyes, Pinebogey said: 
   
 “There are a few portals inside the labyrinth, which we use from time to time.” 
   
 “So, the labyrinth is currently in a mode we can use without the magister’s permission. Am I understanding this right?” 
   
 “Exactly,” Pinebogey confirmed. “And that is precisely why we need to hurry before the labyrinth ‘falls asleep’ again.” 
   
 “Great,” I nodded. “I just have one more piece of unfinished business. Despite failing the test, the spirit generously provided me full access to the contents of the citadel’s armory, where I wanted to spend all my chaos tokens.” 
   
 “Ha!” Dobbess exclaimed admiringly. “The more I learn about you, the more I’m convinced I made the right choice!” 
   
 “Let’s go!” said Pinebogey, nodding toward the nearest hallway. “Just don’t get too excited. The Armory Master here is a real cheapskate.” 
   
 Dobbess confirmed that with a crushed sigh. 
   
 “I’m sure when that orc was learning to talk, his first sentence was: ‘No way!’“ 
   
 “What about the troll?” I asked when we were walking down the hallways. 
   
 “No one has seen the Gatekeeper for a few hours,” answered Pinebogey. “Is that somehow connected with what happened?” 
   
 “I think so,” I shrugged. “And he isn’t the Gatekeeper anymore. The Spirit set him free. On my, ghm… request.” 
   
 Dobbess and Pinebogey exchanged significant glances. Based on their happy faces, they liked that news. I didn’t go asking them what I may have earned for taking matters into my own hands there. If I ever saw the troll again ― I’d know. But something was telling me I didn’t have much chance of finding the former gatekeeper now. That big old goon was probably halfway back home by this point. 
   

* * *

   
 “No way!” the old orc shot out unequivocally when I asked yet another question. 
   
 “But I have full access!” I exclaimed yet again. 
   
 “I know!” the Armory Master answered like a windup toy. “But your access does not apply to the citadel’s strategic reserve. I cannot simply give up the last of our mana and energy crystals to some Johnny-come-lately! They are reserved for faction members only and exclusively with the magister’s permission!” 
   
 Dobbess was right. The old man was a tough cookie. I had already wasted a whole hour trying to buy something worthwhile at the armory, but so far all I’d gotten was a nervous tick. 
   
 “Alright,” I sighed, trying to calm down. “Then what can you sell me?” 
   
 “All this,” the orc eagerly made a half turn and pointed at a long set of shelves weighed down with all kinds of junk. 
   
 It would be easier to say what wasn’t there. Flasks, phials and bottles of various shapes and sizes. Some differently colored little rocks and crystals. Bags, roots, dry grass, claws, feathers and other trash like it. There were lots of cutting and piercing “tools” of abysmal quality as well, and still the lowest level among them was five. 
   
 “But I’ve already looked at all that!” I exclaimed, losing the last shreds of my self-control. “None of this works for me!” 
   
 The orc just threw up his hands indignantly and started telling me about all his “treasures” in a monotone voice. About their use and consequence. 
   
 In my mind, I understood that I was being treated this way due to lack of reputation with the chaos faction. And that the spirit’s amulet, which I handed to the old armory master, was worth about as much an anti-rheumatism balm. But I didn’t give up: 
   
 “Got any growth spheres?” 
   
 “Never heard of ‘em,” the orc answered right away and added mockingly: “Anything else?” 
   
 I understood that the old man probably knew about my conflict with the magister. He was just drawing out the clock. 
   
 “Well alright,” I said, clenching my teeth angrily. “I’ll take another look. Maybe I really will find something useful.” 
   
 “I’m sure you will,” said the orc, throwing up his wrinkled old hands with a false kind-heartedness in his voice. “There are a lot of valuable specimens there!” 
   
 “Sure,” I muttered, walking past the shelves of bird bones and feathers. As if it wasn’t enough that they were useless to me, nothing was below level seven. Little bastard! 
   
 Wait… What’s that? I stopped dead in my tracks. Between the shelves and racks, I saw a wall peeking out with strange features. 
   
 “What’s back there?” I asked. 
   
 “Where?” the orc kept trying to play the fool. 
   
 “Behind the racks,” I didn’t give up. 
   
 “Ahhhh,” the old man drawled. “That’s a wall.” 
   
 “Doesn’t look like it,” I answered. “I don’t think it’s just any old wall. I’d like to take a peek.” 
   
 “But…” the orc tried to object. 
   
 But I cut him off: 
   
 “Let me remind you I have full access. You have the right to refuse to sell me something, but you have to show me everything. Right?” 
   
 “Yes…” the tricky armory master rasped out despite himself. 
   
 “Then show me,” I nodded at the shelves. 
   
 “If you say so,” the orc shrugged and suddenly said in a totally decent tone: “Even the magister cannot access what’s behind that door.” 
   
 “All the more reason to show me,” I hurried him along. In the meantime, I was surprised not to hear the old song and dance about the citadel’s strategic reserves. 
   
 Despite his scrawny and somewhat frail constitution, the old man made pretty quick work of the heavy racks and didn’t even break a sweat. 
   
 “Well, go ahead and look,” the orc invited, his arms crossed on his chest when the stone door in the wall was cleared of junk. “But fair warning: I don’t have the keys to that door and I never did.” 
   
 Then, not wasting time, I hurried to avail myself of the invitation. Walking right up close to the wall, I started looking. I tried to ignore the orc’s unhappy murmuring and sighs. Not even a minute later, I’d found what I was looking for. A small cavity at chest level. I swept a bit of the dust off it and looked closer. Inside the oval indent I could make out a curious symbol shaped like three parallel wavy lines. 
   
 “That is the ancient symbol of chaos,” the orc commented pompously on my discovery. “No one has ever…” 
   
 Before he could finish, he trailed off. The thing was that at that exact moment my finger completed the familiar blood-droplet procedure. The system informed me that my blood had been tested and the result was positive. 
   
 The contours of the door in the wall flickered with a light blue glow and I got approval to step inside. 
   
 “See, and you were grumbling,” I said calmly to the orc, who was thunderstruck, and walked through the doorframe. 
   
 Inside was a small room of twenty-by-twenty feet with a hexagonal marble column in the middle. From floor to ceiling it was lined with honeycomb-shaped compartments. Most of them were empty, but a few of them contained scrolls, dark lilac crystals and fiery red pearls. 
   
 Feeling a squadron of ants start marching up my spine, I started looking. I decided to start with the pearls… There were just twelve. 
   
 When I took one of them in my hands, a message appeared before my eyes to say that, as a carrier of the Friend of Chaos amulet, I had been given the opportunity to purchase this pearl for five hundred chaos tokens. 
   

Chaos Pearl.


 


― Type: Magical transformation.


 


― Concentration: High.


 


― Rarity: Epic.


 


― Description:


 


― A Chaos Pearl, harvested from the depths of the Great Ocean of Chaos. For several centuries, it stored up the magical energy given off by the waters of the ocean. Those who dare to use this pearl can raise the level of one of their transformations by 10 points at once.

   

― Warning!


 


Always keep in mind that excessive and unchecked use of Chaos pearls has consequences! Beyond transforming external appearance, the Chaos energy contained within the pearl can overwhelm the conscious mind.


 


― Pearl disappears after activation.


 


― Weight: None. Takes no space.


 

 My first impulse was to buy the whole dozen right then and there, but I got myself together. I needed to take a peek at the other scrolls and crystals first. There were just five of the former and eight of the latter. 
   
 While I read through the description of the first scroll, I breathed a loud sigh. How nice that I didn’t waste my six thousand tokens on pearls. Every scroll was worth two thousand tokens. 
   

Chaos Talent “Quick Reflexes.”


 


― Type: Magic scrolls.


 


― Rarity: Epic.


 


― Description:


 


― One of the Chaos Talents from the Quick Reflexes branch of the Mind characteristic.


 


― Effect:


 


― Reduces the cooldown time for chaos spells/magical abilities by 3 times.


 


― Reduces the cooldown time for other schools’ spells/magical abilities by 2 times.


 


― Requirements:


 


― Mind – 15.


 


― Note:


 


― Scroll disappears after activation.


 


― Weight: None. Takes no space.


 

 The other four scrolls were also talents. Two from the mind branch and two from strength. There wasn’t enough time to read and make sense of them so, without thinking, I dropped ten thousand tokens on them right away. Furthermore, the crystals proved to be confinement crystals, which I could transfer chaos spells into. And more precisely Chaos Shield. The “confinement” came at a cost of two thousand mana points while using it later would run me another four. In the end, it was a thousand more than if I had activated it without a crystal. But that wasn’t the cool part. With seven such stones all containing shields, I could activate them one after the next without worrying about cooldown time between usage. All that mattered was having enough mana. 
   
 Each of those crystals cost a thousand tokens. I considered it briefly and decided to buy them over the improved transformations. The memory of the huge boulders crushing in on me from all sides in the Queen of the Draks’ lair was just too fresh. Being able to use eight chaos shields in a row without worrying about cooldown time would bring up my survival chances a good deal. All that remained was to figure out whether it would be possible to activate them at once and whether they could all work cumulatively. 
   
 I used the remaining two thousand tokens to acquire four pearls and headed for the exit. Time to get going. 
   
 When I crossed the threshold, I just about slammed into the orc. He was clearly groping around on the wall with his hands to try and figure out how to open the strange door. 
   
 “Well, what’s it like?” he greeted me with a question. 
   
 “Not too interesting,” I waved it off and headed to the armory exit. 
   
 “And what, don’t want the mana crystals anymore?” the orc tried to pressure me. 
   
 “Nope,” I responded, trying to make my voice sound casual. 
   
 “Perhaps a trade then?” the orc made his final attempt. “I give you crystals and you give me what you took from that room. I promise it will work out in your favor! What do you say?!” 
   
 Once at the exit, I turned around and looked the old swindler right in the eyes. Had he forgotten about the citadel’s strategic reserves so quickly? 
   
 As I stepped through the doorframe, I gave a smirk and shouted over my shoulder: 
   
 “No way!” 
   
 Outside, Pinebogey and Dobbess were waiting for me with smiles on their faces. 
   
 “I don’t know what that was,” the laughing goblin said. “But I liked it something fierce.” 
   
 “Ready?” Pinebogey asked me, adjusting the straps of his backpack. 
   
 I glanced at the goblin. There was an impressively large leather knapsack on his back as well. 
   
 “What about you?” I asked. “Are you ready? And I don’t mean have you packed enough changes of underwear. You do understand, after all, that as soon as you step through the portal with me, there will be no going back, right?” 
   
 From an outside perspective our conversation probably looked comical. A little kid, a zero, talking to a Primordial and goblin mage like they were a couple of brainless adolescents. And in their turn, they were not mad at the boy for his impudence. In fact, with grave looks on their faces, they were hanging on his every word with important nods. 
   
 “Ever since we saw the Heart of the Forest, our world changed,” Dobbess said unexpectedly and, proudly raising his head, continued: “If anyone asks what’s better – to take part in creating something truly great or to vegetate on the edge of the world for decades – I’ll always choose the path of creation! I can see you’re surprised, Highlander. Heh… You’ll have to bear with me! Dobbess, Shadow of the Swamp Fox Clan has more surprises in store for you!” 
   
 While we walked to the portal, we were followed by malicious looks, but they were in no rush to attack. 
   
 Surprisingly, the portal room was empty even though I was expecting someone to try and stop us until the very last second. When I finally stepped over the line, I was most worried that my allies would be brought somewhere different than me like last time. But the Labyrinth accepted us with no surprises. 
   
 In the middle of a huge cave, we traded glances. Dobbess sneered and showed us his wrist. The Chaos mark was missing. He made his decision. Pinebogey’s marker meanwhile was glowing with a pure emerald light. Not like last time. I took a fleeting glance at the woodsman and surprisingly realized that he had also changed a good deal over the last few days. He looked several years younger. He definitely had less gray hair. 
   
 He wanted to say something, even raised a hand, pointing down a tunnel but wasn’t fast enough. A sudden mishmash of wolf howls wailed up from the bowels of the Labyrinth. 
   



 Chapter 14 
   
   

“I WAS EXPECTING something like this out of the magister,” Dobbess cringed. “Her hounds were here all that time waiting for us. The snakefolk probably didn’t turn down the chance to hunt either.” 
   
 The woodsman and goblin glanced at me searchingly. 
   
 “Eric, I understand why you’ve been taking so long to tell us the best place to plant the Heart of the Forest,” said Pinebogey, looking me straight in the eyes. “But now, both Dobbess and I have no way back, so this would be a great time to tell us where you intend to go next.” 
   
 “Depending on our destination, we should know which portal to choose,” added Dobbess, wincing at another round of distant howling. “And the sooner we leave the labyrinth, the less chance they’ll have to hurt us.” 
   
 “The Stone Forest,” I answered shortly. 
   
 There was no longer any reason to hide it. These two had proven we were in the same boat when they went against the magister. 
   
 My companions’ faces grew noticeably sad. Seemingly, that was not the answer they were expecting to hear. 
   
 “Don’t think that I’m casting aspersions on your choice,” Pinebogey started with slight skepticism in his voice. “But why the Stone Forest precisely? Wouldn’t it perhaps be better to make for the Golden Grove? To the elves?” 
   
 “I can only imagine how happy their knife-eared Prince will be when we show up with three Great Forest seeds,” Dobbess chuckled and smiled dreamily. 
   
 Hm… Looks like they’ve already figured it out. I wouldn’t say giving the Heart of the Forest to the elves is a bad idea. But the problem is that I personally don’t like it. I have other plans. 
   
 Nodding at the goblin’s remark, Pinebogey started to speak: 
   
 “Eric, don’t get us wrong here. Right now, the ruler of the western elves is the only ruler in our world that could provide us safe harbor. And when I say ‘us,’ I am most of all referring to the seeds.” 
   
 “He’s talking sense,” the goblin supported the woodsman. 
   
 I frowned slightly. My will allowed me to sometimes recognize when someone was not speaking their mind. I wonder what you’re really thinking. 
   
 “Are you trying to say that you refuse to become keeper of the Heart of the Forest?” 
   
 Pinebogey winced and rubbed the back of his head. 
   
 “Listen, Eric… I’m just a minor primordial and I left the forest a long time ago. Plus, after that I tarnished my reputation by fraternizing with the forces of chaos. The elven prince though is one of the elders. Who better deserves the privilege of reviving the Great Forest?” 
   
 There it is! Lack of confidence in his voice, sadness and some sort of clammy resignation. It seems he hasn’t believed in himself for a long time. Not on my watch! Today I’m gonna light a fire under your ass. 
   
 “You afraid?” I asked, adding a droplet of mockery to my voice. 
   
 Pinebogey clenched his fists. The look in his animal eyes grew harsher. That’s more like it. Unexpectedly, I caught myself thinking that I was manipulating a Primordial’s emotions. If my momma could see me now, she’d have a stroke. This is like sticking your hand in a dangerous predator’s cage. But my momma is dead, and I have myself been more dangerous than any predator for quite some time. 
   
 “Everyone who ever dared call me a coward is long dead!” Pinebogey barked. 
   
 “Then what’s the matter?” I asked directly. 
   
 The fire in the woodsman’s eyes went out. He lowered his head. 
   
 “I am not worthy of the honor.” 
   
 “The amulet didn’t seem to think so,” I objected and added harshly: “And what makes you two so sure I’d agree to give the seeds to the elves all of a sudden?” 
   
 “But the elven Prince…” the goblin tried to object. The look on his face spoke to the fact he was not expecting such a rebuke. 
   
 “What about the elven Prince?” I interrupted him. “I didn’t see him taking down the Black Widow! The Great Tree gave these seeds to me. They are my reward. And I am not planning to just hand them to some stuffed shirt from the Golden Glade. I don’t remember the elves ever doing anything for me. As a matter of fact, they have been living in their closed-off little world for ages, not giving a crap about anyone else. And I don’t blame them. It is their right, just as it is my right to use my reward how I see fit. These seeds harbor a great Power! So now you two, given you’ve already got it figured out for me, explain why exactly I should share this power with someone who didn’t even raise a finger to obtain it?” 
   
 “It’s for the good of the young Hearts of the Forest,” said Pinebogey, but I didn’t hear firm confidence in his voice. 
   
 “So?” I put on some more pressure. “How should you know? You haven’t seen the things I have. A massive tree pulverizing the spawn of an alien magic. A whole sea of energy spilled. Or three little hungry seeds just about devouring a whole chaos spirit in one sitting like cotton candy at the fair. I have seen enough to know for certain what it takes to bring back a new Forest. Believe me, I’m not going to crawl on hands and knees to some elven prince like an abused dog, carrying in my teeth something that we ourselves could use to become powerful. There’s just no good reason to. I won’t argue, the elves could take good care of the seeds. But whoever said you would be any worse? As a matter of fact, after everything I’ve seen, I think they’re really gonna like the Stone Forest. Right now, there is more food for them there than you could shake a stick at.” 
   
 “What are you talking about?” Pinebogey asked in surprise. 
   
 “A dark portal I managed to close, but which will open again very soon. If it hasn’t already.” 
   
 “But the only ones who could close…” the goblin whispered, dumbfounded, then asked: “Are you a monster hunter?!” 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded, watching my companions’ chins drop. I looked Pinebogey in the eyes and said: “You sacrificed your reputation and went to join the forces of chaos in hopes of forming an alliance against darkness. But as far as I’ve seen, you haven’t been very successful. Year after year, you helped gather particles for the benefit of Nure-onna’s citadel, but you yourself have yet to make a single step of forward progress. I think you already know that is no coincidence. The Snake was simply using you.” 
   
 Pinebogey looked sullen and angry. 
   
 “And meanwhile, Darkness is rearing its ugly head,” I continued. “In the last year, I have had the chance to visit lots of places in our world. And the things I’ve seen frighten me. Orcs deliberately bringing sacrifices to the portal in the Stone Forest. Draks here on the Dark Continent doing the same. And that’s just the two portals I know about. I’m sure there are many more places like them.” 
   
 “And we’ve been just racking our brains over what the Steel King wanted with you!” exclaimed the goblin. “He wants to use you to reach the secrets of the dead order!” 
   
 “He’s amassing power,” I nodded. “And very quickly at that. Very soon the world as we know it will cease to exist. Are you sure the elves will want to help everyone else? I for one am not. And now that you’ve spent all this time in the Citadel of Chaos, I’m sure you aren’t either. Do you think that will change after they get the seeds? Do you really believe that?” 
   
 Pinebogey shook his head sullenly. 
   
 “So does that mean you have decided to become savior of the world?” the goblin smirked. 
   
 “No,” I answered calmly. 
   
 “Then what do you need all this for?” 
   
 “I want me and my friends to be left alone. But I realize that I’ve gotten myself into a game with no way out. At first, I just ran away like a thief but then I got sick of it. Sooner or later, they’ll find me. And so I decided for my own sake I need to get stronger. So I can put up a fight when they come for me. And not simply beat them back, but slash into them with such force that they’ll never forget my name. Now do you understand why I’m not going to the elves?” 
   
 Pinebogey and Dobbess exchanged glances. 
   
 “As for our alliance…” I turned to the woodsman. “Things didn’t work out too well for you with the forces of chaos. So why don’t you see how it goes with the monster hunters? I for one figured it out a long time ago. And so this doesn’t just sound like empty words…” 
   
 I took out the keeper summoning amulet and activated it. 
   

* * *

   
 We had been wandering the tangled pathways of the labyrinth for two hours already. Gorgie was slinking along in front of us, silent as a shadow. Dobbess ran behind him. The pair had really hit it off. The goblin would point the way and the harn would dart off to scout. Pinebogey and I were covering their backs. 
   
 But even with Gorgie’s animal senses, we often had to stop to sniff and listen to what was happening around us. And because of that, we had left our pursuers in the dust. An angry and frustrated wolf howl would occasionally reach us, but they were getting quieter and quieter every time. 
   
 When Pinebogey became Keeper of the Heart of the Forest, he changed a good deal. His magic supply was several times larger. Pinebogey’s shoulders had splayed, and his beer belly was practically gone. The biggest change though was the look in his eyes. I no longer saw any doubt in them. 
   
 After using the amulet, I first tried to hand him all the seeds, but it didn’t work. The Great System informed us that Pinebogey could only become keeper of one Heart. But the woodsman was not mere fine with that. He in fact breathed a sigh of relief. The seeds proved quite hard to please, while the new keeper didn’t have quite as much Will as I did. I’d have to babysit them a little while longer. 
   
 I had to go through my purchases from the citadel arsenal on the fly. But I decided I would first read through the iridescent tablet. When I read the description and realized what the spirit had given me, I tripped over myself and just about fell face first onto the tunnel floor. Based on the description, the tablet contained a legendary spell which could turn me into something called an avatar of chaos for a limited time. The transformation increased my strength, agility, accuracy and speed fivefold. Beyond that, all my offensive spells would be reinforced by chaos as well. 
   
 This was the first spell I got that made me hiccup in fear. And not only because I could now transform into some unknown creature with a number of warnings in its description. First ― my minimum Will had to be over fifty, and second ― the avatar of chaos would quite literally suck my life bar down five points per second. In theory that meant that, with my supply, I could spend just over eight minutes as this avatar. To be frank, despite all the upsides, I wasn’t particularly eager to test the odd spell out in action. Still, deep down I understood that this dangerous sorcery could save my hide and, the quicker I started learning its ins and outs, the easier it would be to use in battle. 
   
 I activated the tablet and started tossing ten into Will as usual, bringing it up to one hundred forty-four. The temptation to add ten to another characteristic I dismissed mercilessly. After a few attempts, the minor chaos spirit was eventually able to break through my Will and that spooked me. The will shield, which depended on my mana reserves, would not hold out for long. Essentially, my saving grace was those seeds and their ravenous appetite. 
   
 After the tablets, I got to the scrolls. The Strength talents, to my eye, were less valuable than the Mind ones. And both of them were better suited to fist fighters. My neighbor, who used to partake in bareknuckle boxing matches down by the port, would definitely have been delighted to have them. The first talent was called Heavy Fists. It increased the damage of unarmed physical attacks by thirty percent. The second meanwhile, Blustering Blow, increased critical hit chance by twenty-five percent. Also for physical attacks, also unarmed. 
   
 The remaining two talents from the mind branch were much more useful. One reduced mana expenditure by ten percent for all spells and twenty for chaos spells. The other meanwhile increased the duration of all spells by thirty percent and forty for chaos. 
   
 After activating all the scrolls and watching them disappear into thin air, I turned to the pearls. The four fire-red balls yielded a total of forty points for my transformations. After some consideration, I decided to improve my alertness. 
   
 I activated the pearls one by one, covering myself with Forest’s Blessing and holding a satiety potion at the ready just in case. But it went like a hot knife through butter. 
   
 I invested ten each into the black lynx eye, blazefox senses, earth rat nose, and hawk eye. 
   
 As soon as the transformations had their bonuses applied, the world around me changed. Everything grew brighter and acquired sharper dimensions. Hundreds of scents and smells came crashing down on me as if poured from a bucket. 
   
 The darkness retreated. I could now make out lots of animal tracks on the floor. Apparently, this place was teeming with life even though just a moment earlier I thought the opposite. 
   
 The flood of sensations and impressions made my head spin. It was hard not to fall to the floor. Another thing I realized after getting myself back together was that there would be a huge cave at the end of the tunnel and in it there was a group waiting to ambush us. In fact, we’d already passed several such attempted ambushes but Gorgie had so far masterfully led us away from the unknown creatures. When I realized how blind I had been, a chill ran between my shoulder blades. 
   
 And now, the harn ducked down a passageway, leading us around yet another potential hazard. After that, we found ourselves in an impressively large cave and he stopped dead in his tracks. The harn raised his head, gave a sniff and looked to me. 
   
 “What’s up with him?” the goblin asked, alarmed. Furthermore, Dobbess’ anxiety seemed somehow strange. As if Gorgie’s behavior was getting on his nerves. 
   
 “We’re being surrounded,” I answered curtly. 
   
 “You sure?” Pinebogey asked. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “Gorgie can smell Ulf.” 
   
 “But how did they pull it off?” the woodsman asked in surprise. “I thought we’d escaped!” 
   
 “We should have stuck to the route!” exclaimed the goblin. “Your beast took us on several detours! That cost us precious time!” 
   
 Dobbess was obviously on edge. And that put me on guard. 
   
 “He was leading us away from danger,” I answered calmly, staring right into the goblin’s eyes. 
   
 “Calm down, my friend,” Pinebogey placed a hand on the goblin’s shoulder. “If not for Eric’s beast, we might have landed ourselves in a trap several times already. No one knows how this place can be better than you. Better tell us where to go next. Are we still far from the portal?” 
   
 “No,” Dobbess was noticeably calmer and, sneering in my direction, he said: “Forgive me, Eric. I’m sure you understand. I’m just a little bit nervous. I don’t really like being underground.” 
   
 The words were right, but the tone… Either it was just me or the goblin had changed a lot over the past few minutes. Maybe he had always been like this, and I simply never noticed until I activated the pearls. 
   
 “That way,” the goblin muttered and nodded toward another tunnel. 
   
 The harn gave a warning growl. 
   
 “We can’t go that way,” I said, not budging. 
   
 “They’re everywhere,” Gorgie told me mentally. The scales on the nape of his neck stood on end. 
   
 “What’s going on?” Pinebogey frowned. 
   
 “Get ready for a fight!” I said. “They’re already here!” 
   
 In confirmation, big huge half-transformed werewolves started emerging from every tunnel with dull growls. Snakefolk loomed behind. 
   
 A dozen shapeshifters and around thirty serpentine guards ― the magister had sent a veritable army after us. 
   
 “A pity we couldn’t take you by surprise!” growled Ulf, emerging from a tunnel. After that, he turned to the goblin and unexpectedly said: “Dobbess, you little punk, you really gave us the runaround! If not for that blood amulet, we’d have lost you!” 
   
 The goblin winced as if he’d just eaten a sour plum and fairly quickly went closer to the snakefolk. 
   
 “It was all his beast!” Dobbess shot out, nodding at Gorgie. “He was constantly taking detours around your ambushes! It was hard to slow him down by choosing the right tunnels.” 
   
 Pinebogey and I traded glances. It pained me to look at the woodsman. 
   
 Seeing his state, Dobbess said reassuringly: 
   
 “You’re too trusting, old man. I feel sorry for you. What matters now is not to do anything stupid. She promised me she wouldn’t harm you. Now your life is more valuable than ever before! Believe me, the alliance we dreamt of for so long is now a possibility!” 
   
 Despite the fact the goblin had betrayed us, he sounded quite sincere. 
   
 Unlike Pinebogey, who was whipping himself into a lather before my very eyes, I was relatively calm. I even breathed a sigh of relief. Now at the least I was sure who was my enemy and who was my friend. And as for the magister, the only thing I really felt bad about was that Dobbess had probably told the Snake about Midori. Nothing else really mattered. 
   
 “And what about me?” I asked, snorting. “Any instructions?” 
   
 “She also said you should surrender and come back to the citadel,” nodded the goblin. “You are no less valuable to her. Especially in light of your discoveries. Surrender and she will forgive you!” 
   
 I chuckled. Unlike Dobbess, I could see the werewolf alpha and a tall snakeman behind him trading glances. 
   
 The goblin wanted to keep talking, but the snakeman standing behind him sharply waved a hand and Dobbess’ head was separated from his body, falling to the stone floor with a dull thud. 
   
 That could mean only one thing ― Nure-onna was not seeking an alliance with anyone. 
   



 Chapter 15 
   
   

I GLANCED at the goblin’s decapitated head and winced. There was still a condescending little smile playing on his lips, just like when he was telling us about all the good things the Snake had in store for us. He himself though was already dead, and blood was spurting from his neck stump, leaving an ample puddle on the stone floor. 
   
 “So, you look upset that the blabbermouth is dead?!” Ulf barked out mockingly, mid-transformation. 
   
 It was hardly the first time I had noticed it, but werewolves had an odd predilection for jabbering before a fight. Either it was part of some kind of warrior ritual, or simply a way of winning time to complete their transformations. 
   
 “You are mistaken, cowardly mongrel!” I replied with a smirk. I decided to make him mad, as Happy had once done to Livid before their face-off. “Your wormy buddy has left us without a guide!” 
   
 The head snakeman also looked wounded. He clearly did not appreciate being compared to a worm. 
   
 “The dead don’t need guides!” he hissed out loudly and, squirming, spat a wad of dark lilac saliva at me. 
   
 The time for talking was over. The fight was on. The head snakeman’s attack served as a signal for the others. The werewolves howled out in fury, dashed forward and a few balls of spit came flying at us from the snakefolk. 
   
 Somersaulting to the right and dodging the first wad of spit, I blasted a ram back at them, then struck my first bolt of lightning at the nearest werewolves. My body was already covered by invisibility and muckwalker’s aura as always. My torso, arms and legs were encased in semitransparent serpentine coils, too. A sharp blow to the back sent me flying forward. The Ysh had taken several wads of spit to the back. Three thousand defense points down. Time to activate chaos shield. 
   
 “Take care of them!” I mentally ordered Gorgie and, a moment later, the ranks of the spitting snakefolk turned into a grisly meatgrinder. As not to miss out on my share of the loot, I cast a dozen ice arrows their direction. The harn’s furious growling mixed with shrieks of pain and frustrated hissing told me that I did not need to worry about further attacks from behind. 
   
 The spirit of the giant crusher beetle crawled upside down on the ceiling, emitting a magical fog which flooded the interior of the cave in the blink of an eye. 
   
 Just a second before the cave was immersed in gloom, I caught a fleeting glance of Pinebogey, who had been suspiciously silent all that time. And what I saw made me shiver. 
   
 The woodsman’s body had disappeared. And in its place, pulsating ferociously, was bright green magical cocoon that was growing in size. It was made up of dozens of taut tendrils which, in their turn, deflected all of the snakefolks’ magic attacks. Actually not quite… I was mistaken. They weren’t deflecting them; they were absorbing them! 
   
 Based on the surprised looks on a few of the attackers’ faces, this didn’t seem to be part of the Pinebogey’s usual magical arsenal. Seemingly, the Heart of the Forest, using the Keeper’s reserves, was preparing to land a devastating blow on our foes. 
   
 Based on the fact that none of them had tried to disperse the fog yet, our adversaries must not have had the ability. It would not surprise me to learn that the air magess in the labyrinth had been using a legendary spell. To be frank, I would love a similar spell to fill out my arsenal. 
   
 I tried to take full advantage of our adversaries’ disorientation. Rams, lightning and ice arrows rained down upon our foes. Thanks to my magical senses, I could see my victims’ supplies clearly. 
   
 For the next few seconds, I raced from one stunned werewolf to the next, methodically chopping their bodies apart with Spike and Dragonfly. Unlike the youngbloods Gorgie and I had taken down in the labyrinth, these shapeshifters proved to be quite tough. Without Blade of Vengeance, it would have been hard going. 
   
 The heart-rending yelps of pain and frequent surges of magic to the left informed me that Gorgie had made it to the retinue of the head snakeman. The chaos shield I was sharing with the harn sagged five percent but no more. Nure-onna’s guard turned out to be paper tigers, capable only of fearsome glares and menacing hisses. But Gorgie was a battle-hardened supermonster, so he broke through their defenses like a white-hot knife gliding through softened butter. 
   
 In the end, in just one minute of battle, our adversaries had lost more than half their fighters. After the last stunned snakeman had been finished off, I quickly looked around. Three supplies next to Pinebogey. Werewolves trying to break through his cocoon. Blinded by animalistic fury, they could not see that the cocoon was gradually growing larger as was the supply within. The Heart of the Forest was preparing a surprise. 
   
 On the other side there are two groups of snakefolk. One of them, the one to the left, is being harangued by Gorgie, having smelled the taste of blood. After his every attack, magic supplies are extinguished one after the next. 
   
 The group to the right is the most numerous. A dozen snakefolk had formed a circle around their ringleader, whose supply was flashing rapidly. That ugly bastard is also casting something devastating. 
   
 Next to me, just a few steps away, the last werewolf is thrashing around. I can hear him snarling. It’s Ulf. He’s pissed off. He’s looking for me, but he just can’t sense me. In the last few days, his level had gone up noticeably. He must have taken our previous encounter into account. He trained for this. Neither lightning or rams could take him ― either he had a good shield, or he’s been levelling resistances to stun and daze effects. He saw the way I was able to stop his youngbloods. 
   
 I chuckled ravenously. No, mongrel, today is still not your day. Did you think Gorgie was my only trump card? That’s where you’re wrong. You have underestimated me yet again. 
   
 The black armorbug spirit slammed into the werewolf alpha, knocking him off his feet and dragging him several yards over the stones. The telltale magic sparks around Ulf body told me my six thousand damage crit had swept away the last remnants of the shapeshifter’s shield. The ice arrows I cast after him meanwhile had already reached his flesh. Thanks to the transformation progress in Hawk’s Eye, not a single one missed. Honestly though, the icicles didn’t deal much damage. The big wolf just has too much in his life supply. In combat form, regeneration probably works at an accelerated rate, too. And for my part, I was not expecting to take down this mountain of muscle with icicles alone. 
   
 The werewolf gave an unexpectedly gleeful squeal and dashed straight at me. The icicles had given away my position. But he had a surprise in store in the form of the ice golem’s breath. That took away one of Ulf’s main trump cards ― speed. But even seventy percent slower, he was still too quick for me. 
   
 While the werewolf tried to reach me, I managed to cast another twenty ice arrows. I critted half the time, but that wasn’t what mattered. Every arrow left a spot of frost on the werewolf’s body, sucking energy from his supply. Then, he took a final step, stumbled and collapsed to the ground. 
   
 I initially lunged forward to put an end to our faceoff once and for all, but suddenly the cave started shaking. And the shockwave was so powerful that I couldn’t withstand and plopped down on the ground. I heard a very familiar sound of stone cracking on all sides. The first shockwave was followed by another few, but they were weaker. Based on the telltale sound, several stalactites had fallen down from the cave ceiling. Then, over the next second, a dense wave of dust and fine sand came over me. 
   
 Rubbing my eyes and sputtering, I looked up at the sound. When I realized what I was seeing, I felt my heart give a treacherous pitter. There was a giant monster hanging down among the stalactites. The serpentine body flickered from its head to the tip of its tail with a magical light. A huge lilac eye with a vertical slit for a pupil was staring right at me. 
   
 “Now you’re done for,” I heard Ulf wheeze mockingly. His supply was down to crumbs of mana. The frost, ice golem breath and his own combat form had eaten through all his life force. But still the werewolf was in no hurry to die. “You never should have allowed Shkhan to summon his avatar!” 
   
 I glanced back at the gigantic snake, which was preparing to attack, and gulped loudly with a parched throat. So that’s what kind of spell the head snakeman was casting! 
   
 All I managed to do before the magic creature lunged forward was activate stone spikes on the cave ceiling. Based on the enraged hissing, the serpent did not enjoy my almost twenty-five-thousand-point crit. The thick layer of lilac haze around the snake’s body grew obviously thinner. So, looks like your magic shield isn’t all that thick after all. 
   
 The snake was not able to get off a precision strike. Its big huge carcass flopped down from the ceiling like a huge bag of turnips, sending a new wave of dust and pebbles flying into the air. 
   
 We didn’t let the serpent cool off, though. Gorgie’s supply, pulsating with force was already at the brute’s side. Then, an instant later, the cave was filled with a deafening hiss of pain. The harn took down the monster’s shield in a few blows, then got to its flesh. 
   
 I saw nearly twenty snakefolk run over to help their ringleader. I already had more spells ready to burst from my hands, but Pinebogey beat me to the punch. 
   
 His cocoon had doubled in size and exploded into several dozen flexible tendrils, which greedily raced off toward our enemies. 
   
 First to be hit were the three werewolves that had spent all that time trying in vain to break through Pinebogey’s defenses. Their bodies, stuck through with spiny tendrils, started writhing in pre-death agony. I saw their supplies empty and their energy channels thin out. The cocoon was quite literally sucking the lifeforce out of them. The big huge snake didn’t get off any easier, though. Its body was stuck through with a whole twenty of the tendrils. The brute twitched and coiled, trying to break free, but that only made matters worse. Attracted by the squelching sounds, another fifteen tendrils sunk into the serpent’s body. Already knowing what would come next, I didn’t just stand on the sidelines ― I launched several ice arrows at each enemy. 
   
 The magic fog dissipated, and I was able to see the cave with my normal vision again. I looked around and breathed a sigh of relief ― we won. 
   
 The blood, mutilated bodies, and entrails ― before, the mere sight of all this would make me puke up my stomach contents. But now I took it as a given. 
   
 Gorgie, all caked in blood, loomed over Ulf, who was back in human form and gave a threatening growl. The werewolf was on his last breath but even in such a state he was able to rise up on his shivering arms and shoot me a malicious glare. 
   
 There was no longer any reason to activate invisibility because Ulf could see me perfectly well. 
   
 Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the magic tendrils absorbing their victims and sat down on the ground. I was not feeling like walking up to the cocoon. Better to watch from a distance. From here, where I’m having a chat with Ulf. 
   
 “So, I guess the Eviscerators are in for a rough patch. Eh?” I asked with a smirk. 
   
 A dull growl tore itself from Ulf’s throat. He tried to move, but Gorgie’s heavy paw easily kept him pinned down. 
   
 “You werewolves are so predictable,” I snorted. “Why did you attack us? Or did Nure-onna really order you to kill us? Did she really feel that insulted? Hard to believe. I’m positive she just ordered you to take us alive.” 
   
 Ulf gave a dull growl but didn’t say a word. 
   
 “I think you must have secretly told your buddy Shkhan to attack us. What do you say about that?” 
   
 The werewolf reacted to my question with silence. 
   
 “So, that order did come from the Snake,” I said with a heavy sigh. “Yeah, it was dumb to think you could defy the magister’s will. But then why did she want us dead? Why send Dobbess on a secret mission, only to kill him as well?” 
   
 I stared at the shapeshifter, but he had clammed up. He seemed suspiciously calm for some reason. Switching to magic vision, I glanced at his supply and my eyes crawled up into my forehead. What insane regeneration! This creep was hard to kill! 
   
 While I stood there running my mouth, he had started to recover at accelerated pace. The werewolf interpreted my silence and look correctly, tried to twitch away but Gorgie placed a big fat period at the end of our prolonged faceoff with one swipe of his paw. 
   
 Dismissing the victory message, I looked around. Something had changed on the battlefield. The cocoon tendrils, now finished sucking the mana out of the fallen werewolves and snakefolk, started to gradually fade and disappear. They left behind desiccated mummies. The sight made a chill run over my skin. 
   
 The gigantic snake’s carcass held out the longest. Although the Heart of the Forest absorbed its mana with particular relish. And no wonder! Pure chaos energy. A hostile energy. 
   
 Strange as it may have been, I found it easy to recognize the emotions and desires of the growing seed. During my showdown with the chaos spirit, I must have somehow activated a special connection with the seeds. 
   
 I walked up to the cocoon and saw Pinebogey standing behind its semitransparent wall with his head hanging low. Looking at his energy channels, I saw no damage. More the opposite. They were noticeably beefier. The Heart of the Forest was absorbing the hostile energy at an accelerated rate, passing it into the body of its keeper and thus reinforcing his energy structure. 
   
 A quarter of an hour later, the absorption process was over, and the cocoon had disappeared. And along with it the tendrils. Honestly though, Pinebogey still hadn’t woken up. Furthermore, based on what was going on with his energy structure ― he was going to be out for a long time. 
   
 “You’ll have to carry him on your back,” I told Gorgie the joyous news. 
   
 I chucked the woodsman over the harn’s back and we hurried to leave the cave before any local predators smelled blood and came to join us. 
   
 While the Heart of the Forest digested all the mana, I had time to loot the bodies. I must say that, unlike the mages of the order, the forces of chaos frankly were not living so high on the hog. A dozen small mana crystals, six ephemeral belts, a couple pieces of jewelry with minimum level ten, a few dozen phials from the citadel and a bit of food. And that was pretty much all I was able to find. Either they’d packed light for the long journey, or the forces of chaos were going through tough times. 
   
 System rewards were another matter. A few hundred thousand esses, five hundred silvers and one iridescent tablet. 
   
 The Great System informed me that the Higher Powers were again delighted with me, because I had yet again duplicated a legendary feat. This time, the original deed had been performed by Lia the Scourge. 
   
 Either that legendary warrior woman was a frost mage, or I had stood out today by casting ice arrows right and left. But in any case, the rainbow tablet contained a spell from that school. 
   

― Ice Spear.


 


― Level: 0+5 (0/30).


 


― Type: Spell.


 


― Rarity: Legendary.


 


― Description:


 


― Using frost magic, a mage can create and cast an ice spear at an adversary.


 


― Effect:


 


― Deals 45000 units of damage.


 


― Requirements:


 


― Intellect – 60.


 


― Expends 3000 mana points.


 


― Note:


 


― Cooldown time: 4 hours.


 


― Range: 330 feet.


 

 The spell’s figures made a big impression. The ability to throw a chunk of magical ice over three hundred feet and deal forty-five thousand damage in the process before even considering that it might crit ― the prospects this opened up were impossible to overstate. 
   
 The mana expenditure wasn’t so scary either. Ugh, if it weren’t for the cooldown time, this would be a real beaut’ of a spell! I shouldn’t be complaining though. The four hours, just like the three thousand mana expenditure was already accounting for my new talents. 
   
 With these ten characteristics, my will had crossed the one-hundred-fifty-point threshold. Despite all that, my intuition was telling me it still wouldn’t be enough. The Steel King’s court mage scared the bejeezus out of me. I hope the oath Midori gave to the Heart of the Forest will keep her free of that ghastly old man’s influence. 
   
 I decided to wait before using any more silver tablets. Let Gorgie raise his characteristics by himself for now. After all, the higher his level, the harder it will be for him to find well-matched rivals. This battle, for instance, earned him a grand total of fifteen points, which was actually pretty good for his level. 
   
 I left the cave in two minds. On the one hand, Pinebogey is unconscious and we don’t know when he’ll wake up. Dobbess is dead, and he was the only one that knew the way to the portal. But on the other hand, Gorgie and I had scrambled our way out of another jam. 
   
 We’re alive. And that’s what matters! 
   



 Chapter 16 
   

“ANOTHER UPWELLING,” I muttered, wearily peeking open my right eye. “You feel it too?” 
   
 “Hrn,” Gorgie responded positively and languidly stretched his whole body, exposing his claws. Another set of deep scratch marks was left on the wide flat stone the harn had been lying on. 
   
 The cave we’d stopped in to spend the night was relatively wide and warm. Plus there was water here ― a little lake in the middle of the cave. 
   
 I took a heavy sigh. It had been five days since we defeated the forces of chaos, but we were still wandering the labyrinth. We had yet to find a portal. And that was despite our accelerated pace, stopping just four hours at a time for sleep and food. 
   
 I turned my head habitually and took another look at Pinebogey. No change… He had been unconscious the whole five days. Furthermore, his whole body had been covered in a flexible but fairly tough layer of dark green bark. The Heart of the Forest was protecting its keeper while he underwent some physiological change. From time to time, I activated Forest’s Blessing, to which the growing tree always quickly responded with gratitude. Now I understand why the Great System didn’t let me give all the trees to Pinebogey. They would have been his undoing. 
   
 While still alive, Dobbess said the Labyrinth of Fright, and more specifically what was called its Awake mode, was in our world. Honestly though, in what corner precisely he did not know. For fairness’ sake, I should note that no one knew. Not even the magister. Although that was again in the words of the goblin traitor. As for the true state of affairs, I could only guess. 
   
 Time in Awake and the real world matched up down to the second. Plus, the local creatures bore a striking resemblance to the subterranean fauna I’d seen in other cave systems before. We had so far come across beasts in some way reminiscent of coldunes, giant rants and vipers. They were just higher level. 
   
 And so, alas, Gunnar’s amulet was no use here. In the labyrinth’s Dreams, the amulet worked perfectly though, and that didn’t quite add up. 
   
 Pinebogey and Dobbess had also said the two modes never intersected, but they could be active simultaneously. In other words, if you landed in a Dream, there was no way of crossing to Awake while remaining inside. 
   
 “What do you think, was Dobbess actually leading us to a portal?” I asked Gorgie, who was dozing away. He didn’t even lift an ear, accustomed to my monologues. “Of course not. He was just trying to throw you off track. I can only imagine how mad he was when you kept sniffing out all their ambushes. I do wonder why they killed him though.” 
   
 The harn’s stomach was rising and falling measuredly. He didn’t care the least bit about the dead goblin. 
   
 “I think they were using him to track us,” I continued to think out loud. “That blood amulet they mentioned. I have seen one like it before, in possession of an overly confident minion to a group of vampires. As far as I can tell, the magic in that amulet allows the bearer’s location to be tracked. Was Dobbess really used for that alone? He’d be pretty surprised to learn that if he were still around. Hm… Why they killed him is still an open question.” 
   
 I scratched the back of my head pensively. 
   
 “After all, the Snake has to have understood that the goblin would have fresh intelligence after warping back. And I don’t believe the werewolves and snakefolk would act of their own accord. So that means… That information must have held no value to Nure-onna. Had she already learned enough? Then…” 
   
 I frowned. 
   
 “It remains to be understood why she wanted to kill potential allies.” 
   
 But I didn’t go puzzling over what brought the magister to order us exterminated. Maybe Pinebogey could clear things up when he came to. All that remained was to await that momentous occasion. Beyond that, I was hoping the woodsman knew the way to a portal or at least could explain how to navigate down here. 
   
 Because Gorgie and I had already racked our brains trying to discover even the slightest hint at where to go. At first, the harn’s senses weren’t working right. Though that isn’t quite accurate either. It’s all the Labyrinth. It was like it was toying with us. 
   
 At first, we didn’t notice. After coming to the rational conclusion that the way out of this underground labyrinth was probably somewhere above us, we tried going up, using Gorgie’s animal senses to guide us. If we don’t find the portal, then at least we can get outside ― or so we naively thought… Until we sensed an odd magical force that lasted just a few moments. After that, the force came again with dispiriting frequency. I had started calling them upwellings. 
   
 Because none of these upwellings had any effect on us, we soon started ignoring them. But we were wrong to do so… As it turned out, all this strange magic was affecting the labyrinth itself. After every upwelling, the huge tunnel network was warped by some invisible hand, shifting around in the blink of an eye. We noticed it when one of the tunnels led us back to where we’d spent the night, even though the harn’s senses should have made that an impossibility. When the same trick happened another couple times, Gorgie and I realized we were trapped. And that we needed to forget about getting out. All that remained was to continue wandering from cave to cave in hopes of discovering one of the portals Dobbess had mentioned. As an aside, as soon as we stopped looking for a way out, the intervals between upwellings grew longer. It was as if the labyrinth was giving us a hint that there was nothing for us outside. 
   
 “Look,” I called Gorgie. “They’re moving again right now.” 
   
 The harn lazily lifted his hefty noggin and glanced over where I pointed. 
   
 The thing was that, after each upwelling of magic, anomalies appeared in the most unexpected of places. Despite the fact that I had been warned by Pinebogey and Dobbess about this strange occurrence, the first anomaly I actually encountered made me nervous. How else should one react to two giant beasts appearing out of thin air an arm’s length away then, without making a sound, tearing each other apart ferociously. Gorgie and I turned tail and ran quickly out of that cave, not stopping until we’d reached a comfortable distance. 
   
 Later, when we realized what we’d stumbled upon, the appearance of other anomalies, in other words ghosts, we took more calmly. Furthermore, the first one we saw was the scariest. And most importantly ― the ghosts weren’t concerned with the living in the slightest. 
   
 Some of them were spectral incarnations of local creatures, reliving a sliver of their earthly lives. In most cases, it was the last moments before they perished. Some got eaten, others died for no apparent reason, whereas others still just took a couple steps and disappeared into thin air. 
   
 The anomaly Gorgie and I were seeing just now was noticeably different from the ones we’d seen before. The first difference was that these ghosts were sentient beings. And more specifically, gnomes. The second was that this was the fifth time we had seen this anomaly in the last few hours. 
   
 A group of six stout gnomes, rushing and constantly looking around in fear, were hauling a hefty sarcophagus on their shoulders. It looked very much like they were being chased. Honestly though, the labyrinth never showed us the bearded fellows’ pursuers. 
   
 And now, for the fifth time, the bearded men hauled their cargo across the cave where we’d made camp for the night, then disappeared down the farthest tunnel. Based on their gear, these guys were not poor. With their chainmail, shields, battleaxes and poleaxes ― they were armed to the teeth. 
   
 “I wonder who they were and where they were going in such a hurry.” I muttered. 
   
 “Hrn,” Gorgie called back lazily. 
   
 “You think we should follow them?” I asked, looking at my brother with surprise. 
   
 The harn stood up lightly, stretched out his back, grabbed Pinebogey’s shoulder with his teeth and tossed him onto his shoulders. Then he glanced at me and gave an impatient snort as if to say, “what’s the hold up?” 
   
 I was slightly thrown off by my buddy’s initiative and hurriedly shot to my feet. Gorgie gave a mocking growl and dashed off after the bearded ghosts. 
   
 We caught up to the anomaly in the next cave. When we hopped out of the tunnel, a silent battle was already underway. The gnomes, surrounding the sarcophagus on multiple sides, were fighting back the furious onslaught of a group of short rat-headed humanoids. 
   
 The gnomes fought valiantly, but the rat-heads were simply too many. Before disappearing, the anomaly showed us just three of the bearded folk dying but, based on the number of attackers, the outcome was predetermined. 
   
 “See, nothing interesting,” I said with a sigh when the ghosts started vanishing into thin air. 
   
 And I wanted to turn around to go back to “our” cave, but Gorgie stopped me with a short growl. 
   
 “What?” I asked in puzzlement, looking at the harn. 
   
 He was standing stock still, continuing to look forward. I followed his gaze and, when I realized what I was seeing, my heartbeat sped up. The sarcophagus the gnomes had been hauling on their shoulders, and which they had defended so fiercely, was still there. Honestly though, all that was left of its glimmering gold adornments and azure tinted marble were withered remains, half fallen off and coated with centuries worth of dust. If I hadn’t seen where the gnomes left the box with my own eyes, I would have thought it nothing more than a pile of rocks and sand. 
   
 Walking a wide circle around the sarcophagus, I considered it and decided to walk up closer. Running a hand over the lid, I wiped away a layer of dust. As it turned out, the gold adornments were still in place, as was the azure marble. Yet more evidence that gnomes are the greatest craftsmen our world has to offer. 
   
 While looking over the adornments, I came to the conclusion that they were not mere designs. Most likely, I was looking at ancient writing. After I’d cleaned off a good chunk of the inscription on the bulging side of the sarcophagus, I got an unexpected notification: 
   

— Attention! Your Mind is high enough to activate the “Language of the Western Gnomes!”


 


— Would you like to activate it?


 

 Of course I would! 
   
 As soon as the new language pack was loaded, I got to work. When the decorative angular symbols were completely free of dust and grime, a message appeared before my eyes: 
   

“Here lies a great Warrior Woman of the subterranean people ― Gallia Longbraid!”


 

 I felt a chill run down my spine. Was this the same Gallia as the legendary gnomish leader who had defeated and banished the Black Serpent to the depths of the Abyss? Old man Evid, who lived on the town square next to the Red Salmon hashery often told us tales of the gnomes and their heroes. It was said that Evid had a bit of gnomish blood in his veins. And everyone believed it eagerly. Evid was short of stature and broad of shoulder, with a long gray beard and a slate gray nose that looked like a turnip. The old man himself was in no rush to dispel that notion either. He just kept on spinning yarns about the undermountain folk and lapping up sour ale. 
   
 And this Gallia, vanquisher of the Black Serpent, was someone the old man had told us about on a number of occasions. 
   
 My magic vision showed no signs of life in the sarcophagus. But that didn’t mean anything just yet. The artifacts that were almost certainly inside could have been out of power. 
   
 “Shall we open it?” I looked questioningly at Gorgie. 
   
 I didn’t have to ask him twice. He knew perfectly well how I felt. Without particular strain, the harn used his right paw to push the massive sarcophagus lid aside and we both looked inside together. And then took an immediate step back in fear. 
   
 I felt the hair on my head stand on end. In the belly of the coffin there lay a woman approximately the same height as me, but broader at the shoulder. Her long fire-red hair was done up in two thick and tight braids. A look of tranquility was frozen on her pale face. Her up-turned nose and pale cheeks were dotted with freckles. Her thick lips were slightly cracked. If not for the clothes, which had turned to scraps of ratty fabric, and the centuries’ worth of dust on the outside of the sarcophagus, I might have thought this woman just lied down a couple minutes earlier for a nap. Hm… I forgot the most important detail. There was a dagger sticking out of her chest. The blade had been plunged in to the very hilt. Slightly curved, it glowed with flecks of toxic green in the soft light of the subterranean moss. But there wasn’t any magic in the dagger. 
   
 When the initial fear had passed, I hunched over the woman and listened to my senses. Externally the gnome seemed to be alive, but inside… There was no breathing or heartbeat. I risked touching her hands and felt a dead cold. 
   
 Examining the sarcophagus also bore no fruit. The only artifact was sticking out of the dead woman’s body. I came to the rational conclusion that it would be sheer idiocy on my part to turn down such a fine gift from the Goddess Fate, so in one sharp motion I removed the dagger from the dead warrior woman’s chest. 
   
 In the next instant, two things happened at once. Before I had enough time to properly admire my new acquisition, I looked on in disappointment as the blade slowly turned to sand and slipped through my fingers. After that, a message came before my eyes: 
   

― Attention! You have the opportunity to resurrect a Primordial!


 


― You will need:


 


― Heart of a Primordial (1).


 


― Drop of Primordial blood (2).


 

 I glanced at Gorgie, searching for support. But the bored look stamped on the harn’s face said that he would accept whatever decision I made. No matter if it was right or wrong. 
   
 My intuition wasn’t giving me much either. The crazy idea that this discovery was intentionally driven by the Labyrinth after five days and nights leading us to this place I dismissed out of hand. Though nothing would surprise me at this point… 
   
 One thing remained to be understood: is there any point in bringing a legendary Primordial back to life? Or rather, what’s in it for me? Beyond that, would she be dangerous? Fairy tales are one thing, but I have learned just what all these fables are really worth. The three hero brothers turned out to be idiots that had condemned an entire city to death. The kindly Woodwose kept me in the dark and used me. Though the Black Widow and her sister the Snake had fully lived up to my expectations. 
   
 Beyond that, bringing this ancient heroine back to life would cost me highly valuable resources. And though before I only knew the use for primordial blood, now I at least understood what the hearts were used for as well. 
   
 Although, looking at it from a different angle, if this works out, having an ally like Gallia would be a great help. Beyond that, I’m reminded that Takeda was none too fond of the gnomes. Although the Steel King was not opposed to having them in his capital city either. In one way or another, I had had quite constructive and businesslike relations with gnomes thus far. Hopefully Longbraid the heroine won’t be an exception. Honestly though, it does lead me to a question, in theory the most important one: why would six gnomes have been hauling her sarcophagus through the heart of the Labyrinth of Fright? Am I perhaps unwittingly getting caught up in something I shouldn’t be? Still, I didn’t want to just leave her here. Especially knowing I could help. 
   
 “It’s decided,” I whispered, taking out the required ingredients and giving my permission to the Great System. “I hope she’s exactly how the legends say.” 
   
 When the heart disappeared into the Primordial’s chest with a bright lilac flash, and the two drops of blood dissolved on her pale cheeks, the Great System spat back a curious message: 
   

— Attention! The Higher Powers smile upon you! You have replicated the legendary feat “Resurrector!” You have brought a Primordial entity back to life!


 


— Congratulations! You receive:


 


— Iridescent Tablet “Life Aura” (1).


 

 Intrigued by the odd tablet, I opened its description. 
   

― Life Aura.


 


― Level: 0+5 (0/20).


 


― Type: Magic Aura.


 


― Rarity: Legendary.


 


― Description:


 


― Activating this spell allows a mage to create a magic aura around themselves, which will affect both them and all allies.


 


― Effect:


 


― Increases caster’s Life Supply by 50%


 


― Increases all allies’ Life Supplies by 40%


 


― Requirements:


 


― Intellect – 50.


 


― Expends 1500 mana points.


 


― Note:


 


― Duration: 5 hours.


 


― Radius: 170 feet.


 

 I chuckled in satisfaction. So there’s my reward. I hope it won’t be my last. 
   
 After closing the spell description, I brought up my Will to one hundred sixty-four. Then, continuing to smile, I finally decided to glance at the gnome I’d just rescued and was startled. Two squinting blue eyes were staring up at me out of the sarcophagus. 
   
 “Mortal, you have exactly one minute to explain what is going on here!” Gallia Longbraid pronounced in a frostbitten tone. 
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“UM…” the surprise made me pause. 
   
 “Is that all you know how to say, mortal?” the gnome asked, continuing to lay on the pressure. Grabbing onto the edge of the sarcophagus, she started to slowly get up. What was left of her clothes fell to dust, revealing a sturdy woman’s body. Female members of the gnomish royal family always seemed slightly plump and stout to me. Ghm… I guess that was all due to their outfits. 
   
 I gulped louder than I was expecting. My cheeks started burning in embarrassment. But I quickly got that momentary discomfort under control. Apparently, high will figures were no match for an adolescent boy’s embarrassment at seeing a naked woman’s body. 
   
 Instantly switching to magic vision, I Looked over Gallia’s body and immediately forgot she was nude. Her supply was nearly fifteen thousand points! And that was alone. With no crystals. Level hidden. Just like the Steel King and his court mage. This gnome was clearly an elder Primordial. 
   
 But panicking would be premature. I took a closer look and suddenly realized that Gallia’s supply was empty and in no hurry to fill back up. Something was stopping her Wisdom from accumulating mana. 
   
 The gnome took my silent staring her own way. Her eyes squinted menacingly. The muscles on her shoulders tensed up. 
   
 “It seems you have no idea who I am, mortal!” she squeezed out, her chin raised proudly. 
   
 I was prepared to activate shields at a moment’s notice. The fact the legendary warrior woman had no access to her mana didn’t mean anything yet. I’m sure someone like her could thrash any foe, even bare-handed. With her undoubtedly high characteristics. But I wasn’t going to grovel for her either. What good would that do? 
   
 “But why?” I answered, trying to make my voice as calm as possible. “I just brought you back to life. And by the way, you shouldn’t keep calling me mortal. I’m not the one sitting in a coffin. It was brought here by your compatriots, by the way. They were probably the ones who stuck that dagger in your chest, too.” 
   
 Based on the way her face grew longer, my rebuke clearly knocked the gnome off course. 
   
 “I had to use valuable ingredients to resurrect you, too, by the way,” I continued. “You don’t just find the hearts and blood of Primordials lying around on the side of the road, y’know.” 
   
 The jaw muscles started to twitch on the gnome’s cheeks. The edge of the sarcophagus beneath her fingers crunched and started cracking. 
   
 “So does that mean you’re a Primordial slayer?!” the ice in Gallia’s voice was scalding. 
   
 By the looks of things, we weren’t going to be able to have a constructive dialog. I had to toss on my chaos shield and prepare to hold back a possible attack from the angry gnome. Gorgie also spoke up. His warning growl echoed throughout the cave. He wasn’t warning the now battle-ready Gallia though, he was warning me. 
   
 The cave started to fill up with more and more sounds, which made a shiver run down my spine. 
   
 I quickly looked around and cursed out angrily. How had I forgotten about them? The rat-headed brutes that killed the gnomes who brought the sarcophagus here so long ago. Or more likely their descendants. Apparently, they stuck to the same habitat. And they had multiplied fruitfully since then. They were scurrying out of the little holes in the cave walls like bees out of a batted hive. I estimated there to be around fifty of them. They ranged in level from twenty to thirty, though some were as high as forty. The highest-level ones were larger and cleverer, hanging back behind their weaker compatriots. 
   
 The Great System called them ratfolk. Not the best name. There was little human in them. The cave immediately flooded with scraping, squeaking and rustling. 
   
 I wonder why Gorgie didn’t sense them before. Did these brutes have some special ability? 
   
 Tossing a canopy of invisibility on and sharing my protection with the harn, I glanced at the gnome out of the corner of my eye. She greeted the ratfolk with a scornful smirk. Then something happened I had approximately guessed at. Gallia Longbraid’s body covered with stone in the blink of an eye and doubled in size, making her look like a stone golem. And after all, there still wasn’t a drop of mana in her magic supply. Seemingly, I was now watching the summoning of a stone avatar. 
   
 Unexpectedly for her size, the golem jumped easily to her feet. That made the sarcophagus give a plaintive crunch and fall apart once and for all. And just then, the ratfolk attacked all at once. 
   
 I took a look around and glanced at Pinebogey. He was still lying motionless on the ground, pretending to be a log. A few of the rat-heads were messing around by his feet, trying to claw their way through the thick layer of bark. 
   

― You have activated the spell Gulper’s Shattering Ram!


 

 The hard wave of lilac made contact with the beasts and sent them flying back onto a set of sharp stones. Gorgie was on them by the time they hit the ground. The first few victory and reward messages came flickering before my eyes. 
   

― You have activated the magical ability Life Aura!


 

 The Great System told me to choose allies. I covered Gorgie and Pinebogey with the aura and glanced at the stone gnome. And she was wasting no time, crushing the ratfolk like a frustrated mushroom hunter that had just discovered a meadow of poison toadstools. I considered it briefly, designated the gnome and gave the system my approval. That brought Gallia’s life supply up by forty percent. 
   
 After the gnome finished off one heedless brute, she shuddered and turned her head toward me. We locked eyes. Seemingly, my canopy was no impediment to her. A look of surprise appeared on the golem’s stone face. 
   
 The wailing and predeath rasps behind me served as notification that Gorgie had jumped down from a nearby ledge and started to sow death and panic in the highest levels of the enemy ranks. All I could do was cast ice arrows right and left, not forgetting to keep moving as I did. The fight with Ulf had clearly demonstrated how easy it was to determine my location based on the spells I cast. 
   
 Out of the corner of my eye, watching the gnome and casting icicles at the beasts she was slaying, it dawned on me: these ratfolk were no match for Gallia. But I must give them their due ― the rat-heads figured that out quite quickly. 
   
 Very soon, the cave emptied out. And for a long time after, I heard shrieks and aggrieved squeals running away down the tunnels. 
   
 It was over so fast I didn’t even have time to properly warm up. Based on the offended look on Gorgie’s snout, he wouldn’t have minded a bit more either. 
   
 After finishing off the last ratman, smashing its head wide open, the golem came walking our way. I was just getting comfortable on a wide flat boulder and curiously skimming through my recent messages. My furiously pounding heart slowly brought down its rhythm, settling. 
   
 In a matter of minutes, I had just over thirty beasts on my account. Great! Wish it was always so easy! To quest through the labyrinth with the gnome for a week or so, gathering tablets… Ugh dreams, dreams! 
   
 “Pretty good warmup!” 
   
 The golem stopped three steps away from me. Her stone head transformed back into a gnome’s. An odd sight. Gallia looked like a smiling knight wearing a huge suit of stone armor. 
   
 I just shrugged my shoulders and looked her firmly in the eyes. 
   
 “I say we start again from the beginning,” she said in a friendlier manner and, nodding at the shards of her inscribed sarcophagus, added: “So, you already know my name, is that right? Who are you and where are you from?” 
   
 “Eric Bergman, son of a simple miner from Orchus,” I decided to identify myself, noticing meanwhile that the gnome was no longer addressing me as “mortal.” 
   
 “Bergman…” she repeated thoughtfully. “No… Never heard of you… So you say my compatriots brought me here?” 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “You’ll see them soon enough.” 
   
 Gallia frowned. Her eyes flickered, not promising anything nice for those gnomes. 
   
 “So they’re still here?!” 
   
 “Their ghosts,” I clarified. 
   
 “One second,” she stated, thunderstruck. “Are you trying to say that we’re in the…” 
   
 “The Labyrinth of Fright,” I finished her sentence and nodded toward the farthest tunnel. “And there they are now, right on cue.” 
   
 I had sensed an upwelling of the labyrinth’s magic a few minutes earlier. 
   
 Gallia turned her head where I pointed and, a few moments later, a very familiar funeral procession emerged from the dark tunnel mouth. 
   
 I let the gnome watch her own funeral in silence, then went over to check on Pinebogey. I saw shallow scratches in the thick bark covering the woodsman’s body and gave a contented chuckle. The Heart of the Forest had kept its keeper safe from harm. 
   
 “Is that what I think it is?” Gallia’s voice behind me made me turn around. The ghosts had already dissipated into thin air, and she was at my side again. A chill ran down my spine. The stone armor did nothing to prevent her moving quickly and silently. I also got a sense for the size of her life supply. After all, that was where the avatar was drawing its power from. If she could keep up her battle form for this long, I’m afraid to even imagine how long it could last. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded, unwittingly obscuring my companion’s body. “This is the new keeper of a future Great Forest.” 
   
 “Is the current keeper not doing a good enough job?” she asked with surprise and, nodding at Pinebogey’s body, said: “If I’m not mistaken, this is a minor primordial? Isn’t there someone better to keep the Great Forest?” 
   
 “There is no Great Forest,” I answered. “And so, there are no keepers either. As far as I’ve heard, they all ran off to other worlds. Pinebogey here is going to start one from scratch.” 
   
 “What do you mean there’s no forest?! What do you mean ran off?!” the gnome asked, struck. But then it hit her. “What year is it?” 
   
 “Nine-oh-five after Accession.” 
   
 In reply, I heard cursing mixed into a language that went beyond what my mind was capable of. 
   
 “Have you been here long?” I decided to ask. 
   
 “It appears the old brute stuck me down here seven hundred years ago,” the gnome shot out angrily. She started pacing out the cave, muttering something furiously to herself all the while. 
   
 “Who are you referring to?” 
   
 “Grumma, Mother of Kings,” Gallia barked out through her teeth. “My mother-in-law.” 
   
 It wasn’t hard to put two and two together. That meant… 
   
 I quickly hopped up and gave a respectful bow. 
   
 “Your majesty, forgive my ignorance!” 
   
 “Are you saying that in nine-oh-five nobody knows I was Queen of the gnomes?” she stopped. 
   
 “Alas,” I answered, shrugging. “We have legends of you as a warrior and commander. The legend of you vanquishing the Black Serpent is my favorite. But this is the first I’m hearing that you were a Queen… Beg forgiveness again…” 
   
 “Speak.” 
   
 “Based on your reaction after waking up, you were murdered…” 
   
 “Probably in my sleep. The old brute must have slipped something into my food. Then she pierced my heart, probably with Dragontooth or something like it… Those like me aren’t all that easy to kill…” 
   
 “What makes you think it was your mother-in-law?” 
   
 “The gnomes that dragged me here,” she nodded at where the six ghostly bearded men had recently been fighting off ratfolk. “Their clothing and armor bear the Mother of Kings’ coat of arms. Are you saying you sacrificed the heart and blood of a Primordial for me?” 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded eagerly. “Two drops.” 
   
 “Well, whose?” 
   
 I saw ice in the gnome’s eyes again. Seemingly, she was still not exactly thrilled to be conversing with a Primordial slayer, even if I had brought her back to life. 
   
 “Jorogumo,” I responded, watching a smile of relief appear on Gallia’s face. Seemingly, I was toeing the line. 
   
 “So, you were able to take down the Black Widow?” 
   
 “She was killed by the Heart of the Forest,” I clarified. “But I had a hand in it.” 
   
 The gnome tilted her head thoughtfully toward her shoulder and turned to look at Pinebogey. She chuckled at some thought in her head and finally got to business. 
   
 “I take it you didn’t decide to share such valuable resources with me only out of the goodness of your heart, right? Were you expecting a reward?” 
   
 “Your majesty,” I responded and bowed again. “I do not wish to insult you with falsehoods. We could really use any help you can give.” 
   
 “So what are you doing here?” 
   
 “We’re lost.” 
   
 The gnome chuckled and glanced at Pinebogey again. 
   
 “You must understand that my having laid dormant here for several centuries will mean all my clout at the gnomish court has been lost. As a matter of fact, I cannot even unlock my supply. A side effect of the curse embedded in the dagger. You saw it yourself…” 
   
 I nodded, agreeing. No sense in denying it. 
   
 “So I have nothing to repay you with just yet.” 
   
 The word “yet” gave me hope. I understood that she was leading me to a big question she wanted me to ask. I decided not to disappoint. 
   
 “Are there ways of unlocking it?” 
   
 “Yes,” she lit up at my perspicacity. “I require the blood of a Primordial.” 
   
 After saying that, she stared directly into my eyes. And an instant later, her face lit up. She understood that I had what she wanted. 
   
 “Your majesty,” I opened negotiations. “You must understand that this is a very rare ingredient, and my supplies are limited.” 
   
 “Let me be perfectly frank, Mr. Bergman,” she addressed me in a more formal manner. “I am puzzled by the fact that you have such a vast amount of this resource! Although, considering your level, the Great System’s generosity is not inexplicable.” 
   
 While I listened to the dethroned Queen of the gnomes, I was internally surprised at the change in tone our discussion was taking. After all, just a few minutes earlier we were about to face one another in combat. Beyond that, I was happy that Gallia didn’t try to take my things by force. Something was stopping her from doing it. And it probably was not Gorgie, who was trying to inconspicuously stay hidden behind her back. I could tell that she knew about the harn crouching for a pounce, yet there she was holding herself freely and confidently. She must have realized that we are not adversaries. 
   
 “Right now, I cannot repay you for the help,” she began. “But once I get home, I could be better prepared to meet you again.” 
   
 I understood that it was probably not her preference to speak with commoners, especially not in such a manner. In different circumstances, she might not have so much as glanced in my direction, but now… She needed me. And yeah, let’s face it, I needed her, too. An ally like her, legendary Queen of the gnomes, fallen from grace though she may have been, was worth a great deal. Beyond that, so far I’d only had positive interactions with gnomes. Like Madi Belvokrut. Despite my arrest, he was still doggedly representing my interests. And after all, he was just an attorney, though not exactly a common one. Now I had a true Queen standing before me. 
   
 “I am at your service, your Majesty,” I said and took the coveted phial from my backpack. “I have three drops left.” 
   
 A gleeful smile played on Gallia Longbraid’s face. 
   
 Cautiously accepting the phial, she uncorked it and took one tiny little sip. After that, she closed her eyes and stood still for a long time. A little while later, she opened her eyes and shook her head guiltily. All that time, I was watching her energy structure and saw that the first drop had only halfway destroyed the black splotch obstructing her mana. 
   
 “Have another, your Majesty,” I encouraged her. 
   
 One more sip and the black splotch started to gradually fade to our shared relief. As soon as the gnome’s magic supply unlocked, mana started flooding in. 
   
 Gallia opened her eyes and glanced intently at me. I understood that everything hinged on this moment. 
   
 “Mr. Bergman, if you please,” she said and handed me the phial with one drop left. “Today you have done an inestimable favor both to me and the undermountain race as a whole. You have saved my life! You have proven yourself a dependable ally on the battlefield as well as a selfless friend. As a sign of our eternal friendship, I ask that you please accept this.” 
   
 There was a little pebble lying on her stone palm with a thin chain strung through it. I cautiously accepted the gift and gave a respectful bow. 
   
 “Thank you, your Majesty.” 
   
 “And now I must depart,” she said suddenly. 
   
 I quickly raised my head. She shed her stone armor to reveal a glowing suit of magic armor beneath. Depart how? 
   
 “Alas, my friend, you cannot go with me right now,” she said with a predatory smile. “Where I’m going, things are going to be very heated! For your own safety, it’s best if you don’t come just yet.” 
   
 Something in her hand crunched and fell to dust. And before disappearing into thin air, the gnome said: 
   
 “Keep my present safe. If you’re ever in a tough spot, you can show it to any gnome. Then you’ll know the true meaning of gnomish hospitality! As for how to leave the labyrinth, you have to go down to the lowest level. There you will find a portal. Hurry! You need to make it before the next upwelling. Until we meet again, Mr. Bergman. I shall await your visit in the Emerald Palace!” 
   
 When the legendary warrior woman of the undermountain race disappeared I finally glanced down at the little pebble lying on my palm. 
   

― Amulet “Personal Friend of Gallia Longbraid.”


 




 Chapter 18 
   
   

AS WE MADE OUR WAY to the bottom, we were racking our brains. Another upwelling would probably be coming at any minute. And we did not want to consider what might happen if we didn’t make it in time. To wander this capricious labyrinth for months or even years, gradually transforming into yet more ghastly anomalies? No thank you! 
   
 I didn’t want to think ill of my new friend, but malicious thoughts came to rattle my mind all on their own. Would it have really been so hard to tell me about the portal before?! To say I didn’t understand the gnome would be a lie. It was an utterly logical and rational act. Completely in keeping with gnomish ways. Royal ones, too. If not for the friendship amulet, one might think that she simply duped me like a little commoner. But I already knew the value of such amulets all too well. Nure-onna herself, even in her own citadel, could not bring herself to harm me. 
   
 I smirked as I ran. If my new friend thinks she’s going to get rid of me so easily, she is sorely mistaken. The reward for such rare ingredients should be truly a king’s ransom. Furthermore, I was already planning to visit the undermountain kingdom regardless. I needed to complete the Woodwose’s assignment. 
   
 But just then, Gorgie gave a warning growl, helping me surface from the daydreams about the fabulous rewards I might get for saving the Queen of the gnomes. We had reached our destination. 
   
 It was vast cave with a huge ash gray obelisk looming large in the very center. It greeted us with an unnatural and dismal silence. The silence was heavy and frightening, making me turn my head every which way. 
   
 Gorgie didn’t like it here either. The scales on the nape of his neck were standing on end. He was occasionally baring his teeth and hissing in dismay. The danger seemed to be emanating from everywhere. 
   
 We froze in place, unable to work up the courage to move a muscle. My very nature was trumpeting out that we needed to run away at breakneck speed. Just cram our way down some far-away burrow and not so much as stick our noses out. What is going on with me? Why all this panic? 
   
 Gorgie fell to the ground and, hissing like a little kitten facing a big huge mastiff, started to step back. I had never seen my friend act this way before. Something smells fishy. Something definitely smells fishy… 
   
 It took me a few seconds to grasp what was going on. Then, working on instinct alone, I activated the summoning amulet. 
   
 Gorgie disappeared. And just in the nick of time… 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 Something clicked in my head. Like a key turning over in a lock. The panicked fear abated as if it were never there. In its place came a cold confidence. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 The unseen enemy, as if aware of my mood, redoubled the pressure. The mental attack notifications poured down on me like summer rain. 
   
 Not wasting any time, I somehow chucked Pinebogey’s body onto my back and, trudging heavily, walked toward the obelisk. The canopy of invisibility was no help. They could see me perfectly. I meanwhile was blind. And there was no way not to be mad about that. With a chaos shield over me, I started to cast ice arrows at random all around me. They just crashed against the stones and broke into shards of gray, falling to the ground. But alas, that didn’t stop my adversary. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 “Vermin!” I barked out, huffing and panting. “Show yourself, scoundrel!” 
   
 In reply, I got a message that the invisible creature had made it through to my shield of will. The mana started flooding out of my supply with frightening speed. 
   
 I was just a few steps away from the portal when the earth underfoot shuddered and started to crack. And from those cracks wafted a cold, putrid air. 
   
 Staying on me feet by some miracle, I continued moving. Fancifully jumping over the quickly expanding gaps, I found myself an outstretched hand away from the portal. 
   
 Paying no attention to the sudden howling and cracking of stone, I took one last step. While sinking into the thick haze of the portal, I managed to turn around for one last look. Abyss! What I saw turned the blood in my veins to ice. Five steps away, walking heavily and clumsily hopping over cracks I saw… 
   
 But that’s me! Draped over my back was Pinebogey’s body, giving no signs of life. My arms and legs are shivering with strain. A bead of sweat on my pale, fearful face. I had seemingly realized who was trying to stop me… Ghm… I was no longer in the Labyrinth of Fright. 
   
 I plopped out of the portal like a sack of turnips. Pinebogey’s body fell on top of me like a heavy log, pressing me down. Good thing it was a soft landing ― I came down on something soft and wet. I quickly looked around and realized it was night, I was in the woods, and lying on a thick blanket of rotten leaves. 
   
 I summoned Gorgie to help with the woodsman’s body. He had already assured me there was no one around. 
   
 Lying on the soft blanket of leaves and breathing in the cool humid air, I whispered to the harn as he loomed over me: 
   
 “We walked the line again, brother. That beast just about took you away from me.” 
   
 Gorgie gave a tender groan and licked my whole face. 
   
 “We need to check out our surroundings,” I said, rubbing my eyes with my sleeve and gently pushing his whiskered snout away. 
   
 The harn snorted in agreement, giving me one last lick, then vanished into a nearby bush. 
   
 Slowly standing to my feet, I glanced at the portal. It was a stone arch, ten feet high and six wide with ancient writing carved into it. But I had neither the ability nor particular desire to read it. It was situated atop a massive stone plinth with carved steps, which I had somersaulted over onto the blanket of rotten leaves. 
   
 I checked my shield and mana supply, then breathed a heavy sigh. Everything is fine. My Wisdom was accumulating mana without fail, and my shield was practically unaffected. 
   
 A rasping voice to the right distracted me from my survey. 
   
 “Where are we?” 
   
 I turned sharply. My mouth stretched out into a satisfied smile. Pinebogey had come to his senses. He was sitting with his back up against the wide trunk of an old oak tree and trying to shake off the dry bark covering his body with clumsy thrashing. 
   
 “We made it out,” I answered, bending down over my brother in arms. “How are you?” 
   
 Though I didn’t have to ask. His energy channels were glowing. And inside, the woodsman had changed dramatically as well. 
   
 “Fine,” Pinebogey responded, pulling a piece of bark off his shoulder. “What about you?” 
   
 “It’s a miracle we escaped,” I answered, sitting next to him on the ground. 
   
 “Labyrinth not wanna let you go?” he chuckled. 
   
 “Yeah…” 
   
 “How long were we in there?” 
   
 “Almost a week.” 
   
 “Then I see,” he nodded, ripping a bit of wood off his shin. “How do I look?” 
   
 “Ten years younger,” I answered, glancing at the woodsman again. “What do you remember?” 
   
 “Dobbess dying,” he answered sullenly. “Then it was all like a dream… How did we win?” 
   
 “The Heart of the Forest took control of your body and killed everyone.” 
   
 Pinebogey just grunted. 
   
 “How are you doing? Coping?” I asked. 
   
 “For now, yes,” he answered seriously and added: “It’s still asleep. But when it wakes up, it will want food. You must be aware it will need to eat very soon. And a lot.” 
   
 “Why do you think they killed him?” I asked. Pinebogey realized who I was talking about and responded with a question. 
   
 “Why aren’t you asking what made him betray us?” 
   
 “Mind control, his pledge to chaos, oaths to the magister. Does any of that mean anything now?” 
   
 “It does to me,” Pinebogey looked me in the eyes. “He was my friend. We always dreamed of teaming up and going off to fight darkness together!” 
   
 “And you believe he wanted that, too?” 
   
 I understood that asking Pinebogey these questions was basically equivalent to pouring salt into an open wound. But I needed to know. 
   
 “Yes, I did,” he answered quietly. “And I still do. He did not wish me harm.” 
   
 I shook my head. 
   
 “What about your duel?” 
   
 Pinebogey waved it off. 
   
 “He was always telling newbies that. It was his way of testing whether newcomers were loyal to me. Assassins have been sent to kill me many times… That was his way of trying to get on their good side.” 
   
 “Looks like he did a decent job,” I said with a smirk. 
   
 Pinebogey glanced at me with reproach. I just stared back. I felt no pity for the traitor. And I wasn’t going to pull any punches. Furthermore, I needed to know the limits of my alliance with Pinebogey. 
   
 The woodsman’s cold piercing gaze gave way to sadness and pity. 
   
 “Why did the Snake order us and him killed?” I asked. “I would never believe the snakefolk and werewolves would defy her will.” 
   
 “You’re right about that,” Pinebogey nodded confidently. “They would never disobey an order. I think you were the main objective. As soon as she realized she could not make you one with chaos, you became a target. Especially when she realized who you really are. She did know about the Steel King after all, right?” 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded gloomily. 
   
 “For some reason, her archnemesis needed some kid with the blood of the ancients in his veins. And so what if you’re a zero? She doesn’t give a crap. What matters is the blood, which is the key. Why should the Steel King bother with someone like you? Hold your friends prisoner? Simple ― you can open the doors to many mysteries. And in doing so, you would be making her enemy stronger. She was not able to tame you. And given that, you being alive places the very existence of the Citadel of Chaos at risk.” 
   
 “What about you?” 
   
 “Me too,” Pinebogey agreed. “The spirit probably told the Snake about the seeds. Dobbess squealed, too. He naively thought she would support our alliance. But she decided not to risk it, take out her wayward agents and rob them of their unique resources.” 
   
 “Yeah, but she never could have done anything with the seeds,” I sneered and, seeing an inquisitive look on Pinebogey’s face, explained: “The Woodwose was clear that I must give up the seeds voluntarily. Otherwise they won’t work.” 
   
 “But what if they’re taken by force?” 
   
 “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t envy whoever tried to take them.” 
   
 “Indeed,” he snorted, carefully picking up bark. 
   
 At first, I didn’t understand why he was doing that, but when I took a closer look it hit me. 
   
 The Great System called the bits of bark “ancient armor shards.” Each piece was level forty. Rarity ― legendary. 
   
 Pinebogey noticed a look in my eyes and snorted, extending me a little piece. 
   
 “Here. Something to remember me by. A savvy armorer will gag on their own spit when they see this.” 
   
 While gently stashing the gift in my backpack, I wanted to thank the woodsman, but he stopped me, placing a pointer finger to his lips. 
   
 “Shhh,” he warned, grabbing a root jutting out from under the gigantic tree with his left hand and closing his eyes. 
   
 An instant later, he glanced at me and, quickly getting up, said: 
   
 “Your beast will be here soon. He’s very shaken up.” 
   
 Gorgie didn’t keep us waiting. He dove out of the bushes like a black shadow and shot out on the fly: 
   
 “Death. Blood.” 

 

 “What’s going on out there?” Pinebogey asked. 
   
 “Seems like he’s found an ongoing battle,” I responded. “We should go take a look and figure out where we are.” 
   

* * *

   
 “Foxfolk,” Pinebogey said in a whisper, watching the carnage on the small meadow. 
   
 “So, we’re on the west of the Dark Continent,” I responded. “And to be more specific, not too far from Narrow Lake. The river Morta has its source here, and runs to the…” 
   
 “Dead Ocean,” Pinebogey nodded. “Don’t you think they seem odd?” 
   
 I took a closer look at Sly Redtail’s fighting modern-day descendants and from time to time found myself spitting out bitter saliva. 
   
 “Dark beasts,” I shrugged. 
   
 “No,” Pinebogey shook his head stubbornly. “Not all of them. Look closer. They’re not all the same.” 
   
 I did that and, to my astonishment, also noticed a difference between the fighters. 
   
 “There are two groups,” I nodded. 
   
 “Exactly,” whispered the woodsman. “One defending, the other attacking. There are clearly half as many of the defenders, but they’re all armed with swords and bows.” 
   
 “What makes you so sure they’re the defenders?” 
   
 “The burrows,” he said curtly. 
   
 That’s right! The swordsmen and archers are defending the entrances to earthen mounds, which I hadn’t spotted right away. So that’s why they still haven’t retreated despite the onslaught of a more numerous rival. 
   
 By the way, the attackers are unarmed as well. To be frank though, with claws and fangs like that, there’s not much need for weaponry. I’m getting the impression these are savages attacking their more civilized neighbors. 
   
 And they really are different. In fact, the difference is striking! Wait… But what’s that? 
   
 “You see it, too?” Pinebogey asked. “Shapeshifters?” 
   
 “Yeah, but they don’t transform into people,” I whispered through my teeth. “Those aren’t foxfolk at all. They’re blackbloods.” 
   
 “Abyss!” Pinebogey cursed and started looking around. 
   
 “Looking for their mother?” I asked. 
   
 “Yeah…” 
   
 I sensed a metallic edge to his voice. 
   
 “Gorgie knows what they smell like and would warn us,” I reassured him. 
   
 Pinebogey looked at me thoughtfully. 
   
 Meanwhile, the situation on the meadow had changed drastically. The attackers were now fully transformed, revealing their true guises to their adversaries. Based on the concentrated looks on the defenders’ faces, the changes were no surprise to them. 
   
 At the very least, I now knew for certain that Sly’s descendants had not sold out to darkness. 
   
 The foxfolk fought valiantly, but they were plainly losing the fight. There were more blackbloods, and most of them were higher level. The defenders were only still holding out because their mage was alive. But based on the sparseness of his casting, he would run out of mana very soon. And meanwhile, there were probably women and children taking shelter in the earthen mounds. I didn’t want to imagine what might happen when the blackbloods broke through their defenses. 
   
 Pinebogey and I traded glances and nodded in unison. 
   
 “I’ll get through to the mage,” I said, tossing on my invisibility canopy. “That’s where they’re most concentrated.” 
   
 “And we’ll flank them,” Pinebogey nodded. “Let’s get started!” 
   
 Gorgie gave a delighted growl and dashed forward, curving around the meadow on the left side. 
   
 I was still a few steps from the nearest adversary when I heard the first yelps of pain from the harn’s direction. Weaving around the stake fence, I cast a few ice arrows while still running. The foxfolk, having found unexpected assistance in the form of sharp pieces of ice sticking out of their enemies’ bodies, started to look around in amazement. 
   
 Once in the middle of the village, I activated life aura, marking not just the warriors but their families as well. I could read slight bafflement and hope on the defenders’ vulpine snouts. Many of them, grinning joyously, started looking at their mage thinking he was catching a second wind. And so, just imagine their surprise when they found out that their mage was still on his last legs, and himself somewhat puzzled as well. 
   
 My first ram sent the blackbloods boxing him in flying away like strawmen in a tornado, making the foxman mage shudder in fear and look around. The ram was followed by lightning and a few dozen ice arrows. The foxman just stood there with his eyes peeled. His enemies were just suddenly dying. 
   
 Shrieks of pain and fearful growling to the left. A big huge multi-armed monster tearing the blackbloods limb from limb with its tentacles to the right. For some reason, all the still-living foxfolk went over to join their mage in hopes he might be able to defend them from new calamities. 
   
 While finishing off an incapacitated blackblood, I noticed one of the foxfolk drawing their bow. He was aiming at Gorgie, who was sowing death in the ranks of the retreating blackbloods. 
   
 A short lunge and my Spike cut the bowstring. 
   
 “Play nice,” I warned. 
   
 The limbs of the bow, once free of the string’s bondage, straightened out in a lightning-fast burst. Like a ferocious snake, the weapon broke out of the archer’s left hand. 
   
 The blackbloods were fools if they thought they could run from Gorgie. Not a single one escaped. 
   
 The forest filled up with yelps of pain and furious growling from the harn. Every such outburst made the foxfolk piling up around their mage shudder. 
   
 And then the dozen-tentacled monster started moving. He would be here very soon. I hope Pinebogey won’t turn into a log again. Gorgie and I were not professional stevedores. 
   
 Watching the ghostly vines with their sharp thorns vanish, and Pinebogey reappear where the cocoon had been, I breathed a sigh of the relief. Seemingly, he was mastering the forest avatar just fine. 
   
 With Pinebogey at my side, I deactivated canopy of invisibility. I glanced at the archer, still standing with an arrow in his right hand and shrugged my shoulders guiltily. 
   
 Gorgie darted out of the wall of trees like a lithe shadow and came our way with a satisfied look. 
   
 Strange as it may have been, the foxman mage was the first to come to his senses. He pushed through the warriors with his shoulders, stepped out in front and, with a bow, said in clean Imperial tongue: 
   
 “Esteemed masters, we thank you for your timely intervention! Clan Sharpear and I, Sly Redtail, are deeply indebted to you!” 
   
 Hearing the familiar name, I shuddered. When I looked closer though, I felt a chill run down my spine. The resemblance was striking! Was this the Labyrinth of Fright playing one last trick?! 
   



 Chapter 19 
   
   

IT JUST COULDN’T be! I nipped the growing wave of panic in the bud. The Labyrinth’s Dream and Awake could never intersect! That’s for one! And Gunnar’s Amulet is still inactive — that’s two! Beyond that, Pinebogey hadn’t said anything to me. And most importantly… While Sly Redtail’s doppelganger gave his heartfelt speech of gratitude, I looked at the system messages I got right after crossing through the portal. 
   

― You have left the Labyrinth of Fright!


 

 Whew! What a load off! So we did indeed escape! And here I was thinking for a moment that I had landed in an anomaly from Sly’s past. 
   
 I looked closer at the foxman mage, now calmer. And the longer I stared, the more points of divergence I found. But still, I must admit it was a striking resemblance. So I am now standing before a descendant of the very sly ghost who basically dragged me into all this mess. Funny how pronounced the blood of our ancestors can be at times. The foxman had just squinted exactly the same as his ancient relative. 
   
 His level is pretty weak though ― just twenty-one. His warriors are even lower. The highest level one is a beefy guy with black fur and a ripped ear ― eighteen. Next to him, slightly shaking, there are two gaunt archers who look identical as two peas in a pod. They’re still just adolescents really. Both level eleven. Fox cubs. 
   
 I chuckled mentally. After all, those two are much older than me. And higher level. However, when we meet eyes, the young foxes start shivering. Am I really that scary? 
   
 I must give the young archers their due. They weren’t the only ones afraid of us three. The elder foxman warriors were still sticking close to the mage and, based on their tense looks, were also quite wary of us. 
   
 Meanwhile the mage finished his speech and asked us to introduce ourselves. 
   
 Pinebogey and I traded glances and came to the silent agreement that the primordial should take the role of lead negotiator. 
   
 “My name is Pinebogey,” he introduced himself, not especially hiding things. “This is Master Eric Bergman. And this sweet beasty here belongs to him.” 
   
 The “sweet beasty,” sitting peacefully a step away from me, was yawning lazily to reveal a row of sharp teeth and fangs. 
   
 I saw a few of the foxfolk’s fur stand on end. And they had every reason to feel that way. The breadth of Gorgie’s maw made a strong impression. It would be no trouble at all for him to tear off any of their heads. And he had demonstrated just that a few minutes earlier on the blackbloods. 
   
 “By the way, the life aura you can probably still feel is also Master Eric’s handiwork. I believe those you were defending will also have sensed this magic.” 
   
 Pinebogey glanced at me. And I confirmed with a silent nod. 
   
 The foxfolk grew livelier and began exchanging whispers. The oldest among were now just waiting to hear what their mage had to say. They clearly still believed it was all his magic. 
   
 However, all doubts on that account were dispelled by Sly when he made a respectful bow in my direction. I had to respond in kind. 
   
 “As you can see,” continued Pinebogey. “We had no ill intent. Master Eric’s beast smelled your battle and led us here to aid you.” 
   
 “And what timing,” came Sly, smiling amicably. “If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind telling us what you’re doing in our lands?” 
   
 Pinebogey and I traded glances. We couldn’t lie. 
   
 “No trouble at all,” said the woodsman. “One hour ago, we exited the Labyrinth of Fright via a portal which is located that way to the east.” 
   
 Pinebogey pointed back where we came from without looking. 
   
 His words inspired a new wave of animation in the foxfolk. From the snippets I overheard, I realized that the portal was thought to be nothing but an ancient and long nonfunctioning structure. A fire of curiosity sparked up in Sly’s eyes. The mage had clearly heard all about the ancient labyrinth. 
   
 “And now we would like to get back on our way, but alas, we do not know quite where we are.” 
   
 Sly Redtail looked around and led a sullen gaze over his warriors. They all fell silent instantly. 
   
 “You are on the lands of Clan Sharpear, which are located on the west of what is commonly referred to as the Dark Continent,” he stated, fully confirming my earlier theory. 
   
 After that, looking around the scene of the slaughter, he added: 
   
 “Today, many of our clan’s greatest warriors perished. If not for your help, I’m sure there would be more victims. And as I already said, Clan Sharpear is deeply indebted to you. It would be our greatest privilege to have you as our guests of honor.” 
   
 Pinebogey gave a slow bow to the foxman and turned his gaze to me. He silently asked my opinion. I then, in my turn, responded silently: “Have you considered this carefully?” 
   
 The primordial closed his eyes for an instant as if to say, “there’s no rush, we should talk about this.” Then he turned again to the expectant mage and said: 
   
 “We are sincerely touched by your invitation, but we must first discuss something among ourselves. We would never think of insulting you with a refusal, but we unfortunately have lots of urgent business to attend to. To be frank, we’re already running behind.” 
   
 After he said that, Pinebogey gave a nonchalant nod toward the dead blackbloods. 
   
 Based on the sullen looks on the foxmen’s faces, the woodsman’s response was not what they wanted to hear. Sly however displayed an enviable composure. Not so much as a single muscle on his fox face twitched. 
   
 “As you like,” he answered with a slight nod. “While you make up your minds, we’ll start getting ready for the journey.” 
   
 “Journey?” Pinebogey responded with surprise. “Aren’t you going to stay here, in your settlement?” 
   
 Sly gave a slight frown, then it hit him. 
   
 “You are mistaken, Master Pinebogey,” he responded with a smile. “We do not live here. This is a temporary camp where our hunters spend the night with their families when they are out on a long hunt. A few days ago, we received word that this settlement had suffered a blackblood attack. That was why my house’s warriors and I hurried here, to fight back the onslaught. Or in the worst case to come back certain our people had perished.” 
   
 “That explains a lot…” muttered the primordial. 
   
 “When I invited you to be our guests of honor, I meant in Foreston ― our clan’s main settlement, which is three days travel from here.” 
   
 “Then we especially need to discuss.” 
   
 “As you like,” answered the foxman mage, turning to hand out orders to his warriors. 
   
 Pinebogey then placed a hand on my shoulder, silently suggesting that we take a few steps aside. Further from inquisitive ears. 
   
 “We have to agree,” he started right away, laying out his arguments: “These are their lands. This is their domain. Refusing would insult them.” 
   
 I winced. 
   
 “You do realize they could hold a feast for their guests of honor out here in the field. The most we’d have to do is sup down a bowl of firewater around a campfire and go on our way. But he’s taking us into the very den of a foxfolk city.” 
   
 “I don’t get it,” Pinebogey responded with surprise. “Do you have something against the foxfolk? Please don’t tell me you believe in all the travesties your people say about their kind.” 
   
 “I used to,” I muttered and hurried to add: “But then I met an ancestor of the mage that just invited us, and he dispelled any desire I might have had to have further dealings with their clever ilk.” 
   
 Pinebogey frowned and asked: 
   
 “What do you mean?” 
   
 I breathed a heavy sigh, then nodded despite myself at the mage, a font of incessant activity. 
   
 “I have personally met an ancestor of his. Or rather… ghm… the ghost of one…” 
   
 The primordial turned a stunned gaze on Sly, then back at me: 
   
 “What makes you so sure?” 
   
 “They’re as alike as two peas in a pod,” I responded confidently. “They even have the same name. Sometimes I even notice familiar body language.” 
   
 “Well, well…” Pinebogey drawled, stunned. 
   
 “As a matter of fact, it was his ancestor that inducted me into the hunters. He was a magister of the order.” 
   
 “So where does all your distaste for foxfolk come from?” 
   
 “That creep put me into an unenviable position. He locked Gorgie and I in Stonetown and said we couldn’t leave until we got the otherworldly portal there closed. We had to fight off dark beasts every single day one more terrible than the next just to survive. And beyond that, after he locked us in, he up and disappeared.” 
   
 “So how’d it all end? You get the portal closed?” 
   
 “I wouldn’t be standing here today if I hadn’t…” I muttered. 
   
 “A-hemm… Eric… The more I learn about you, the more surprises I uncover… So does that mean you have visited the legendary Stonetown? What was it like?” 
   
 I saw the same look of childlike curiosity on Pinebogey’s face as I saw when I was telling him about the Heart of the Forest. 
   
 “Nothing special,” I responded, shrugging my shoulders. “An empty, abandoned subterranean city. Crammed full of inoperable traps.” 
   
 While I thought, I distantly considered that, with my current mana reserves, it wouldn’t be too hard for me to gradually start activating the whole network of traps in Stonetown. Same as in Fort Stout, in fact. 
   
 We spent a little while in silence. Pinebogey was digesting what I said, while I watched the foxfolk whipping up a storm of activity. The squadron split up. The first group was taking care of wounded, while a second was picking up the bodies of the dead. The wounded were carried closer to the mage, who took from his bag a dark blue stone adorned with angular script and placed it on the ground. At such a distance, my magical senses didn’t work but, based on the way the groaning warriors gradually quieted down, it wasn’t hard to guess what kind of magic the stone must have contained. 
   
 The families of the hunters started poking their heads out of the burrows in the earthen mounds. As soon as the women and children got their bearings, a series of aggrieved howls came rolling over the meadow. Many of the families had lost their providers today. But there were also some hugging joyously with their surviving fathers and brothers. But alas, there weren’t many. 
   
 In fact, after watching briefly, I came to the conclusion that Sly’s dozen fighters were the best equipped and most disciplined of them all. They seem to hold a higher position in the clan. 
   
 They had also taken notice of us. Honestly, even though we saved them, they preferred to keep their distance, casting suspicious looks our way. As expected, particular attention was awarded to Gorgie, who was lazing around on the ground. The tiny fox cubs and other young quickly forgot their misfortune and turned their attention to the gigantic scaled monster whose growling they had probably heard while underground. The particularly curious got immediate shouts from their mothers. 
   
 “Listen, Eric,” Pinebogey finally spoke up, emerging from his pensive state. “As I said, we’ll have to accept Sly’s invitation. Otherwise, he’ll be offended. Even despite the fact that we just saved them all. That is in fact the precise reason the mage invited us. He realizes that he was a hair away from death. You must understand that it truly is a great honor. The foxfolk don’t particularly relish inviting outsiders into their fold. They have always lived apart. In their own little world. Beyond that, no one has known about them for centuries. I wouldn’t be surprised if the portal brought us into the very heart of their lands. Do you really not care to know more about our potential allies?” 
   
 Noticing skepticism on my face, Pinebogey continued to press: 
   
 “Yes, yes, Eric. Allies. Look around you… They are fighting against Darkness same as us.” 
   
 “Looks more like they’re fighting out of desperation.” 
   
 “And desperation always makes for easier negotiating. Do you think Sly invited us only out of a sense of gratitude? Looks like you get it ― there’s gotta be more to it. Two mages that just easily slayed almost fifty blackbloods and they are favorably disposed ― such guests are always welcome. And I won’t even mention your beast.” 
   
 “Aha,” I snorted. “And on top of that, they can use us to stick it to their rivals in the clan. We know. We’ve been through it before.” 
   
 “Well, why not,” Pinebogey waved it off. “Broaden your perspective.” 
   
 I cringed and breathed a heavy sigh. Pinebogey was right. Despite all my unwillingness to make my acquaintance with this maligned group, we needed all the help we could get. But something was telling me the foxes would try to get more out of us than give. Still, I was even willing to look the other way there. Just think how surprised Pinebogey would be if he knew that I had made up my mind to accept the invitation long ago. I just wanted to hear my companion’s reasoning. As for my decision, the man who dragged me out to this continent, Captain Takeda, had once mentioned that he intended to visit this very area. Seemingly, the foxfolk were a link in a chain I still had to find the end of no matter how badly I did not want to. 
   
 “So then, what have you decided?” the mage asked, walking up to us. 
   
 Pinebogey glanced at me and, awaiting a short nod, responded: 
   
 “We would be delighted to accept your invitation, master. It would be our honor!” 
   
 Sly, having been noticeably tense up until then, clearly relaxed and started smiling. 
   
 “Excellent, good sirs! You won’t regret it. Foxfolk hospitality is the stuff of legends!” 
   
 It took me some effort to hold back an acrid smirk. 
   
 The mage wanted to say something else, but Gorgie gave a warning growl. The harn was all tensed up and ready for another fight. 
   
 “We have visitors,” I explained the harn’s behavior. “They’re your kind. They’ll be here soon.” 
   
 Sly’s reaction caught me by surprise. He tensed up severely. A few loud commands and all his warriors had grabbed their weapons and fanned out on the meadow. The women and children ducked back into their burrows. 
   
 After a few minutes’ wait, the first few fox snouts poked out of the wall of trees. Cautiously, one after the next, they slunk out where we could see them. When a pure white foxman emerged from the bushes, a true giant in foxfolk terms, Sly cursed out angrily. 
   
 “Enemies?” Pinebogey clarified. We were ready to attack at any moment. I had already commanded Gorgie to flank the newcomers from behind. That way, if anything were to happen, we had a nice little surprise we could give them. 
   
 “Yes and no,” Sly responded vaguely, frowning. “They are warriors from a competing house. But they’re also from Clan Sharpear.” 
   
 The white fox gave a short growl and another foxman popped out of the leaves. I even snorted. A big paunch, puffy cheeks, closely set malicious little eyes ― the fat guy who had just showed up made for a sharp contrast with his fellow foxmen. 
   
 He quickly looked around and paused his disappointed gaze on Sly. Then he saw us, and his beady eyes shot up into his forehead. His warriors, of which there were almost forty, reacted to his mood instantly. Any sudden moves and a battle would kick off. 
   
 “Sage Whitebelly!” Sly exclaimed with false happiness. “What a surprise! Did you also get word of the blackblood attack and come racing out to help the poor hunters?” 
   
 “Sly, who’s that with you?!” the fat guy shouted out squeakily, ignoring the mockery. 
   
 “This is Master Pinebogey and Master Eric!” the clever mage introduced us almost triumphantly. “They helped us slay a herd of blackbloods. They are friends, and I have invited them to Foreston!” 
   
 Pinebogey and I traded glances. When Pinebogey saw the smirk on my face, he shook his head. I just kept feeling an urge to tell him “I told you so!” We were still on that same meadow and they were already trying to use us. 
   
 The fat one winced. Everything in his appearance seemed to say that we, Sly and the other survivors were coming as an unpleasant surprise. To the left of Whitebelly appeared one more foxman. Small, lean with mousy brown fur. Hm… A fox that looks like a rat. That’s a new one. He quickly started talking into the fat one’s ear, which made him frown even harder. 
   
 “Right as always, dear Sly!” the fat one said with false amicability. “We got word the beasts were attacking your hunters and hurried here to your aid!” 
   
 After he said that, the tension on the field fell away and the foxman warriors on both sides started to lower their weapons. 
   
 Sage Whitebelly himself, accompanied by the white giant and smaller fox came our way. Sly nodded at us and followed his example. 
   
 When the three newcomers were just fifteen steps away, I suddenly tasted a bitter flavor. I wanted to fall back, but Pinebogey’s hand came down on my shoulder. 
   
 We traded glances. 
   
 “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he whispered with lips alone. “We need to take a closer look. Maybe it’s just an artifact.” 
   
 When we stopped a few paces from Whitebelly and his companions, I could already tell which of them stank of darkness. 
   



 Chapter 20 
   
   

IT DIDN’T TAKE just three days to travel as Sly claimed, but six. But that was no surprise to us. Accounting for the travoises of wounded, the young foxfolk, and our many breaks we actually made very good time. 
   
 Also, Whitebelly and his unit left us back on day one. The fat fox made some vague excuse about urgent matters, which meant he and his soldiers could not accompany us. I would not be surprised to discover the fat bastard and his whole pack made it to Foreston long before us. Internal relations in this clan are curious. I said as much to Pinebogey. 
   
 “Families quarrel,” he shrugged. “Such things happen everywhere. The foxfolk are no exception. In a way, it’s the right thing.” 
   
 That news just about made me stumble. 
   
 “Abandoning wounded and children is the right thing?” 
   
 Pinebogey snorted. Seemingly, our opinions on the matter differed. 
   
 “From what I’ve gathered, these hunters and their families serve House Redtail,” Pinebogey nodded toward the procession of travoises. “It is a familial obligation to help them. So have they really been abandoned? Did they need any more help?” 
   
 I shrugged my shoulders. 
   
 “Then what’s the point of calling yourself a clan? In my mind, the members of a clan should all work together. Regardless of their house or status.” 
   
 “Perhaps when the clan was first founded, they were just how you’re describing… But now, based on the way they treated one another in the hunter village, every house is trying to pull the comforter of power to their side of the bed. And that’s why I said their rivalry is right in a way. It maintains balance.” 
   
 “But they were practically at each other’s throats,” I snorted. “I’d bet my right hand that fat guy would have ordered them all killed if not for us. And that mousy little runt…” 
   
 “A-hemmm,” Pinebogey shook his head. “He stinks of darkness from a mile off. He’s probably hauling a dark artifact around with him.” 
   
 “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I objected. “I’ve met a blackblood before who had no problem keeping up human guise at all times.” 
   
 Remembering Shen, Master Chi’s bodyguard and servant, made me shiver unwittingly. I wonder if I could sense him now. 
   
 “Maybe we should warn Sly anyhow?” I asked. 
   
 “You were the one that didn’t want to intervene in their internal affairs,” objected Pinebogey. 
   
 “You’re right,” I agreed with a sigh. “The last thing we need is to get embroiled in their vulpine quarrels…” 
   
 “After all, Sly himself designated us guests of the clan, not his house in particular,” Pinebogey reminded. “Those are different things. And Sage Whitebelly agreed to it. That means we’re outside of their sectarian squabbles. We helped the clan. We are friends of all the houses. I’d like to keep it that way.” 
   
 I nodded in agreement. I’m all in for that. 
   
 “So get ready,” Pinebogey warned. “We’re going to be getting a lot of offers in the settlement.” And with a wink, he added: “And we can keep an eye on that weirdo fox. We should let him think we didn’t notice anything. That way, he won’t be able to get away.” 
   
 During our travel, I became convinced that the nearby woods weren’t quite as savage as they seemed at first glance. We were travelling on a quite a wide path, and it was clearly being maintained. Young trees and bushes that tried to capture pieces of the road for themselves were torn up by the root. Potholes were filled in with earth and stones. The closer we got to Foreston, the wider and more well-traveled the path became. 
   
 On our fourth day underway, we reached the first regular village. Beyond earthen mounds with burrows, we saw a few abnormal huts constructed around the broad trunks of titan trees. When Pinebogey saw them, he went into a daze. 
   
 “Yellow sequoias!” he said, dumbfounded. “Treehouses! This village was built… ghm… or rather grown by a primordial!” 
   
 After that, with pain in his voice he pointed at a few hills in a clearing covered in a carpet of dark green vegetation and said: 
   
 “There used to be more of them.” 
   
 To me they were gigantic stumps covered with earth and overgrown with moss. Pinebogey though perceived them as graves… 
   
 Paying no mind to the people living in the village, Pinebogey looked spellbound as he walked up to one of the giants. His eyes closed, he pressed his whole body up against it. 
   
 The quickly growing flame of dismay in the locals brought on by the outsider’s behavior was nipped in the bud by Sly. 
   
 Standing next to me, he said both affirmatively and inquisitively: 
   
 “Master Pinebogey is a Primordial…” 
   
 “Yes,” I answered shortly. There was no point in hiding it. 
   
 A few minutes later, Pinebogey came unstuck from the sequoia despite himself and walked our way. His face was gloomier than a storm cloud. 
   
 “This forest is deeply ill,” he told us. “Darkness has been seeping its poison into it for many years. It is squeezing out all the sap.” 
   
 Sly kept silent, but I could read a lot in his stubborn gaze. My heart can sense that we have a serious conversation ahead of us in Foreston. 
   
 “Something is going on,” Pinebogey said in a sunken voice, fatedly watching the foxman mage walk away from us. He had gone off to announce that our break was over, and it was time to get moving again. 
   
 “What makes you say that?” I asked. 
   
 “Little sister said so,” he answered, nodding at the giant sequoia. 
   
 I chuckled quietly at that. 
   
 Pinebogey raised his head sharply and looked me in the eyes searchingly. He seemingly wanted to make sure I wasn’t trying to play a joke on him. I calmly withstood his gaze, indicating a respectful attitude to his words. 
   
 “Does this mean you can talk to trees?” I asked. 
   
 “I only realized it when we left the portal.” 
   
 “Not before?” 
   
 “Well, who was I before?” he chuckled, answering his own question: “Nobody. I used to think I could sense forests. Heh… The Heart of the Forest has shown me just how wrong I was. I was blind, but now I see!” 
   
 “And what did your… ghm… sister tell you?” 
   
 “She was complaining. There used to be thousands of other trees like her. Now there are a few dozen at most. The oldest ones are all in Foreston.” 
   
 I scratched the back of my head in perplexity. Whoever would have thought one little seed would be capable of something like that? 
   
 Then the woodsman added quietly: 
   
 “They’re expecting me…” 
   

* * *

   
 For the next two days Pinebogey was a changed man. Most of the way, he was missing somewhere in the forest. At first, that made the foxfolk quite nervous. Especially when the woodsman serenely appeared out of nowhere when we were marching or taking a break. Once he was even waiting for us in a meadow, having gotten ahead of us by a few hours. The forest seemed to be revealing secret paths he could walk freely. I had to tell him to stop using them. The last thing we needed was a conflict with local rulers. 
   
 While Pinebogey’s outings clearly put the foxfolk on guard, Gorgie’s regular returns from the forest with fresh meat meant he was practically treated like one of the foxfolk before too long. No matter where he showed up, he was quickly surrounded by a little gang of fox cubs he graciously allowed to climb up onto his back. 
   
 When the little ones mounted the harn for the first time, I was reminded out the children of the slaves we’d freed and led through the Stone Forest, who the royal scouts later failed to protect. Last I saw him, Mee was still distressed that he didn’t get them to their parents. Yes, they were orphaned, but they survived. 
   
 On the morning of the fourth day, Sly’s artifact gave out. A few times when we stopped and the mage activated it, I was next to him as if by accident. And finally I was able to get a look at it through my magic vision. It was an amulet with a simple healing spell inside. The size of the supply was impressive. Twenty thousand mana points. To tell the truth, one glance was enough to tell that the artifact was defective and not working at full capacity. Its energy structure had been severed at a few points. 
   
 When I realized that the wounded were left without magical healing, I immediately tried to offer my services. But to my surprise, Sly refused to accept the help outright. Pinebogey explained after that they were scared of my unfamiliar sorcery. I had already freaked them out with my aura. In the heat of battle it was forgivable, but now, without a clear threat to their lives, no one would allow this outsider’s magic to be used on them. 
   
 To tell the truth though, by lunchtime the situation had changed drastically. A few of the wounded had gotten worse all at once. Sly’s artifact had been keeping their wounds stable, staving off death, but without the amulet these two foxmen would certainly not make it to evening. 
   
 As a result, paying no mind to Sly, a whole delegation of the wives, children and friends of dying foxmen approached me. Not letting it wait another second, I activated forest’s blessing and the men who were at death’s door recuperated before our very eyes. They were still far from fully healed, but they would live. And that was what mattered. 
   
 When I activated the spell, I caught a fleeting glimpse of Sly’s face. He thought I wouldn’t see his smile of satisfaction. I was getting the impression I was taking part in some kind of play and lack of a script was forcing us to improvise. 
   
 After the first healing, the mage and I had a little talk about the place we were going and what exactly was going on in these lands. 
   
 I wasn’t able to get much out of him, but it was enough to get an overall picture. I didn’t ask about the monster hunters just yet, but I did inquire about a couple quirks nevertheless. 
   
 “Listen, Sly,” a few hours ago we had started addressing one another by first name. “We have already been to four villages, and no one in any of them was surprised to see a human.” 
   
 “Your kind sometimes visit these places,” he responded, stirring the embers in the firepit with a long stick. 
   
 “Is that so?” To say that I was surprised would be an understatement. 
   
 “Explorers,” the foxman explained curtly. 
   
 A-hem… Who else? 
   
 “Their village is downriver on the Morta, not far from the saltwater,” Sly continued. “But this year for some reason they’ve been taking their sweet time to get here.” 
   
 Hm… It seems I know what explorers and village he’s talking about. The mage did not fail to notice my reaction, either. I saw a question on the tip of his tongue, but for some reason he was in no hurry to ask. 
   
 So then, the explorers… That explains a lot. Their tolerance for humans, and knowledge of our language for instance. I also now understood that the explorers and foxfolk got along just fine. I wonder why my countrymen are coming here specifically. What are they looking for? My gut is telling me Takeda had been leading us to that explorer village for a reason. 
   
 A strange situation was coming together. I could see that Sly had a lot of questions. Much like myself. But neither he nor I could work up the nerve to ask. For example, I’d like to know why the blackbloods attacked that specific hunting village and not some other one. And why that fat Whitebelly was so surprised to see Sly alive and well. And what the Bug was going on with that Dark foxman? 
   
 But still I asked a different question. 
   
 “Listen, Sly,” I started. “We’ll reach your city soon. What should I know about your clan, so I don’t get myself into trouble?” 
   
 Sly considered it briefly, then nodded at his thoughts and began to speak: 
   
 “Clan Sharpear is one of the most ancient clans on the continent. At one time, it was made up of nine houses, same as the number of Founders. But over the centuries, the number of houses has been reduced to five.” 
   
 My brows shot up into my forehead in surprise. 
   
 “Yes, yes, you heard right,” Sly said, cringing. “Four houses have vanished. Absorbed into the others. The stronger ones. Sectarian wars, feuds with other clans.” 
   
 “In that way, our kinds are very alike,” I snorted. 
   
 Sly gave an understanding smirk. 
   
 “Now the clan is ruled by a council of five elders. One from each of the five houses. My father is among them. As is Sage Whitebelly’s. And as you’ve seen, there is no lost love between us.” 
   
 To say that Sly was putting it briefly would be an understatement. He’d be surprised to learn how much he had in common with his forebearer. 
   

* * *

   
 “A-hemmm,” I drawled out, puzzled at the scene unfolding before me. “Not what I expected.” 
   
 “Welcome to Foreston!” Sly proclaimed triumphantly, clearly relishing our gaping looks. 
   
 And there was plenty to be surprised at. From what Sly told us about this place, I was imagining a big village with lots of earthen mounds. Or at the very most a couple giant sequoias with a few little houses hanging off them. And all that surrounded by a low stockade wall. But what I was now seeing surpassed all my expectations. 
   
 It was a true city. Small, strange and with an uncanny beauty. Something of a kingdom of titan sequoias. 
   
 “This city was cultivated,” Pinebogey told me quietly when Sly was just out of earshot. “Everything you see is a single living organism. The fortress walls, corkscrew towers, the gates. Even the roads are a complex root system.” 
   
 “Are you serious?” I asked with admiration. 
   
 “Absolutely,” Pinebogey nodded, now pale with emotional charge. “The thing is this organism is currently dormant. And based on the old bark and dry roots, it has been this way for a very long time.” 
   
 “But then who created all this beauty?” 
   
 “The supreme Primordials using the magic of the Heart of the Forest. When the city is awake, it is always warm inside, always summer. Look up at the giant crowns of the sequoias. They once protected the whole city from heavy rain, snow and hail. The walls of this city cannot be burned or destroyed. Inside there is always food and water for the besieged.” 
   
 Pinebogey waved a hand at the fortress wall. 
   
 “You see those dry shoots over there? Those are killer vines. Look how many there are. Dozens. Hundreds. Anyone foolish enough to climb over the walls was in for a nasty surprise.” 
   
 “Are they also dormant?” 
   
 “Some of them,” answered Pinebogey. “The rest… Alas, most of them are dead.” 
   
 I was finally able to exhale. Seeing all that majesty took my breath away. 
   
 “It’s only a small fraction of what’s inside,” Pinebogey said with pride in his voice. “Let’s go, we must see it all up close.” 
   
 While we stared at the marvelous city with gaping mouths, the foxfolk hadn’t slowed down one bit. Many were already next to the gates. Just Sly, waiting patiently, had given us time to take in all the astonishing sights. 
   
 Over the last two days, much to everyone’s surprise, I got all the wounded on their feet and now they could even walk unaided on their own two. 
   
 I had recalled Gorgie on Sly’s request. To tell the truth though, we told the others the harn had just gone into the nearby forest to await my return. I decided not to tell them about my summoning amulet. Let them think my beast is far away. 
   
 As we walked down the road, a commotion took hold up by the gates. Based on Sly’s concerned face, this was coming as a surprise to him as well. We were not exactly thrilled to see the forty excellently equipped soldiers coming our way with levels thirty and up. 
   
 “Don’t worry,” Redtail hurried to reassure us, although his voice was slightly quavering. “This is an honor guard, which will lead us to the middle of the city where we’ll be expected.” 
   
 I wondered how they knew of our arrival. Had the fat fox really gotten here before us? Or had Sly somehow sent word to his daddy? At any rate, the fact that he was somewhat spooked was normal. Just look at these sentries’ ugly mugs. He wasn’t expecting his daddy and cursed buddies to react this way. 
   
 When the “honor guard” had us surrounded, pointing their several dozen spears at us in no uncertain terms, the fur on Sly’s back stood on end. 
   
 “Headman!” he barked. “Just what do you think you’re doing?! These masters are guests of honor here! It is thanks to them that my warriors and I are still alive!” 
   
 “Master Sly!” a broad-shouldered foxman stepped forward. Without a single emotion on his face. Now that’s restraint. “The clan council of elders has ruled that the outsiders are to be taken to the Yellow Tree.” 
   
 “But headman!” notes of panic slipped through in Sly’s voice. 
   
 He wanted to say more, but I stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. 
   
 “Sly, don’t you worry about us,” I said with a smile. “We’ll be just fine. I’m sure this is a misunderstanding.” 
   
 The mage nodded curtly and turned coldly to the commander: 
   
 “Headman, I gave my word to these masters. You do after all understand that if something happens to them and it’s your fault… I don’t think I have to explain what would happen next.” 
   
 The headman calmly shrugged his shoulders and responded: 
   
 “I am just following orders, Master Sly.” 
   
 I chuckled to myself. A tough cookie. It’s always thugs like him that get appointed to positions like his. Honestly, guys like him also usually die on the front lines though. 
   
 When we moved on, Pinebogey asked quietly: 
   
 “What was that back there? We could have just left you know.” 
   
 “No my friend,” I responded, showing off my whole mouth of pearly whites. “Now I definitely need to get into this city. Much like you, I’ve also noticed something. Take a look over there…” 
   
 Pinebogey turned his head where I pointed. There, on the broad set of front gates a number of thin vines were fancifully woven into a design any monster hunter would recognize. 
   



 Chapter 21 
   
   

FORESTON GREETED US with hustle and bustle. Foxfolk society getting on with its day-to-day life. Somewhere out there, three days’ journey away, blackbloods took down whole hunting villages in the forest. But here, gangs of little kiddos were scurrying up and down small streets without a care in the world. Ladies talked merrily about their undoubtedly important minutiae. Criers insisted we drop by the stalls and taverns that employed them. I even saw a group of foxfolk busy cleaning up garbage. 
   
 I wonder how many inhabitants this place has. There were at least a few hundred in front of me right now. And they were just going to market, to work or running other errands. 
   
 The procession of two outsiders accompanied by a guard unit drew the townsfolk’s attention but didn’t exactly stir up a fuss. A bearded guy and a nulled kid are nothing of interest. They probably think we’re a couple explorers passing through. 
   
 “A-hem,” I drawled a near whisper. “If I were to tell my classmates that I saw a foxman sweeping a street, they’d just laugh in my face.” 
   
 “I’m sure when this city was still thriving, there was no need for trash collectors,” Pinebogey said at half volume, nodding at the foxes with brooms and wide dustpans. 
   
 “I was under the impression they were always in demand.” 
   
 “Turn your attention to these slabs,” Pinebogey tapped his right foot on the ground. “What do you see?” 
   
 “Just what you said,” I shrugged. “Stone slabs. They look like gray marble.” 
   
 “In point of fact, they’re wood,” a triumphant smile blossomed on my pal’s bearded face. He even puffed out his chest as if he had personally laid every piece of the intricate mosaic. 
   
 For a while I trudged in silence, studying the complex designs on the roadway. A few times I even scraped it with my boot sole, hoping to chip a bit off a corner. My efforts only amused Pinebogey. Same with a few of the guards, who were listening closely to our conversation. 
   
 “There’s no sense in trying,” Pinebogey shook his head. “It’ll never work. At the very least, for the next few years, while this city is still alive, the road cannot be damaged.” 
   
 Out of the corner of my eye I saw our escorts get on edge. The headman even frowned. They wanted to hear what we’d say next. I got that. Some brand-new mage just said that their home city had only a few years left to live. 
   
 But their reactions did not go unnoticed by Pinebogey either. We traded fleeting glances. This would be a good time to drive up our value and say things we definitely wanted the heads of the houses to hear. And not just them. I wouldn’t be surprised to discover Pinebogey’s words spreading around the whole city at breakneck speed. 
   
 “You know better than me, Primordial,” I shrugged innocently and saw a few of the guards get thrown off. They clearly weren’t expecting our conversation to take that particular turn. I also noticed the headman looking anxious, despite his recent glacial calm. I’d bet my right hand he really wanted to order us to shut up, but for some reason couldn’t work up the nerve. 
   
 “So then, what’s the deal with these slabs?” I purposely took the conversation down a different path. Behind us, I heard a barely audible sigh. The headman’s right ear twitched. My heart can sense that someone will get a send-up today for that disciplinary infraction. 
   
 “Oh my friend, these are not mere slabs,” Pinebogey picked up on my game. “As I already said, this city is a single organism cultivated for one purpose: to defend and safeguard its inhabitants. It also has many features. For example, all trash such as fallen leaves, filth including the inhabitants’ waste is absorbed at night by the living pavement. If you look closely, you’ll see that all the walls and roofs as well as the glass in some windows are made out of the same material.” 
   
 I looked around. There were homes hanging off the broad trunks of the sequoias with stone-like bark. From far away, they looked like the kind of mushrooms that grew on tree trunks, just enormous. Though following the logic of the creators of this city, I wouldn’t be surprised to discover that was exactly what they were. 
   
 The mushroom houses were pressed up tightly against one another, spiraling up the sequoias to their very canopies like a never-ending snake. And the bonnet roof of each house was blanketed in a layer of dark green moss. The roofs then served as paths the foxfolk used to walk up to the higher levels. 
   
 Suddenly looking straight up, I placed a hand on my forehead like a visor. Heh… I can only imagine how great the view is for the foxfolk that live among the treetops. 
   
 “An ideal city for defense,” said Pinebogey. “Everything here has been thought out down to the smallest detail. Underground springs, wells and fountains mean the townsfolk will never be without water. And between the edible sap, vegetables and legumes ― it would be very hard to starve to death in here.” 
   
 Pinebogey nodded to the right. 
   
 “My senses tell me that the armory glade used to be behind that wall of trees there.” 
   
 “Armory glade?” 
   
 “Yes,” Pinebogey confirmed. “The trees there were once used to grow armor and weaponry. Arrows, bows, darts, shields.” 
   
 I found myself rubbernecking to try and catch a glimpse of the peculiar trees. Just think! How cool would it be to plant even one of them in your garden?! Heh… Walk out in the morning and there’s a bow and set of armor hanging off the branches. 
   
 “But alas, I cannot sense them,” Pinebogey shook his head mournfully. “They are dead. All that’s left now is dry old stumps.” 
   
 A few of our escorts also turned their head that direction. Based on their elongated faces, the fact there had been something called an armory glade right under their noses was news to them. 
   
 And now, I got to the main questions. As a matter of fact, our entire conversation was leading right here. 
   
 “So does that mean the city is dormant?” I asked. “What will happen when it awakens?” 
   
 Pinebogey looked at me pensively. To be frank, his stare made me a bit embarrassed. 
   
 “It will start to restore everything that has perished over the years. It will take away what need not be here. Water will flow in the fountains and springs again. The gardens and orchards will again bear fruit. Small animals, birds and insects will return. It will take a very large amount of energy…” 
   
 “Do you think it will be possible?” I asked, looking sullenly at my buddy and knowing what it would require. 
   
 “Yes,” Pinebogey nodded confidently. I could read pleading and hope in his eyes. 
   
 Our conversation, which had begun in a half-joking manner, had outgrown that into something more complex and important. I understood what Pinebogey wanted to say to me. In a sense, he changed as soon as he entered this forest. He looked like a homeowner returning to his dwelling after a long absence to find it in complete ruin. 
   
 I took a heavy sigh. Then I looked around and, wincing, asked: 
   
 “Are you sure?” 
   
 “Absolutely,” a happy smile appeared on Pinebogey’s face. 
   
 I just snorted and grumbled out: 
   
 “Then I’ll have to help you…” 
   
 If the escorts did notice the shift in our tone, they didn’t assign it much importance. But they should have. Their charges had just decided the fate of Clan Sharpear in its entirety, and this forest as a whole. 
   
 It was impossible not to give a tender smile when looking at Pinebogey’s elated face. But it also made me sad. I now had an unexpected problem on my hands. I would have to find a new keeper for the Stone Forest. 
   
 When we reached the Yellow Tree, which turned out to be a desiccated old giant sequoia, Pinebogey puffed up angrily. I already knew he had a particular weakness for these wonder trees. And so, just in case, I put a hand on his shoulder to reassure him. The thing I wanted least of all right now was to calm down an outraged forest avatar. 
   
 “Wait here for the elders,” came the headman, pointing to a cracked open door carved into the base of the trunk. “You can rest up and drink some water in there.” 
   
 “Are we prisoners?” I decided to clarify before crossing the threshold. 
   
 “Not yet,” the commander of the guard answered curtly, then decided to add: “It’s standard procedure. All newcomers must go through it.” 
   
 I just snorted and stepped inside the odd little room. Behind me came Pinebogey, muttering something to himself in annoyance. The door closed right behind him, cutting us off from the outside world. If they think this piece of dry wood can hold us, they are deeply mistaken. 
   
 Before we’d even taken a proper look around, we heard scraping sounds on the opposite wall. That put me right on guard because my mouth filled with bitterness at the same time. A second later, a slumping figure jumped out of the gloom. 
   
 Hm… Pinebogey and I traded glances. Our old friend, the foxman who looked like a rat. 
   
 “Master Eric, you’re late,” he said with a creaky voice. I saw mockery and expectation in his animal eyes. 
   
 Curious… 
   
 “Good sir, I do not know your name,” I said with a frown. “But you and your master are to blame. You left us in the woods with injured men, and children.” 
   
 “That isn’t what I’m talking about,” he dismissed casually. “And yes, forgive me for the oversight. My name is Nimble of House Whitebelly.” 
   
 “Then would you mind telling us what you are talking about, Sir Nimble of House Whitebelly?” 
   
 “With pleasure,” the foxman gave a slight nod. “I was referring to the fact that you, Captain Takeda and another two of his Majesty’s soldiers were supposed to have arrived here several weeks ago. I would like to know why you are so late and what exactly has become of Captain Takeda and his men.” 
   
 I felt a tingle run down my spine. 
   
 “You must be mistaken,” I said coldly. “I’ve never heard that name before in my life.” 
   
 The foxman snorted. 
   
 “Commendable, Master Eric. In order to reassure you and save us all precious time… I swear that I am a loyal servant of his Majesty Egbert the Seventh, who the people know as the Steel King! That settle you down?” 
   
 The Great System immediately confirmed the veracity of his words, making me think feverishly. I had no time at all, so I came to the conclusion that I would have to speak only the truth and behave myself accordingly. 
   
 I breathed a heavy sigh and, putting on a sorrowful face, stated: 
   
 “Alas, but Captain Takeda fell in battle alongside his warriors.” 
   
 The gray fox squinted. 
   
 “Curious… Who could have possibly defeated one of the Steel King’s greatest champions?” 
   
 “A Blackblood Mother took him under control when we entered the explorer village, which had already been wiped out. Then she ordered her children to kill us as well.” 
   
 My answer was honest, though I was wheedling a bit, pretending to be an inexperienced kid dragged forcibly off to the Dark Continent. As I spoke, I was keeping a close eye on the foxman’s body language and facial expression. Now, with my Will, there was a lot to pick up. For example, this Nimble knows the answers to all these questions perfectly well. 
   
 “That raises a logical question,” the foxman continued. “Why wasn’t the Blackblood Mother able to take control of you as well?” 
   
 “For the same reason Magister Sato was unable to do so!” I shot out challengingly. I wanted to hope I was pulling off the proud self-assured dolt act. 
   
 “To teach the brute a lesson, I had to activate one of the most powerful spells I got from the monster hunters,” I folded my arms across my chest and stuck out my jaw slightly. 
   
 Right when I mentioned Magister Sato, Nimble gave a skeptical smirk. I had to pretend not to notice. But when I mentioned my victory over the Blackblood Mother, the gray fox gave a slight nod. He did not merely believe me… He knew exactly what had happened! He was just testing me. 
   
 “And what happened after that?” Nimble distracted me from my thoughts. 
   
 “I went back to the village. I was hoping to find the bodies of my companions but alas, the spell was just too destructive. After that, I set off down the Morta river toward Narrow Lake. But they never actually told me our final destination.” 
   
 “What made you choose to come this way?” 
   
 “Hm… Captain Takeda mentioned at one point that we were going to the lands of the foxfolk. And so I thought… I didn’t have much of a choice.” 
   
 “You chose right,” Nimble said with a smile. 
   
 Heh… I guess he believed me after all. 
   
 “However…” he suddenly said. “One thing is still unclear.” 
   
 “I’m listening.” 
   
 “You must have diverged from the river at some point to get here, in the middle of the continent. How did that happen?” the foxman slightly squinted. 
   
 “How do you know that?!” I objected with false indignance. To myself meanwhile, I was thinking that Nimble definitely believed me otherwise why would he reveal what he knew so early? Now he will try to feign sympathy and make friends. 
   
 “Oh forgive me, Master Eric!” he threw up his arms. “You simply must understand where I’m coming from. There’s a lot riding on this. After all, you and I are working to the same end and serving the same King.” 
   
 Now, now… Carry on. 
   
 “The thing is, we were made aware of your mission. And so a small unit of warriors from our house went down the river to the explorer village to meet Captain Takeda. There they discovered just ashes and charred bodies. The commander didn’t believe at first that a great warrior such as Isamu Takeda undoubtedly was, had perished. But in the end, his body was found on the roof of a surviving house.” 
   
 I was sincerely surprised. That creep had a thick hide. 
   
 “He escaped the blaze?” I asked with concern in my voice. “Then why didn’t my beast smell him?” 
   
 “No surprises there,” the foxman reassured me. “The captain had some artifact with him, which he managed to activate. Our mages said it could make its bearer undetectable to wild animals.” 
   
 Ah, that’s right. Takeda had stolen an amulet from the captain of the ship that took us to this continent. So that’s why Gorgie couldn’t smell him. And here I thought it was because of all the dead bodies. 
   
 “I feel sincere pity for the captain,” I said sadly, which earned me yet another skeptical smirk from the foxman. Either he doesn’t know I can easily read his body language, or he isn’t even trying to conceal his emotions. 
   
 “So you must have known the purpose of the expedition and my part in it, right?” I asked head-on. 
   
 “I can’t say we knew about you in particular,” the foxman answered eagerly. 
   
 Curious. Why is he being so open? Actually, it makes sense. He wants to get on my good side quickly so he can complete the King’s mission. I find that easy to believe, especially knowing who Egbert the Seventh really is. Nimble knows that, too. Honestly, I will keep pretending to be a simpleminded commoner sent by the Steel King to revive the order’s former glory for the purpose of combatting Darkness. 
   
 “But as for Captain Takeda’s expedition,” Nimble continued. “We knew about it a whole year ago. And I learned your name from a messenger amulet made out to me, which was found on Takeda’s body. He managed to record a message before he died and leave detailed instructions about the mission and you in particular. He also wanted me to tell you that I am now in charge of the mission.” 
   
 “That’s great news!” I exclaimed sincerely. What a rogue. “It pleases me to know that we can now restore the order of monster hunters to its former glory and complete his Majesty’s mission!” 
   
 Nimble cringed again. Heh… He doesn’t seem to even suspect what I am capable of. 
   
 “Good sir Nimble,” I said, feigning willingness. “My friend and I are at your complete disposal! I’m sure you’ve already been convinced by what you’ve seen in your hunting village, but Master Pinebogey despises Darkness and all its creations just a fiercely as we do!” 
   
 Pinebogey, having been playing a silent shadow all that time, took a step forward and gave a short nod. 
   
 “At your service, good sir Nimble!” 
   
 It took me some effort not to laugh. Such a great talent for acting was going to waste. 
   
 Seemingly, our righteous vigor and zeal had caused the foxman great embarrassment. 
   
 “So then,” I continued, not letting him find his footing. “When do we start the hunt?” 
   
 “The hunt?” the foxman asked in surprise. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “I need ghostly crystals. Without them, how am I supposed to raise my reputation? And without reputation, as I’m sure you realize, I will be unable to access the order’s secrets.” 
   
 “Ah, that’s what you mean!” The foxman snorted. “You needn’t worry about crystals.” 
   
 Seeing a lack of understanding on my face, Nimble decided to explain. 
   
 “We’ve been ready for this for a long time.” 
   
 “Excellent!” I smiled triumphantly and, walking to the door, asked: “When can we get started?” 
   
 Nimble shook his head contritely and responded: 
   
 “Don’t get ahead of yourself. You’ll have to meet the elders of the houses. But you are strictly forbidden from telling them your true identity. And most important of all ― not a word about the mission. There are many here who would prefer not to see Darkness eliminated.” 
   
 “But…” 
   
 “Don’t you worry,” Nimble chuckled predatorily, taking a step back and fading into the gloom. “That will all change very soon.” 
   
 A second later, we heard the creaking of a familiar door. 
   
 “He’s gone,” I said, rubbing my throat and sighing in relief. “That creep reeks of darkness.” 
   
 Pinebogey frowned and nodded. 
   
 “He bears the mark.” 
   
 “What do you mean?” 
   
 “There is a dark mark upon him,” Pinebogey explained. “It’s something like an oath of loyalty. But more powerful. I got quite a good look at it. I don’t expect I’ll have to explain where it came from.” 
   
 “Indeed,” I chuckled. “What do you think? Do the elders know about it?” 
   
 “I don’t think so,” Pinebogey shook his head. “They don’t have the same senses as we do. Otherwise, he’d have been turned into worm food a long time ago. No one likes a spy.” 
   
 “On top of that, where one bears the mark, there are sure to be others. We will be able to find them easily, too.” 
   
 “Agreed,” nodded the woodsman. “And the sooner we do so the better. I’m sure that big rat and his buddies have some kind of nefarious scheme cooked up.” 
   



 Chapter 22 
   
   

NOT EVEN A QUARTER hour later, the front door swung open, and a familiar figure appeared on the doorstep. 
   
 “You may leave now, gentlemen!” Sly Redtail announced. 
   
 Over the three hours we had not seen him, his face had grown noticeably thinner. I could read ages worth of exhaustion mixed with determination. 
   
 “So, how was the little formality for your elders?” I asked as I crossed the threshold. 
   
 “Oh, Master Eric!” Sly waved it off. “It’s all just an unfortunate misunderstanding.” 
   
 Pinebogey and I exchanged a fleeting glance. Now, now… I’m afraid to even imagine what our new friend had to go through to get us free. No doubt he’s no longer so happy he invited us here. 
   
 “Even still?” I insisted. 
   
 Sly gave s light wince, but quickly got himself together. 
   
 “My father named you guests of our house.” 
   
 Pinebogey’s quiet sniffling behind me told me that he was not happy with that state of affairs. Whoever arranged for our “imprisonment” must have known how the son of House Redtail would react. Even a fool could see this was a scheme by his rivals. Foxfolk clearly placed a high value on honor. The Whitebellies had just proven that it could easily be used as an instrument of manipulation and provocation. The whole issue was that, by helping us, essentially outsiders and strangers, the head of House Redtail had taken responsibility for whatever we might do next. 
   
 And as for how I felt about all this… I was happy with the way it turned out. At least one of the Houses was supporting us now. Or rather, they were temporarily helping us out. But that counted for something. Before Nimble could act, clearly having cooked up some nasty plot to be finally rid of all those who could stand up to darkness in any way, we had no choice but to upset his plans. 
   
 “Please follow me, gentlemen!” Sly invited us and, leading a proud gaze over our prison guards, took the first step forward. 
   
 I also looked at the headman. We locked eyes. I don’t know why, but I suddenly got the idea to address him: 
   
 “Good sir headman, I bear no ill will towards you. You were merely doing your duty. I hope you will not forget it when the time comes.” 
   
 Heh… I caught him by surprise. Just look how his ugly mug stretched out. The guards who had also heard me started exchanging glances. 
   
 “Why?” Pinebogey asked me inaudibly when we were far enough away from the Yellow Tree. 
   
 “I don’t really know,” I shrugged. “Maybe because, as the son of a simple miner, after hearing so much about warrior’s honor and the valor of courageous warriors and knights such as that headman, I can’t help wanting to test how things really stand. I want to see things like a ‘word of honor’ in action. He and those like him will have a chance to prove themselves very soon.” 
   

* * *

   
 “You must leave Foreston! The sooner the better!” 
   
 That declaration from the wife of House Redtail’s leader, greeted us practically at the doorstep. Sly’s animal eyes squinted predatorily. Curious way to react to your own mother. 
   
 From a little way’s away, in the shadow of a wooden column, of which there were several dozen lining the great room of the house’s official seat, there was another foxman trying to stay hidden. His obvious resemblance to Sly told me it was most likely his brother. Based on the height ― younger. Still an adult though. An intriguing figure. But he stank of darkness just the same as Nimble. Pinebogey gave a slight nod to confirm that he had also smelled it. Interesting family. 
   
 “Sly was being inconsiderate!” the momma continued her passionate speech. “His actions have left our entire house exposed.” 
   
 As she spoke, I was able to get a good look at her. The first thing that jumped out at me was her age. I may have been wrong, but she didn’t look like Sly’s mother. She was too young. 
   
 Meanwhile, our new buddy was starting to boil over. His nostrils widened, the fur on the back of his head stood on end. I was getting the impression that ingrained instincts were about to take over and he would latch into the throat of the quarrelsome foxmaiden. I can’t say how it all might have ended if not for the head of the house appearing in the doorway. 
   
 “Mara!” he shouted softly. “Shut it!” 
   
 If this foxman’s words could freeze, his wife would now be an ice sculpture. But seemingly the wife of the house leader didn’t pay much heed to that voice, if she had ever feared it at all. And to tell the truth, I can see why. 
   
 Sly’s father was clearly unwell and, based on the way he was being pushed in a wheelchair, the illness was going to kill him. The chair was being pushed by a tall, broad-shouldered foxman. Fur black as tar, yellow animal eyes, long fangs and level twenty-five ― he reminded me somehow of the albino that accompanied Whitebelly. Must have been the patriarch’s chief bodyguard. 
   
 I also saw the house leader’s wife cast a fleeting glance at the black fox. Hm… What a curious look. It was like she was admiring the warrior. As an aside, he responded in kind. I also found it hard not to spit after a wave of bitterness flooded into my mouth. This place was a hotbed of minions of darkness! 
   
 Switching to magic vision, I saw what was ailing the old man. His magic supply was practically one hundred percent drained. And it was only thanks to the pitiful crumbs of pure mana circulating in his system that the Redtail leader was still alive. 
   
 By the way, the old man didn’t look much like his ancestor. But Sly was an exact copy. 
   
 So then. The black fox and younger son are marked by darkness. Surprisingly, the momma is clean. But I think she is aware. All the pieces of the simple puzzle fell into place on their own. Sly’s mother, based on her brother’s age, had died long ago. Then his father marries again, and his new wife bears him another son. But she isn’t happy with her kit’s status, so she starts poisoning the father. And seemingly, he is not long for this world now. Then it would be Sly’s turn. Although… Who’s to guarantee Sage Whitebelly is not coordinating with the wife of House Redtail’s leader? If not for our timely intervention, the blackbloods would have won. Sage then would come here to finish off the heir to the hateful house, slaying all the blackbloods in the process. A group of fifty warriors could cope with that no problem. In theory then, whoever brought news of the attack on the hunter village was the traitor. Sly’s going there was just too well timed. 
   
 The old man meanwhile gently waved an old grayish hand, and the black fox slowly pushed his chair in our direction. 
   
 “Master Eric! Master Pinebogey!” Sly’s father said with an air of jubilation. He even tried to stand up out of his chair a bit but alas, the ailment started acting up. “I Goody, leader of House Redtail of Clan Sharpear, welcome you to my home! You saved my son, and that makes you guests of honor! Please, make yourselves at home. Mara, see they get something to eat and drink.” 
   
 The fur on the foxmaiden’s neck stood on end. She clearly did not appreciate her spouse’s tone but also didn’t have the nerve to disobey. A second later she chuckled loudly and skipped out of the main hall. 
   
 “Beg forgiveness for the reception,” the old man pronounced with a slight smirk. “Women are inclined to overcaution, you know.” 
   
 Taking our seats, Pinebogey and I nodded silently. As if to say we understood. Out of the corner of my eye, I took a quick look at the interior decor of the great room of this home, which was located in the very heart of the canopy of a huge sequoia. The view out the windows was mind-blowing. If not for the many-story buildings in the otherworldly city, I might have said this was the highest up I’d ever been. 
   
 “Black Claw, you may go,” Goody ordered his bodyguard. 
   
 “But sir,” he tried to object. “My duty dictates…” 
   
 “Your duty is to obey,” the old man shot out sharply. 
   
 I saw that the head of house was quite angered by all the disobedience. First from his wife, then his bodyguard. They must have been treating him however they saw fit for a long time. But then we come along, and the old man suddenly remembers who he is. 
   
 The black fox bowed and headed for the exit. Honestly though, before leaving he glanced maliciously at Pinebogey and me. I just laughed right in his face. Gone were the times when something like that could scare me. In comparison with the monstrosities I’d seen over the last year, this black-furred bodyguard looked positively adorable. 
   
 The younger son started off after the bodyguard, but the old man stopped him. 
   
 “Tim, stop.” 
   
 “But father…” the young fox objected. “My exercises!” 
   
 “Ah, yes…” the old man winced and quickly relented. “Go ahead…” 
   
 I noticed how lovingly Goody looked at the boy. Ah, I was immediately reminded of Madam Tickiss, an old woman who lived near my childhood home. There was a particular phrase she loved to repeat, “a parent’s love is blind.” At that moment, I realized just how right the old lady had been. I glanced at Sly. He seemed to be the only one not to have betrayed his father and head of house. 
   
 When Goody returned to us, the look on his face had changed. It was as if the illness had relented. The foxman standing before us now properly looked like one of Foreston’s most influential figures. 
   
 “You must promise that my boy will live,” he said, hammering home every word. 
   
 Pinebogey and I exchanged understanding glances. Sly seemed to be the only one knocked off course. 
   
 “Father…” he mumbled out. “What are you talking about?” 
   
 “I need an answer right now!” the steely old man pressured just as coldly, ignoring his eldest son’s perplexed state. 
   
 “And what about your wife?” asked Pinebogey, raising a brow. 
   
 Goody frowned. 
   
 “That animal betrayed me long ago. She thinks I can’t see the way she flicks her tail around my trusty bodyguard.” 
   
 The old man practically spat out the word “trusty.” Looks like I underestimated him. The illness had yet to fully rob him of his faculties. 
   
 As we spoke, Sly turned his stunned gaze from one face to the next. 
   
 “You are probably not fully aware of what is happening…” I joined in, but the old man gave an awkward smirk and interrupted: 
   
 “Under my own nose?” 
   
 I shrugged my shoulders as if to say, “call it what you want. It doesn’t change the basic idea.” 
   
 “His shadows first came here a few decades ago,” Goody began, and the more he said, the more I realized the old man knew everything. “No one can say anymore who exactly marked the first of us. We should have killed the first few explorers to reach our borders. They were the ones that told him about Foreston. I remember how happy our parents were to see them. After all, they thought Darkness had swallowed up the entire world. But that turned out to be false. The first explorers! The first harbingers of light! So we all thought… Heh… I remember how outraged we were to discover the disrepute our kind suffers in human society. They say we sold ourselves to Darkness! And meanwhile, the foxfolk were actually the only ones who stayed behind to hold down the fort… We have been fighting otherworldly monsters and reborn brutes all this time. We have lost many friends and relatives to the struggle. But meanwhile, we were written off as turncoats!” 
   
 Goody fell silent for a moment. He stroked his chin and continued. 
   
 “Twenty years ago, beasts stopped coming out of the portal. We later learned the blackbloods had appeared in the surrounding lands. At first, we were glad to have a break. But then we realized we were wrong. The blackblood mothers were allowing the otherworldly monsters to be reborn, then killing them. And that only made them stronger. And by the time they’d dug in and multiplied, they turned their gaze on our settlements. After that, we realized they wanted us not only as nourishment. They were making sacrifices to the portal. That was their way of luring even stronger beasts. A few times, powerful creatures escaped the blackbloods’ clutches. And hordes of monsters came flooding into our lands like the waves of a frothing ocean. But Foreston kept us safe.” 
   
 Hearing mention of the living city, Pinebogey nodded in satisfaction as if he himself had a hand in those events. 
   
 “The last time that happened was eleven years ago,” Goody continued, his eyes glazed over. “The city helped us fight them off one last time. But the power of the Forest was sapped, and it seemed to go dormant. I was wounded in that battle. A dark beast damaged my supply. And in the following eleven years, I have turned into an old man and begun rotting alive. Which his shadows did not fail to take immediate advantage of.” 
   
 “But what about the other elders?” Pinebogey asked. 
   
 Goody gave a malicious chuckle. 
   
 “They think I’ve outlived my good sense. Fools! No one wanted to know my reasoning. They were all busy with internecine feuds and the balance of power in the city. Dolts! They’re squabbling over deck chairs on a sinking ship! And that only plays into his shadows’ hand. Every year there were more and more of them. My boy Tim…” 
   
 The old man shook his head as he said the last sentence. After that, he looked up and said harshly: 
   
 “He’s just a boy who came under his mother’s influence.” 
   
 “But she does not bare the mark,” I shook my head. 
   
 Based on the way Goody started gaping, that information came as a surprise to him. 
   
 “Then who could have turned my son?” 
   
 “You never know,” I shrugged. “Your bodyguard for example.” 
   
 A flicker of understanding lit up the old man’s eyes. 
   
 “Pup!” Goody hissed through his teeth. “He dared work against his head of house!” 
   
 “And your eldest son,” I added. “By the way, Sly, who told you about the attack on the hunting village?” 
   
 “Black Claw,” the foxman said slowly. 
   
 “And didn’t it seem odd to you that, three days later, the blackbloods were still there? After all, they probably could have slaughtered all the hunters in under an hour. Do you understand?” 
   
 “Scoundrel!” the old fox growled. “We’ve been warming a viper on our very bosom!” 
   
 “And the Whitebelly showed up at a surprisingly convenient time,” I dumped some more fuel on the fire. “I imagine you can guess what they were planning to do to your eldest son now.” 
   
 “She went behind my back to the Whitebellies! Thought she could get rid of my firstborn!” the old man was so overagitated that an arduous wheeze tore itself from his throat. 
   
 “I’m afraid your younger son is with them as well,” I said, seeing the old man’s face go sullen. “There’s no way he didn’t know.” 
   
 “They messed with his head… He’s just a boy…” 
   
 “His mark is more than a month old,” said Pinebogey. “Around a year.” 
   
 “Father!” Sly finally spoke up. “Tell me what’s going on! What are these shadows and marks you keep talking about?! And who is this He?! Tim wants me dead?!” 
   
 “We’re talking about the Steel King’s spies,” I decided to answer while Goody came to his senses. “There are a striking number of them out here.” 
   
 “And the marks are casts of his aura,” Pinebogey finished. “It’s a way of identifying his subjects.” 
   
 Pinebogey and I both ignored the part about his brother. Let them figure it out for themselves. As for what the old man wanted, it could be arranged. Or certainly promised. Ugh… Goody will probably demand that we swear an oath. 
   
 Goody glanced at us and started slightly out of turn: 
   
 “When I received word that my son had brought two odd explorers with him, I figured you were coming to reinforce the shadows. But when rumors started swirling around town about a Primordial that could reawaken Foreston ― a great deal became clear… I am prepared to help you. And support you in all your endeavors. Despite my illness, I still have many allies. If need be, I could put together an army for you. But on one condition ― Tim must remain alive!” 
   
 Pinebogey and I traded glances. My buddy gave a curt nod as if to say it could be arranged. 
   
 “Who are you?” Sly asked quietly. 
   
 “Hm, that’s a good question,” I stroked the back of my head. “Before we go any further, there’s something you should know. The thing is the shadows think we are on their side. Or rather, me.” 
   
 Goody frowned. Seemingly, he was not expecting that twist. 
   
 “And in a way, they have every reason to think so,” I finished him off with new details. “I really was sent to the Dark Continent at the Steel King’s behest. And until recently, I sincerely believed that Egbert the Seventh had noble intentions. And namely ― eradicating Darkness. In other words, that jerkwad used me and pulled the wool over my eyes. Beyond that, he is keeping my brother in his prison.” 
   
 “But what could the Steel King need from a…” 
   
 “A zero?” I chuckled. “My blood, for one. In my veins flows the blood of the Ancients.” 
   
 Sly gave a loud gulp, but his father sat back wearily in his chair. Seemingly, he had already realized where I was going with this. 
   
 “The Steel King thirsts for the might his predecessors once knew.” 
   
 “He is seeking the Tomb of the Founder,” the old man quietly continued for me. “And you are…” 
   
 “A Monster Hunter,” I nodded to confirm his guess and gave an awkward chuckle. “But you’ll never guess who first brought me into all this…” 
   



 Chapter 23 
   
   

OUR DISCUSSION with the head of House Redtail lasted until midnight. We had to break for dinner, during which we discussed random meaningless topics. That was because Goody’s wife, unlike her son, had opted to join us for the meal. As an aside, her treatment of Pinebogey and me had changed strikingly. Not even the slightest trace remained of the spiteful fox that met us on the doorstep. Now she was hospitality personified. And I wasn’t the only one surprised by the odd shift in the foxmaiden’s behavior. Old man Goody and Sly were casting perplexed glances at the happily smiling fox. 
   
 I guessed the reason for her sudden kindheartedness a bit later, when Mara and I met eyes. Her look and significant, barely perceptible nod said a lot. Now she knew who we were. When she was getting dinner ready, one of Nimble’s helpers must have told her the “true” purpose of our stay in Foreston. And that was why she looked so happy. And of course! She could probably already see her flesh and blood being elevated to head of house in the very near future! The hateful old man and his elder offspring meanwhile would be dead. 
   
 I had to nod significantly back. As if to say, “you’re right, madame, we are the ones you’ve been waiting for. And now things are really looking up for you.” I’m sure Mara was authentically happy that evening. She even tried to look at her husband and stepson with slightly less hate in her eyes. 
   
 After dinner, when there were just four of us again, we had to loop back around and answer all the Redtails’ questions about their illustrious ancestor. They believed the ghost story with surprising ease. Later on, I found out that lots of what I said matched up with ancient chronicles they kept in their house archives. For example, very few knew why Sly Redtail had stayed behind in Stonetown. 
   
 Over the whole evening, Goody only had a few flareups, but he held out valiantly. Alas though, my spell could only partially help the old man. The Darkness that had taken root in his body was not so easy to coax out. Pinebogey told me later that we could try to let the Heart of the Forest extract the infection, but it would be a very risky operation. Goody was too weak. He might die. And so we decided not to risk it just yet. Later, when things quieted down, we could give it a shot. For that, we’ll have to bring together all the healers in Foreston for the task of keeping the old man’s body going while the Heart of the Forest banishes the dark toxin. 
   
 After dinner, locked in Goody’s office, the four of us discussed an approximate plan for the future. The main conclusion we reached was that we would have to make the first move on the Steel King’s shadows, but before that the old man wanted to talk to the other house leaders. The day after tomorrow there would be a perfect opportunity ― the yearly gathering of houses. Pinebogey and I were skeptical of that notion. Was there any certainty the other houses were still being controlled by the same old patriarchs? Pinebogey and I definitely were not so sure. But Goody was adamant. He kept saying we needed the whole clan behind us. After all, getting rid of all the shadows in the city was just step one. Next, we would have to make it to the portal, which was beyond Narrow Lake, deep in blackblood territory. Even a fool could see their Mothers would not just stand idly by as I closed their portal. 
   
 And speaking of that… When I asked what Nimble meant when he mentioned they were already prepared to raise my reputation with the order, Goody gave a conspiratorial smirk and asked Sly to open the door to a secret room camouflaged behind a bookshelf. Inside I saw shelves loaded down with bags stuffed full of ghostly crystals and my heartbeat sped up. There were enough here to make several magisters! And considering that every house had a similar stockpile, which had been gathered by generations of foxfolk ― there would be enough crystals to fully close several dark portals! All we had left to do was get rid of the Steel King’s shadows. The solution came from somewhere I was not expecting. Nimble himself hinted at it. 
   
 After our conversation, Pinebogey and I were given our own separate chambers. But before I could get settled, a soft knock came at the door. I got out the summoning amulet just in case and readied a shield spell, then said: 
   
 “Come in.” 
   
 The door quietly swung open and I saw a black fox standing in the doorframe. He placed a pointer finger to his lips and gave a short nod toward the stairway. The look on the corrupt bodyguard’s face had also changed. Black Claw, much like Mara, was looking at me differently, as an ally. 
   
 When I walked up to the warrior, almost face to face, he whispered: 
   
 “You have been requested for a meeting, Master Eric.” 
   
 He didn’t have to tell me twice who wanted to meet me like this in the middle of the night. Someone wanted to know the details of my talk with the old man. 
   
 My guesses were proven right. In one of the rooms on a lower floor, Nimble was waiting for me. I must note that the rat was being quite inconsiderate given he was in someone else’s home. He was acting practically like he owned the place. This seemed to be far from his first visit to this other house’s seat. 
   
 “What were you talking about for so long?” Nimble asked demandingly as soon as I crossed the threshold. On the table the gray fox was sitting at, I saw a pitcher of wine and a few plates. Based on the leftovers, the Steel King’s spy had been plied with the very same delicacies as us. 
   
 I really disliked the little weasel’s tone. He had already gotten used to calling the shots. Takeda’s death had brought the corrupt fox a few rungs up the career ladder. 
   
 Straining to suppress my annoyance and desire to smack this ugly bastard upside the head, I flipped my simpleton persona back on and responded: 
   
 “Sir Goody believes there is a conspiracy fomenting against him.” 
   
 Nimble’s face changed. His mouth melted into a satisfied smile, revealing a set of sharp fangs. I guess I play a moron pretty well. 
   
 “Is that so?” Nimble chuckled, getting a more comfortable seat in his armchair. “And what made him decide to share those suspicions with you specifically?” 
   
 “What do you mean?” I objected, adding notes of indignation to my voice. “We saved his oldest son’s life! Now the old man trusts us implicitly. Now he is our ally in the fight against darkness!” 
   
 Paradoxically, I didn’t say a single word that wasn’t true. Nimble probably had some sort of lie detection abilities based on the way his eyes started running. He must have gotten a system message. But he was no match for my will. He would take anything I said for the genuine article. I yet again praised myself for paying attention to that characteristic in particular. 
   
 “Did he name any names?” 
   
 “No,” I shook my head again like a moron. “He was speaking in general terms… He mentioned something called shadows.” 
   
 That made Nimble shudder. His little eyes started darting around while his fingers started feverishly drumming out a rhythm on his armrest. After that, he fitfully jumped up out of the armchair and started quickly pacing out the room. The fox was sullen and pensive. 
   
 “Did something happen?” I was naivete in the flesh. 
   
 “He say anything else?” Nimble asked, ignoring my question. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “He said he wants to discuss it with the elders at the yearly gathering of houses.” 
   
 “Abyss!” Nimble shot out. “That’s too soon… We might not make it… Although…” 
   
 The Steel King’s chief spy finally stopped fidgeting and, glancing at me, said: 
   
 “Master Eric, I thank you for the help! Your contribution to the fight against Darkness is inestimable. The thing is, Goody Redtail has outlived his good sense. It’s all due to his illness. Healers just throw up their hands. It looks like it’s much worse than we thought. Some kind of dark entity must have come to dwell within him after the last time we were attacked. Worst of all, the old man has filled his older son’s head with these ideas. Now all our hopes are with Tim. He is the future of House Redtail. But…!” Nimble raised a pointer finger significantly and looked at me triumphantly. “The worst part of all this is that he has many allies. Even among the house elders!” 
   
 “And who might they be?” I asked innocently, mentally rubbing my hands together. After all, Nimble was just about to reveal our potential allies. I didn’t much believe the rat could have figured out my game. 
   
 “Courage Yelloweye and Grip Graymane ― those two house leaders are sure to support Goody. And we simply cannot allow such a thing! Thankfully, we can get these traitors replaced with their more worthy sons!” 
   
 A-hem… There’s a real civil war brewing here. I didn’t think foxfolk society was so far gone. 
   
 “What should we do? How can we stop Darkness?” 
   
 “Don’t you worry, Master Eric,” Nimble smiled. “Thanks to you, we now have a chance to fix everything. You said Goody wants to speak at the yearly gathering of houses?” 
   
 “Yes.” 
   
 “Okay then, we couldn’t ask for a better time and place,” said Nimble. Based on the burning look in his eyes and happy smirk, a plan to kill all who would defy him had just been hatched. “All esteemed members of our clan will be assembled there. We’ll take them down in one fell swoop! Get rid of all defiant clan members at once.” 
   
 The foxman’s hands balled up into fists. The fur on the back of his neck stood on end. No. This was no act. It was not just for show. My traps really had worked. Now he’d even started spilling his guts. 
   
 “We’re going to need your help,” said Nimble. 
   
 “My friend, beast and I are entirely at your disposal!” I declared with a burning gaze. 
   
 Nimble nodded slowly and said: 
   
 “I knew I could count on you. And now you should go get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow will be a very important day.” 
   
 “Uh…” 
   
 “Tomorrow, leave it for tomorrow.” 
   
 Alright, if you say so. What can you do? I had nothing left but to head for the exit. Just as I reached for the door handle, Nimble asked pensively: 
   
 “So, your friend… Hm… Is he really a Primordial?” 
   
 “Where’d you hear that?” I asked, turning around. 
   
 “Well,” he waved vaguely. “There are rumors…” 
   
 “And you believe them?” I asked in surprise. 
   
 “Ghm…” Nimble wavered for an instant, but asked a different question: “Do you trust him?” 
   
 “Like a brother!” I responded, puffing out my chest. “You’ll never find a more valiant fighter in the struggle against darkness!” 
   
 Nimble cringed again without the least bit of suspicion how easily I was reading his expression. 
   
 “That’s good,” he muttered. “Very good…” 
   
 While leaving the room, I snorted to myself. I’ll have to tell Pinebogey he’s next on Nimble’s hit list. 
   

* * *

   
 “What are you so happy about?” I asked Pinebogey, sitting next to me. 
   
 “Order,” he nodded. “We have the kid on our side.” 
   
 “The kid?” I asked in surprise. 
   
 “Well sure,” he nodded. “This sequoia is just a couple hundred years old.” 
   
 After he said that, the woodsman tenderly stroked a growth coming off one of the tree’s inner walls which we had all been using as a bench. There were seven rows of them. They were grown in an amphitheater shape and, in the middle, there was a rostrum topped with five wide armchairs. 
   
 “Umm, egh…” I muttered and looked back at the wide hall where the yearly gathering of houses was supposed to be getting started at any minute. The walls, adorned with natural decor, wide semicircular windows, and a high ceiling ― yep… a great place for a bloodbath. 
   
 And a bloodbath there would be. I was having trouble holding back ― the bitter flavor in my mouth was making my tongue twitch. The hall was full. More than one hundred foxfolk, thirty percent of whom were shadows of the Steel King. I was especially put on guard by a group of foxes positioned near Goody Redtail’s seat. They truly reeked of darkness. 
   
 Nimble was not lying. After our conversation yesterday, he had sent Goody’s bodyguard to see me, and he told me in great detail what was supposed to happen at the yearly gathering of houses. The head of House Redtail would be allowed to speak. To put it briefly ― today was supposed to be many influential foxfolks’ last day. Including Sly’s. Basically, according to Nimble’s plan, I was supposed to kill the elder son of the Redtail ruler. When I told that to my “victim,” at first his face changed. But then Sly got his emotions under control and we even made a couple jokes about it. 
   
 That same day, Pinebogey and I walked through the city until we apparently randomly found ourselves near the sequoia where the gathering would be taking place. The huge tree, which grew in the very center of Foreston, was as happy to see Pinebogey as a dog whose master has just come back from a long journey. I also felt all its emotions thanks to the seeds in my backpack. For an instant, I could even sense an invisible connection with the whole city. To tell the truth though, it only lasted a matter of seconds. And left me with a splitting headache. I also discovered that a few thousand mana points had gone missing. I guess talking with trees is pretty serious business! 
   
 But I didn’t regret it. That brief instant was very informative. It also reassured me about tomorrow. 
   
 Surfacing from my memories, I took another look around the hall and the foxfolk sitting around us. The din was beyond belief. Everyone wanted to know what exactly Goody Redtail was intending to speak out about. There were a few theories, but almost all of them had one thing in common ― Goody would announce that he was handing the reigns to his eldest son. That must have been why he was seated so near the rostrum. 
   
 Pinebogey and I also garnered special attention. Allies both of Goody and the dark forces considered us friendly. At times, I had to shoot furtive nods back at both groups. 
   
 Last night, Nimble had made our job much easier without even knowing it. This morning, I had recounted our conversation to Goody. And by noon, we were meeting with the heads of the Yelloweyes and Graymanes in his office. And a few hours after that, I reported on the results of that meeting to Nimble. Though I portrayed in a strategic light. 
   
 I looked over the section where the Whitebellies were sitting. They were almost all marked by the Steel King’s aura. That said, neither the head of house’s son Sage, nor his albino bodyguard bore the mark. Curious. I wonder why. When I turned to look at the foxman sitting next to Sage, I realized. Based on the resemblance and age, he was actually the house leader’s oldest son. And he did in fact have a mark. 
   
 And while it was all more or less clear with the Whitebellies, I was in two minds about Clan Sharpear’s fifth house. On the one hand ― the Redpaws, which was the name of the house, were not supporters of Goody and his allies. But on the other ― much to my astonishment, I didn’t see a single marked foxman in that house’s section. The Graymanes and Yelloweyes, though, were chalk full of spies. 
   
 I wondered how the ruler of House Redpaw was able to keep all his underlings in line. Goody did not like speaking about that house. All he said was that the Redpaws did not intervene in feuds between houses. They were neutral to all. In all disputes, their vote was almost always the deciding one. As an aside, the headman and his underlings were Redpaws. 
   
 I had also learned that house was the most powerful. They had the most mages and warriors. By the way, Goody and Nimble did agree on one thing ― if Wintry Redpaw wanted to seize power in Foreston, he could. But for some reason, Wintry had not. 
   
 Finally, a wide door in the opposite wall slowly opened and the room fell silent. And one by one, the five patriarchs proceeded slowly out of the doorway. Goody meanwhile, though he was limping quite badly, was also walking upright, which elicited a buzz of approval and respect from the audience. 
   
 All thanks to the experiment Pinebogey and I had run. In the end, we had found the courage to try it. Or rather, we were talked into it by the subject of our experiment. As soon as he learned the dark infection could be gotten rid of, he demanded that we get straight to work. 
   
 Blessing’s regeneration, plus the Heart of the Forest’s cautious magical intervention produced an undeniable result. The old man was back on his feet in just a day. To tell the truth, I also had one other thing that definitely would have helped ― primordial blood. But an inner voice was telling me the time had not yet come to use the invaluable elixir. 
   
 When all the house leaders were seated, Wintry Redpaw took the floor. Tall and veiny, despite his age he gave off the impression of a domineering and powerful spirit. His level, thirty-two, spoke for itself. If this mage had been improving his parameters properly, he would make a tough opponent. 
   
 “Brothers and sisters!” he addressed the hall with a heartfelt baritone. “Before we start our clan’s yearly discussion of issues, Goody Redtail would like the floor!” 
   
 I was keeping a close eye on the emotions of every head of house. Whitebelly, Sage’s daddy, was smirking acridly. Courage Yelloweye and Grip Graymane meanwhile were looking sullenly at the audience. 
   
 I caught a glimpse of Nimble, squeezed in near the front door. We gave each other a curt nod. A satisfied smile glistened on the gray fox’s face. 
   
 The room was frozen in tension. Most of the foxfolk gathered here knew what was coming. They were all waiting for the signal. I looked around the hall one more time. Ten steps from the rostrum, I saw the headman who escorted us on our first day. We locked eyes. I smirked at the war dog again, just like before. I was actually starting to wonder which side he would choose. 
   
 “Brothers and sisters!” Goody Redtail exclaimed loudly and looked sullenly around the hall. “For several centuries, our clan has been fighting against an ancient evil. We are the last bulwark between darkness and the rest of the world. Thousands of our relatives have given their lives to the struggle. And their sacrifices are the only reason our clan yet lives! But alas, we now find ourselves in dire straits. The unity of our clan has been shaken. And I’m not talking about minor infighting. No! I’m referring to our ancient enemy. They have crept into our home like a thief on a moonless night.” 
   
 A din scurried around the hall. I could feel the tension in my skin. With every word he said, Goody’s facial expression changed. It was like he was overcoming a great pain. I thought I even noticed tears in his eyes. 
   
 “Our foe has struck us where it hurts the most!” The old man shouted out hoarsely. “Our families!” 
   
 Then, Goody extended a hand and one of the warriors sitting near the rostrum handed him a small bag. My nose picked up a familiar scent. I felt a chill run down my spine. What was this mad old man thinking?! 
   
 Everyone in the hall stared at the strange bag. 
   
 “But it has not killed them, no!” Goody shook his head. “It has forced them to betray their families in favor of a new lord. But now the day has come when we must tear up by the roots that which our enemy has planted in our home! I have already done so! Now it is your turn.” 
   
 After that, in one fluid motion, Goody tore open the drawstrings and overturned the sack right in front of the foxfolk sitting opposite. With a series of dull thuds, three heads fell to the floor one after the next. I recognized the first two, Mara and the black-furred bodyguard, but the third… That was Tim’s head. 
   
 I forced myself to look away from the dead face of the head of House Redtail’s youngest son and turned toward Nimble. His rat-like face was writhing in fear and perplexity. Just an instant before my ice spear ran through his chest, I glanced into his wide-open eyes. He knew… 
   



 Chapter 24 
   
   
 “HERE!” 
   
 Pinebogey’s question tore me from my thoughts. I looked up despite myself. My buddy was handing me a small bulbous flask. 
   
 “What’s in there?” I asked with hope in my voice, throat parched. 
   
 “Water. Drink up.” 
   
 Greedily sucking at the narrow opening, I emptied the contents of the flask into my body. Another few moments later, I could think clearly again. Life had reacquired its former luster. 
   
 “Feel better?” Pinebogey chuckled. 
   
 I nodded gratefully and asked: 
   
 “How’d it go down there?” 
   
 “Quick,” he said curtly and sat down on the step next to me. 
   
 We were seated on a wide balcony woven out of the “kid’s” thicker branches. And Pinebogey had continued to call Foreston’s main sequoia just that. Far below, near the roots of the giant tree, a crowd of thousands of foxfolk was gradually beginning to disperse. It was practically the whole population of the city. Not long before, Wintry Redpaw had triumphantly and loftily declared to everyone there that House Whitebelly had ceased to exist. And that all relatives as well as property of the disgraced, treacherous house would be split between the four triumphant houses as of that very day. None of the townsfolk objected. At the very least not openly. Furthermore, Wintry and the heads of the allied houses next to him were standing and shaking the decapitated heads of the blackbloods. 
   
 Yes, yes… Nimble had the bright idea of bringing blackbloods in foxfolk guise to the yearly house gathering. And that made our job a good deal easier. After we killed the first brute, no doubts remained. 
   
 Down below, next to the house leaders was also Sly, looking like he’d been beaten with a dusty sack. He had become an orphan today, just like me. His father, Goody Redtail was one of the first to fall in battle. And that was why that group of strange foxfolk seemed so suspicious to me. As a result, everyone saw that they were blackbloods. They took down the ailing old man quickly, then tried to do the same to the other house leaders. But that was where their luck ran out. After taking down Nimble, I hit him with lightning. However, that was all the help I managed to give the patriarchs. A second later, we had bigger concerns than saving the foxfolk elite. We found ourselves under attack from practically all sides. After all, killing Nimble announced to the allies of darkness what side I was on. My shields held back the onslaught. I’m not sure how, but they did. Neither Sly nor I suffered a single blow. Essentially, my main objective in the foxfolk bloodbath was to safeguard the future leader of the Redtails. 
   
 I should also mention that I had seen a lot of blood in the last year and spilled a lot as well. But the mutual feast of carnage I saw at the foxfolk gathering was completely new to me. In a frenzy, they were slicing, stabbing, burning and blighting one another with spells, as well as tearing their compatriots limb from limb with their teeth. 
   
 My father once said that the nastiest kind of war is a civil war. With brother fighting brother, father fighting son, grandson fighting grandfather. Today I saw proof of that with my own eyes. 
   
 As for Pinebogey and I, we were more defending than attacking. Just giving our allies the odd touch of help. I didn’t even summon Gorgie. My intuition just then was telling me it wouldn’t be right to have my pet be labeled a foxfolk slayer. I must note that they did a great job without us though. In the end, as expected, the only foxman I killed was Nimble. 
   
 He shouldn’t have dragged the blackbloods into it. I understood that he needed a one-hundred-percent guaranteed victory, but that false move on Nimble’s part ended up deciding the outcome. 
   
 The thing was that many foxfolk were in favor of overthrowing the city government despite not bearing the mark. I don’t know how the rat bought them off. He was probably promising lucrative seats at the table. Fools! After Nimble’s victory, they would have met a tragic end. He was certainly not planning to share power. In the end, when shouts started entering the fray to say the marked foxfolk were coordinating with the blackbloods, the scales finally tipped in our direction. 
   
 Furthermore, there weren’t only blackbloods in the gathering hall. They were also in adjoining structures and lower floors. However, Pinebogey’s “kid,” locked all the doors, preventing them from joining the slaughter. After the battle, the victors proceeded from one room to the next with a bit of help from the woodsman, slaying the brutes as they howled in impotence. 
   
 When all was said and done, I high tailed it out of the room. For some reason, the only thing on my mind was getting some rest. The smells of blood, spilled guts, singed fur and excrement packed my nose and throat tight. The water offered by Pinebogey seemed to bring me back to life. 
   
 When I could again think normally, I realized that the most striking and unexpected aspect of all this was Goody Redtail’s opening move. I just kept mentally returning to Tim’s pale decapitated head, unable to find justifications for the old man’s cruelty. 
   
 “But he asked us not to kill the boy…” I said quietly, but Pinebogey sitting next to me didn’t hear. Strange as it may have been, he knew what I was talking about. He was probably also still freaked out by that. 
   
 “Yes, and we agreed to spare him.” 
   
 “So then why?!” I objected. 
   
 “The boy betrayed not only his house, but the whole clan,” Pinebogey shrugged. “I bet he’d have been executed either way. Especially after they saw who Nimble dragged into their city.” 
   
 After that, the woodsman nodded at the headless blackblood bodies the foxfolk were hauling out of the hall. 
   
 “Beyond that,” he continued. “By doing so, the old man made it impossible for any other house leader to go back.” 
   
 “By killing his own son?” 
   
 “Yes,” nodded Pinebogey, continuing with a sigh: “Look around you. All the turncoats are dead. The patriarchs followed Goody’s example and didn’t spare even their closest relatives. Loyalty to the clan is above family ties. And that was precisely what the Redtail leader was showing them all. Beyond that, as I already said, if we won, the boy would have been doomed either way. When it comes to questions of clan loyalty, it’s all or nothing.” 
   
 I felt a chill run down my spine. Great System forbid I ever have to make a choice like that! 
   
 I remember the disbelieving and pained look in Sly’s eyes. To see his brother’s decapitated head, then his father’s death ― it must have been a huge shock. The kid is gonna have to ball up all his will in his fist. Because now, to top it all off, he was also responsible for his entire house. I gave myself word that I would try to support Sly as much as possible. Furthermore, I already knew how I could help reinforce the young house leader’s position. 
   
 I took another gulp from the flask and closed my eyes. But no matter how I wanted to just disassociate from the world around me, I didn’t even get a chance to really cool off. 
   
 “Master Eric!” a familiar voice pulled me up out of my half-dream. 
   
 “Ah, headman,” I snorted, opening my eyes. “I see you made the right choice in the end.” 
   
 Then I nodded at the blood-soaked bandage on his head. 
   
 “Serving the clan is my duty!” the foxman rapped back, his lips slightly pursed. 
   
 You got off easier than most today. You didn’t have to cut your own brother or father’s throat. I’m sure today is a triumph for Wintry Redpaw. He is the only patriarch not to allow his house to be defiled. But out loud I said with a chuckle: 
   
 “Your zeal is commendable, headman! I’m glad I was right about you. If you like, I could help you heal faster.” 
   
 The foxman shook his head violently. He was offended. My tone had clearly wounded him. Patience, headman. I’m not in the mood right now either. 
   
 “Master Eric,” the headman repeated, getting himself together. “Your presence is urgently needed down below.” 
   
 I nodded understandingly and started to get up. It only makes sense. The time had come to prove that I really did belong to the order of monster hunters. 
   
 “Well then, buddy,” I chuckled at Pinebogey. “They’re going to be expecting a miracle.” 
   
 When we made it to the ground, there was a crowd waiting. All the house leaders and their closest confidants. Behind them, a large and diverse multitude of foxfolk was bubbling with excitement. The city dwellers were not planning to disperse as I initially thought. The foxfolk demanded more. 
   
 I ran a gaze over all the patriarchs’ faces. At the head of the procession was Wintry Redpaw. He was trying to remain tranquil and somewhat aloof. As for Courage Yelloweye and Grip Graymane, they were obviously nervous. This was the moment of truth. Would their monster hunter trump card play? The only one not expressing any emotion was Sly. The young mage looked completely burned out ― too much trauma for one day. 
   
 “Ladies and gentlemen!” I pronounced, taking the reins. “As you are already aware, I am a member of the order of monster hunters!” 
   
 I had to speak loudly so as many people as possible could hear. Based on the excited outbursts from the crowd, my words came as a surprise to a lot of them. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the headman’s face grow long, already accustomed to escorting my butt everywhere. 
   
 Wintry Redpaw, clearly having intended to play a leading role in the proceedings, was none too pleased with my initiative. He winced like he’d just eaten a sour plum. No, old man. You’re not going to order me around. 
   
 “People of Foreston!” I said even louder. “This city was built… hm…” I took a short glance at Pinebogey standing next to me and adjusted: “Or rather cultivated by the primordials for the monster hunters to hold back Darkness! You as the worthy successors and inheritors of your ancestors’ sacred cause, have spent a long time holding back beasts trespassing upon our world. Today you have again proven that Clan Sharpear is still strong and unified! It is a great honor today for me to be among you!” 
   
 The crowd greeted my words with an approving hum. Even Wintry loosened his purse strings and gave a patronizing nod. But I didn’t give a crap about that foxman’s emotions. I was more concerned with Sly’s. The look in the young mage’s eyes was slowly becoming more present. 
   
 “Today, many of you lost your relatives!” I continued. “Believe me, your pain hits close to home. I have lost loved ones to my enemies before. And some of those enemies I have punished already, while others have yet to answer for their villainy!” 
   
 I took a long look at the now silent foxfolk. My will seems to be leading me down the right path. I didn’t see a single vacant stare. Sly seemed to have woken up as well. 
   
 “People of Foreston!” I shouted. “We share a common Enemy! A powerful and clever Enemy! And they wish to acquire the bygone might their ilk once possessed. In pursuit of that goal, they are willing to destroy families, clans and even entire nations! And they are becoming more powerful with every passing hour!” 
   
 A buzz of outrage wafted up over the square. 
   
 “Now, in various corners of the world, their minions feed the blood of hundreds and thousands to dark portals! Who knows where that can lead better than you? Now on another continent, on the outskirts of the Wastes in the Stone Forest, a Dark Gateway will be opened very soon, and hordes of otherworldly brutes will come flooding into our world. The very same will happen near here as well, on the opposite side of Narrow Lake. And then, Darkness will reattain its former might!” 
   
 My last words boomed out into a cryptlike silence. Based on all the widened pupils and fur standing on end, my speech had gotten to even Wintry. 
   
 “Just yesterday, many of you may have thought the war I now speak of was taking place somewhere far away. But today you have seen with your own eyes that this war has already begun and has touched what matters most ― your families!” 
   
 I could read determination and willingness to do battle again on the foxfolk’s sullen faces. 
   
 “Our Enemy is devious and mighty!” I continued. “But regardless, this is the first time in many years that we have been able to strike back. And we did it together!” 
   
 A collective fox growl boomed over Foreston’s central square. 
   
 “Our Enemy will remember this day for the rest of their lives!” I proclaimed and headed for a giant sequoia growing fifty steps away from the Kid. This tree seemed uninhabited and old. Almost its entire trunk was overgrown with swamp-colored moss. 
   
 The foxfolk respectfully made way, letting me through. When I stopped a step away from the ancient sequoia, I covered a familiar symbol with my hand, and found myself again surrounded on all sides. A suffocating silence hung in the air above us. 
   
 Despite the fact that Pinebogey told me about the secret room in the trunk of this old lady sequoia yesterday, I was quite worried. 
   
 For a little while, nothing happened, which sent a platoon of ants marching down my spine. It would be a real hoot to drop the ball after that speech. While my fingers tried feverishly to grope for the slot between the barbs of the fishhooks, I was having a hard time keeping calm. I could sense a growing tension behind me. It would only take one skeptical outburst or joke and my moment of triumph would be ruined. 
   
 Right when I started to think it was going nowhere, and my face slowly started to turn beet red, something sharp pricked the pad of my pointer finger. 
   

— Attention! Blood analysis: Positive.


 


― Access to Foreston armory granted!


 

 Struggling to hold back a sigh of relief, I turned around. 
   
 “Like I said. Our Enemy will remember this day for the rest of their lives. Today begins the rebirth of the Order of Monster Hunters!” 
   
 As I spoke, all of them stopped paying attention to me. Instead, they were completely wrapped up in what was happening behind me. The bulging mossy side of the old sequoia tree gave a few shudders. Pieces of moss started to rain down. I heard the crack of splitting wood. An instant later, a thick layer of bark slid aside to reveal a wide set of carved doors. 
   
 “Welcome to the armory of the order of monster hunters,” I invited the patriarchs in with a smile, and crossed the threshold. 
   
 As soon as I got inside, the sequoia continued its transformation. A few minutes later, the darkness in the hall was cut through by dozens of beams of sunlight, streaming down through a just-revealed window. 
   
 Surprisingly, there was no dust inside, nor any exotic smells. Which I quietly informed Pinebogey walking next to me. 
   
 He just gave a vague shrug as if to say, “well, what were you expecting from a magic tree?” 
   
 Once inside, the house elders froze with their mouths agape. All around, wherever they looked were shelves, tables and stands laden with weaponry and armor. My face melted into a sad smile. Yet another of the hunters’ tricks. I would not fall for this one a second time. 
   
 Walking up to a shelf of swords, I confidently reached out. I wanted to make a speech about the illusions placed by the mages who were once in charge of safeguarding the armory so no passersby would start drooling over the order’s treasure. But then something happened I was not expecting. When my fingers clenched on the silver handle of one of the swords, I had a hard time maintaining my composure. 
   
 It suddenly hit me. This sword, along with all the other weaponry and armor, was no illusion. 
   
 The Great System immediately informed me that the sword I had chosen at random would cost me five hundred tokens. I took a loud gulp with my instantly parched throat and forced myself to let go of the silvery handle, then turned around. 
   
 To say the patriarchs were stunned by all the magnificence, which by the way had been right under their noses all these years, would be a severe understatement. The first to try and get farther inside was Wintry but he ran into an invisible barrier and froze, reading a system message. The same thing happened to the other patriarchs. 
   
 As soon as they stopped reading, they all turned their disappointed gazes on me. I knew I had to do something. The right thing. I also knew explanations alone would not cut it. The solution came to me all on its own. 
   
 I ran my eyes over the patriarchs’ levels and weaponry and ducked between the shelves. Then, three minutes later, I was standing opposite the house leaders, handing them three swords and a poleax. The latter was intended for Grip Graymane. The burly fellow was the only of the four patriarchs to use that weapon. 
   
 All told, the gifts cost me nearly three thousand tokens. But the expenses were worth it. To say the foxfolk liked their new weapons would be an understatement. Even the constant mask of coldness on the Redpaw leader showed a crack. How his eyes started to burn. 
   
 “Master Eric,” he addressed me. “Dare I suggest that, now that you’ve shown us all this, you are willing to share your order’s treasures with us?” 
   
 “Indeed I am,” I nodded. “And I would like to add that I am the only one in this world who could do so. The worthiest will be inducted and receive the corresponding access to everything you see. As a matter of fact, my order built a great deal of armories like this one and they are all over the world. I hope I don’t have to explain how much stronger this will make Clan Sharpear.” 
   
 The foxmen’s faces lit up. The elated cries were cut off by Wintry waving a hand. He tilted his head slightly and said: 
   
 “If I’ve come to know anything in this life, everything has a price. So, what is your price, Master Eric?” 
   
 I had already opened my mouth to answer, but Pinebogey stepped to my side, his arms crossed on his chest and said: 
   
 “You must help Master Eric become a magister of the order of monster hunters.” 
   



 Chapter 25 
   
   

WINTRY GAVE a
half turn and
significant glance at the other patriarchs. The ruler of House Yelloweye, a withered short old fox, gave a slight squint and nodded just barely. After what happened earlier, he was now the second most prominent foxman in the city. Just yesterday when Goody introduced us, I saw convincingly that Courage Yelloweye had not forgotten Mind when spending his tablets.

   
 As for Grip Graymane though, the big fellow had clearly neglected that characteristic. A lover of a good fight, and good drink, he was first to lend his unconditional support to Goody. They say he is but a nominal house leader. And in fact, his wife calls the shots at home. Goody told me later that, if Grip’s wife were opposed to our plan, he never would have been brave enough to join the fight. And now, when an important issue was in fact being discussed, he looked like a child, completely absorbed in contemplating his new poleax. The idea was that he was thus giving all the initiative to his more Mind-ful counterparts. 
   
 Sly, standing slightly aside, took no part in the elders’ trading of looks. The elders clearly had yet to recognize the fact that he was now their equal. Either that or they were deliberately leaving him out. Which I also would have believed readily. But the look in his eyes told me the young Redtail leader would support me in any case. I assumed Wintry and Courage also understood that which was why they were so flagrantly ignoring the young fox. 
   
 Once finished playing the staring game with his fellow elder, Wintry turned back to Pinebogey and me and asked: 
   
 “Unless I am mistaken, this is all an issue of insufficient reputation?” 
   
 “And you are not,” I responded. 
   
 “And are you aware of how it can be raised quickly?” Based on the look in Wintry’s eyes, he was aware himself. However, for some reason that was not clear, the old man wanted to hear it from me. Could he perhaps need more proof? 
   
 Alright then, I won’t let him down. 
   
 “I need ghostly crystals, which I then use to ‘feed’ a dark portal.” 
   
 Wintry crossed his arms and rocked back on his high heels. 
   
 “Let’s say we can provide you these crystals. But a portal… Weren’t you saying there’s a portal on the other side of Narrow Lake?” 
   
 “Do you know of another dark portal?” I asked, tilting my head to the side. 
   
 “Alas,” the old fox shrugged his shoulders. 
   
 “So we’re talking about the same place.” 
   
 Wintry frowned. 
   
 “Young man, you clearly do not fully appreciate what you’re asking.” 
   
 “Then fill me in.” 
   
 The old man stared searchingly into my eyes for a short while. I then withstood his prickly gaze without so much as blinking. 
   
 “Okay, if you insist… As you mentioned in your fiery speech, Clan Sharpear has kept these lands safe from darkness for many centuries. Foxfolk blood has flowed like a river. We paid for every inch of this land with the lives of our family members. In the past year, my youngest son fell in battle with the blackbloods. And now I don’t even know if it was treachery from marked foxmen, or just a random border clash… But that doesn’t change what happened. My son is dead! And no one can bring him back now!” 
   
 The old man fell silent for a little while, gathering his thoughts. I saw sorrow in his eyes. He still seems unable to make peace with the loss… 
   
 “Much has changed in the last year,” Wintry continued hoarsely. “The border has shifted again. The blackbloods are pressing in on us, taking our hunting lands. And they multiply like cockroaches. I no longer remember the last time our scouts made it to the close side of Narrow Lake. But not all that long ago, it was lined with fishing villages. The mothers and their cursed offspring are conquering our lands at breakneck speed. They are now so self-assured that they send their warriors to interfere in our internal squabbles!” 
   
 I just listened quietly, but I already had an approximate idea of where the old man was going with this. 
   
 “Our army’s former glory is long gone!” Wintry continued bitterly. “Gods willing, in case of a threat, we would be lucky to be able to call up five hundred fighters. But at one time, each house could field a thousand swordsmen no problem!” 
   
 Based on the sorrowful expressions on the patriarchs’ faces, Wintry was speaking the truth. 
   
 “Few are aware,” the Redpaw leader continued, slightly lowering his voice. “But we had been planning to leave Foreston all year for the future of our children and clan.” 
   
 Sly’s stunned look told me the Redtails did not know that. At the very least, the eldest Redtail heir was never told. Courage and Grip though showed no surprise. They were in the loop. And after all, the late Goody must have known about the exodus plan. Nimble was probably also aware. But neither of them had told me. 
   
 “You do know what humans call this continent right?” Pinebogey asked. “Where did you imagine you’d be running off to? I can tell you with total confidence that you will not find a better protected location on the entire landmass than this city!” 
   
 “You must not have seen what the shore of Narrow Lake has become then,” parried Wintry. “It is a place teeming with blackbloods. And what does that mean for the lands beyond the lake…? Because that was where you were planning to go. And on top of that, you also want our warriors to join you.” 
   
 The other patriarchs supported their senior fellow with a dull murmur. Sensing the support of his clan, Wintry continued: 
   
 “If you have taken a notion to end your life by suicide ― that’s up to you. But why bring our people into it?” 
   
 Pinebogey and I traded glances. Then I looked at Sly. He gave a curt nod as if to say, “tell them.” Unlike the other patriarchs, the young Redtail was already aware of our plan. 
   
 “Gentlemen,” I said with a smile. “It seems we’re having a slight misunderstanding.” 
   
 The house leaders frowned all together. 
   
 “When my friend Master Pinebogey said I would need your help, he was not talking about your warriors dying senseless deaths out on the other side of Narrow Lake.” 
   
 The patriarchs were intrigued and started exchanging nervous glances. 
   
 “But that does not mean I have no need for your swordsmen and archers.” 
   
 “What did you have in mind?” Wintry asked me straight. 
   
 “I want to make the blackbloods come to us. And the more of them the better. Ideally ― the Mothers should all be on this side of the lake.” 
   
 An oppressive silence took hold in the hall. Wintry’s eyes transformed into two narrow slits. The scrawny Courage was clearly nervous, but it must have struck a chord with big old Grip. Just how he clenched the handle of his poleax. 
   
 “Are you suggesting we try to lure them into besieging our own city?” Wintry asked faintly. 
   
 “Correct,” I nodded. “But first we have to prepare carefully. So you can fight them back along with my friend Pinebogey.” 
   
 “You said ‘we?’“ Wintry asked. 
   
 “Yes,” I answered with a heavy sigh. “While you distract the beasts, I will go down to Narrow Lake by boat and close the portal.” 
   
 After I said that, Wintry wanted to ask something else but he stopped himself. He turned around and, taking a couple steps, stopped opposite a window that looked out over Foreston central square. Outside, the agitated crowd wasn’t even thinking of dispersing. Based on the mild outbursts, they were discussing what just happened. Everyone was patiently waiting for the patriarchs to emerge. Wintry considered it briefly and turned around. The old man’s yellow animal eyes twinkled, then he said: 
   
 “Master Eric, the plan you are suggesting is very risky. But I must admit ― given the situation we find ourselves in, it is not entirely without merit. But alas, we cannot give you a final answer right now. The future of the clan must be decided by the council of houses. And now you’ll have to forgive us. We have one more issue to decide on today.” 
   
 After saying that, Wintry and the other foxfolk after him headed for the exit. Sly went last. I had to hold him back by the elbow. 
   
 “What is he talking about?” I asked. “What issue?” 
   
 “The people are expecting the turncoats to be executed,” 
   
 When the young house leader left the arsenal, I wanted to start carefully examining all my newly acquired riches, but Pinebogey gave a quiet cough to attract my attention. 
   
 The woodsman saw the unasked question in my eyes, and responded: 
   
 “I know too much foxfolk blood has been spilled this day… But…” 
   
 “Just don’t tell me we’ll have to watch the execution,” I winced. 
   
 My friend shrugged his shoulders. 
   
 “It would be proper. It would show our respect to the clan. We would be seeing this day through along with them.” 
   
 I breathed a fated sigh. After that, glancing sorrowfully at the armory’s shelves and racks, I muttered out: 
   
 “Let’s go…” 
   
 The execution was held on a barren wasteland beyond the city walls. As far as I could tell, unlike humans, foxfolk did away with their criminals outside of city limits. It was considered improper to defile a city with the blood of traitors. 
   
 Pinebogey was right again. Our presence in the crowd did not go unnoticed. Furthermore, the very best seats were reserved for us at the foot of a wide mound topped with a looming scaffold. And just past that there stood a broad-shouldered foxman holding a big huge poleax. Foreston’s executioner. 
   
 And naturally, there was no judge to speak of. The criminals were brought out one at a time. Their sentence was read out and, to an approving roar from the crowd below, the executioner would lop off their head as the audience gasped loudly. 
   
 The traitors held themselves in different ways. Some kept silent, having made peace with their fate, and set their head on the chopping block calmly. Others, blubbering with tears and snot, begged for mercy. The audience laughed at them most of all. There were also some that spewed curse words before putting their neck to the axe. One of them especially stuck in my memory. 
   
 It was a short foxman. Thin and scrawny. But at that the two beefy guardsmen had a hard time holding him. A whisper ran through the crowd that he was one of Nimble’s closest confidants. 
   
 I winced. If this foxman was who they thought, it would be only right to stay his execution. I’d bet my right hand that he knows a lot about his lord’s affairs. Although, what am I talking about? There’s probably a whole chain of cascading oaths this fox has to stick to. Wintry is no fool either. He’d never give such a valuable captive to the executioner. If he was there, the interrogation must have proved fruitless. 
   
 The fox, held down by two guardsmen, came closer to the chopping block, suddenly gave a sharp jerk and shouted out loudly: 
   
 “Foolish worms! Your days are numbered! You dared defy the will of our overlord!” Throwing his head back, he guffawed maliciously: “Filthy worms! He will come to exact revenge for his servants! Fear, tremble! He is already nigh! None can escape his gaze!” The foxman slowly looked over the crowd and exclaimed with anguish: “All of you are good as dead! You think you’ve won?! Foolish worms! You will all die! The day of reckoning is at hand!” 
   
 The fox was clearly relishing that. He wanted to say more, but the guardsmen, initially taken aback by his vigor, finally got themselves in hand and dragged the loudmouth over to the executioner. A few moments of struggle, a long swing of the axe, and the traitor’s head fell down into a wide basket placed before the chopping block. 
   
 For some time, a sticky silence hung over the wasteland. It clearly made a strong impression on everyone. 
   
 The silence was broken by a booming cry. 
   
 “Vile traitor to your own people! You got what you deserved!” 
   
 The crowd, as if having awoken from a deep sleep, supported the shouter with a loud buzz of approval. Curses rained down on the head of the dark turncoats from every direction. 
   
 All told, the executioner swung his axe twenty-seven times. When the final traitor had been executed, I breathed a sigh of relief and wanted to leave the hideous place when suddenly the buzz from the crowd started quieting down. 
   
 A tense silence took hold on the wasteland again as the guardsmen led another batch of death-row inmates up the hill. 
   
 I took a suffering gaze at Pinebogey. My friend just shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “well, you came, so now you have to stay until the end.” And that elicited a heavy sigh. I would. 
   
 All that time, whispers ran over the crowd. They were all talking about a group called the “fangs.” They also didn’t have bad things to say about them. They actually respected them. At the very least, I didn’t sense any hostility to the new arrivals. And that made me curious. 
   
 Meanwhile, the procession of condemned criminals kept getting closer to the top of the hill until, finally, I was able to make out who they were. Heh… I recognized the first one in just one glance. It was the albino fox that served as Sage Whitebelly’s bodyguard. His once pure white fur had now turned into a matt of brown and red. His snout was swollen to the point of unrecognizability. His left eye had swelled shut while his right opened just a narrow crack. Part of his right ear was missing. And behind him were another fifteen foxes. They were not in the best shape either. 
   
 Like the albino, I recognized them all. All the Whitebelly bodyguards. Honestly, there had been more of them in the council hall. Seemingly, only the strongest had survived. All tall and broad shouldered. Levels over twenty. They were quite a bit different from the other foxfolk. 
   
 When the condemned made it to the top of the hill, Wintry Redpaw unexpectedly stepped forward and raised both hands above his head, calling for silence from the crowd. The conversations and whispers came to an end. A crypt-like silence took hold, broken only by the odd rustling of leaves or warbling of forest birds. 
   
 “Brothers and sisters!” Wintry exclaimed triumphantly. “The vile traitors have been executed!” 
   
 Everyone clamored in approval. But not for long. Wintry waved a hand and silence fell over the wasteland again. 
   
 “But we are not yet finished!” he continued and gave a half-turn toward the captives. “This group of warriors fought against us as well!” 
   
 “What else were we expecting? They were coerced,” an old foxman standing next to me muttered quietly to himself. “They were just following orders.” 
   
 I frowned and looked at the former Whitebelly bodyguards in a new light. Needless to say, my heartbeat picked up. 
   
 “Who are they?” I asked the old man quietly. 
   
 “Northerners,” the geezer responded curtly, continuing to listen to Wintry. “The Fangs. Once upon a time, they swore an oath of loyalty to old Whitebelly.” 
   
 “The Fangs?” 
   
 “Clan Ice Fang,” the old man answered charitably, turning away pointedly to show me that I had chosen a bad time for questions. 
   
 I shot a perplexed glance at Pinebogey. But he just shrugged his shoulders indefinitely and nodded that I should listen to Wintry. 
   
 “As you are all aware, these warriors fought not of their own free will, but out of obligation to an oath of loyalty given in their youth!” Wintry continued to speak solemnly. “The purpose of their lives was to serve their master!” 
   
 Was it just me, or did the old man not wish to execute these warriors? I looked around. Hm, from what I can see, the people are also looking at them with understanding. although I remember perfectly well that this same albino murdered several of Wintry’s own kin. 
   
 “The Whitebellies were always known for their guile and devil-may-care attitude toward the liberty of their fellow foxfolk!” exclaimed Wintry. “They were the only house in our clan to hold slaves! Once many years ago, the old head of the Whitebellies captured a village belonging to a far-away group of foxfolk while campaigning in the north. And along with spoils of war, they brought back many slaves. I remember these warriors when they were still kits! Yes, today they fought against us! But whom among you can defy the laws of the Great System?!” 
   
 Nicely played. The old man was drawing the crowd’s attention to the white-bellied bad guys. I wonder what he’ll have to say to the relatives of those who fell to the swords of these very Fangs? 
   
 “But, despite everything I have said, all of you here understand that these warriors must die!” Wintry continued, staring every one of them in the eyes. “They fought against us!” 
   
 Either the old man was less convincing than he had been a minute earlier while describing the malicious deeds of the Whitebellies, or the audience had already realized the Ice Fangs were just a weapon in the hands of an evil foxman… but one way or another the crowd clearly disapproved of the northerners’ sentences. 
   
 Listening to the clamor down below, Wintry nodded in agreement. Before it grew into something bigger, the old man shouted loudly: 
   
 “Brothers and sisters! You are all aware that we are on the verge of a great war with darkness! And so I would like to ask you a question about that! Would it be right to slay our clan’s mightiest warriors, given we will very soon need everyone who can hold a weapon?” 
   
 “No!” the crowd answered timidly. 
   
 “Look at them!” Wintry pointed at the condemned. “Even when faced with death, they do not hurl curses or blubber in snot like the vile traitors before them! Every one of these warriors is worth ten blackbloods! So then why not apply our ancient law of atonement? What do you say?!” 
   
 “Yes!” came the first loud cry from the crowd. “Let them fight!” 
   
 “Let them atone for their crimes in blood!” someone from the right echoed. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn all the shouters were from the same house. 
   
 An instant later, the crowd rendered a verdict. The northerners would have to atone for their sins against Clan Sharpear with their blood. 
   
 Wintry raised a hand again, calling for silence. 
   
 “And one last thing!” he announced wearily. “It so happens that none of the houses can accept these warriors into their ranks. But there is a way out!” 
   
 After saying that, Wintry fell silent and looked at me with surprising eloquence. I couldn’t tell at first that the old man was addressing me, but then it finally hit me. A now familiar chill ran down my spine. 
   
 “Master Eric!” the sly old schemer declared solemnly and loudly, laugh lines creasing around his eyes. “Clan Sharpear entrusts these warriors unto you! From now on, they shall obey your will! We trust that you will find a worthy use for their talents!” 
   



 Chapter 26 
   
   

WE SPENT the next few days preparing for war. The Clan Sharpear council approved our plan. And really, what choice did they have? Other than to leave these lands like Wintry was planning at first. Essentially, Pinebogey and I had given all the foxfolk hope for the future when we showed up. 
   
 After the council reached its decision, the information made its way out to the masses. By the next day, only the hard of hearing were unaware that Clan Sharpear was on the warpath. Specially prepared talkative foxes with high Charisma were out on the streets every single day, expounding on the virtues of the council’s decision for the commoners. It’s safe to assume they may have been the same foxfolk I heard shouting during the executions. In the end, before a week had gone by, everyone was smoldering with righteous fury, ready and willing to go to war against the filthy blackbloods at the earliest possible occasion. 
   
 The news spread like wildfire to distant settlements, and the first carts of supplies and refugees had already started to reach Foreston. At minimum, the city gained another several thousand residents. If even a hundred of them could be drafted as archers, it would be a great stroke of luck. Although… who knows? For the most part, it was hunters and their families. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn even more were fit for battle. And we needed every archer we could get. Very soon, all the lands around the city would be transformed into a huge battlefield. 
   
 We hadn’t just been wasting time either though. Gorgie levelled up another two times. But alas, we were not able to go any further than that. For the first time, I was confronted with a lack of esses, even though I still had enough silver tablets after all the improvements to go up another two levels at least. And my attempts to acquire experience essences from the locals did not meet with particular success. The foxfolk were not eager to part with such a crucial resource. And those that were willing to trade or sell theirs tried to charge extortionate rates. In one way or another, even the esses I did acquire were just a drop in the bucket. Because getting Gorgie to thirty-five would require no more and no less than six hundred thirty thousand experience essences. I meanwhile didn’t even have a quarter of that. 
   
 And that was what made the harn go off on a hunt all that time, trying to fill up his slowly creeping experience bar. The task was further complicated by the fact that Gorgie was already having a hard enough time finding suitable opponents. But he didn’t let that get him down. As a matter of fact, it granted him a kind of freedom. And he liked it. At times like those, I often caught myself wondering whether the harn would be better off without me and my problems. Sure, I had saved his life once, but now he had repaid me in kind many times over. My little brother had transformed from a level-five cave cat into a true monster. No matter where Gorgie settled, he would be crowned king. In recent times, I had come across a good few predators. To my eye, the harn was indisputably at the very top of the food chain. Of course, there will always be beasts in our world who would regard Gorgie as nothing but a harmless little kitten. But I’m confident my brother has the good sense not to tangle with monsters like those. I found myself yet again making a mental note to find out whether it would be possible to set my pet free in the future. 
   
 Gorgie wasn’t only hunting out there either. He had also been scouting. And two days of that were enough to make certain Wintry was not lying about the blackblood lairs. The shore of Narrow Lake was basically crawling with the beasts. At first, Gorgie wanted to start actively reducing the population of dark “settlers,” but I talked him out of it. It was too early. If we go stirring up that bog right now, we won’t have time to properly prepare. 
   
 Pinebogey was also missing in the forest all that time. The Keeper was searching for the best place to plant the quickly growing Heart of the Forest. Even I could sense its impatience. But every time he came back from the forest, Pinebogey shook his head bitterly. The woodsman was waiting for the dark creatures to get to action. He was also planning, when this was all over, to cross the lake to get closer to the portal. There would definitely be more of the right kind of energy there. At first, he even announced to me that he was coming with. But I had to talk him out of it, basing my argument on the idea that the foxfolk might not be able to cope with the siege without him. In light of how obvious my conclusions were, the keeper of the Heart of the Forest was forced to agree. 
   
 While my friends kept busy, I sorted through the riches that had fallen to me. 
   
 I can’t say unequivocally that I was delighted by the contents of the Foreston arsenal. Without a doubt, there was a lot of armor and weaponry here but, as a zero, what good was any of it to me? I was more interested in the shelves of elixirs, scrolls and magic potions which, alas, there were less of than expected. I would even say much less… 
   
 Actually, the contents of the armory left lots of great clues as to what my ancient predecessors used to fight back dark beasts. Heh… Needless to say I didn’t find either any precious stones containing powerful spells, or legendary artifacts. At some point, all that was cleaned out. I was however happy with the high number of Blots, Mites and satiety potions. Alas though, I did not discover any fury scrolls. 
   
 But I didn’t despair either because I was aware I was still just a senior hunter. I could not yet access all the city’s secrets. I’m sure that when I become a magister, the situation will change dramatically. 
   
 I also found an interactive map of Foreston, which made me happy. Pinebogey was right ― this city was practically stuffed to the gills with all kinds of hocus-pocus. Starting with the killer vines and ending with the semi-intelligent sewer system. All I could do was applaud whoever grew all this and made it work. 
   
 Neither Pinebogey nor I could fully grasp the whole structure of it. Though I won’t hide that I put a lot of hope into the freshly minted keeper of the heart of the forest. 
   
 Basically, Pinebogey, knowing all the flora that grew nearby, could just intuitively direct me and give useful advice and hints, like with the tree that was once the arsenal. 
   
 The woodsman explained that these limitations were sound and logical. After all, this city was made especially for the hunters, even though it was forest faction primordials that made it. A great deal of thought had gone into everything here. And only highly placed members of the order could access the city’s controls. Otherwise, any old forest dweller could show up here and start calling the shots. 
   
 When I asked how the foxfolk had lived in the city for all these years without any monster hunters, Pinebogey had an idea. Before leaving, the last magister must have ordered the living city to safeguard and defend its residents until another hunter with high enough reputation showed up. 
   
 But there was another thing I opted not to discuss with Pinebogey. And more specifically the impact the Heart of the Forest would have on Foreston. My intuition was telling me that as soon as the little seed amassed enough power, reputation would no longer matter. It would have no trouble taking control of the local sequoias. They already reacted to Pinebogey subserviently. I had a theory that one of the magisters of the hunters was a primordial of the forest persuasion. I was in fact quite sure of it. And that could mean just one thing ― Pinebogey had to become a hunter. But he seemingly had realized that already. And based on a few randomly tossed out phrases on the matter, he was not opposed either. After all he understood perfectly that, if it all went according to plan, I would not be staying behind in Foreston. 
   
 Beyond primary concerns, thanks to Wintry Redpaw, I now had another headache ― the Ice Fangs, the former bodyguard-slaves of the Whitebellies. And as an aside, I had yet to reach a full appreciation of the elders’ decision. No, of course I could see that the clan went into it not wanting to kill the warriors… But why had they been entrusted to me? What was the point of that? 
   
 For the record, the Fangs had formed a unit with the albino at the head and appeared outside the arsenal five days later. Where they had been until then I did not know, nor did I especially care. They were just gone and that was that… 
   
 But now they were standing in front of the door in silence, awaiting my word. By the way, there were twice as many of them today. Yet another tricky move on the part of House Redpaw’s leader. On the day of the execution, he showed the crowd just fifteen fighters: the ones who had been most severely injured in the fighting. I figured that was done so the people wouldn’t see the Fangs as a threat. 
   
 I looked over the newly arrived warriors and admired Wintry’s cunning. Basically, the old man was keeping strictly to the letter of our agreement. I didn’t even have any minor infractions I could point to. I would get the crystals before setting off for the portal, while the swordsmen I requested… Well there they were! Thirty elite cutthroats. And what difference was it to me that not even one of them came from any of the four Houses? The houses had to stay back and hold off the siege. That would be if it all went according to plan… 
   
 After playing the staring game for a bit, I finally turned to the albino: 
   
 “What is your name, warrior?” 
   
 “They call me Murk,” the foxman answered hoarsely. 
   
 I chuckled to myself. A fitting nickname. Despite the fact several days had already gone by, Murk’s face was still pretty swollen. And based on the way he spoke, it hurt to talk. Basically none of his warriors looked any better either. 
   
 “Alright,” I snorted. “You know my name.” 
   
 Trying to look each of them in the eyes, I slowly walked down the line of Fangs, and said: 
   
 “I have one question for you. Why are you here?” 
   
 Murk frowned. His warriors started exchanging surprised gazes. 
   
 “You heard Elder Wintry,” the albino shrugged. 
   
 “Yes, I did. But I’ll be honest with you. I don’t like it when someone does something against their will. Because I know how it is. I’ve been in your shoes.” 
   
 “We are bound to submit to you,” Murk said faintly. 
   
 I shrugged my shoulders. 
   
 “Well, if that’s so… Then you are free. You may go. If you like, for example, you could go back to your homes. In the north of the continent.” 
   
 A rustle ran down the foxman formation. Murk gave a short growl, and they all quieted down. Their discipline was sky high. 
   
 “You don’t get it,” said the albino, frowning. “There’s no such thing as the Ice Fangs. I was brought here as a baby, just like a few of the others. But everyone else was actually born here. Foreston is our home. Our families… Wives, children… We are not going anywhere!” 
   
 “Hm… So that’s how it is,” I said in surprise. To be perfectly frank, I was looking at this situation from a totally different angle. “Now I see why they handed you off to me…” 
   
 “You need warriors,” said Murk. “We need to prove ourselves worthy of joining the clan.” 
   
 I shook my head. 
   
 “You do understand that the task ahead will be very challenging?” 
   
 The foxes responded with predatory grins. 
   
 “Just tell us what to do!” barked Murk. 
   
 “Well, in that case, alright then,” I agreed. 
   
 After that, I nodded at the arsenal door, inviting them to follow me. 
   
 “And given we’ll be working together, I’m gonna have to get you some better equipment.” 
   

* * *

   
 “Think they’ll take the bait?” I asked, casting a gloomy look at the shore of the body of water the locals knew as Narrow Lake. 
   
 “You needn’t have any doubts,” answered Murk, flashing his fangs and, nodding at the water, added: “Mothers never forgive such things.” 
   
 Five days ago, a whole flotilla of dozens crudely hammered-together rafts was sent floating away from our side of the lake. In the middle of each such vessel, Murk’s warriors had staged hair-raising compositions with decapitated blackblood bodies. The heads were placed on separate rafts and also sent out into the lake. According to the foxfolks’ calculations, our unambiguous message should have reached its destination by now. Further downstream, on the opposite bank, there was a wide gulf at the mouth of the river. And that was precisely where our declaration of war was being sent. 
   
 It took us two weeks to clear the blackbloods from “our” side of the lake. Murk and his fighters took eagerly to the work. The weapons and armor from the arsenal, as well as the potions and spheres I provided them simplified the task significantly. By the way, the hunter tokens I spent on the Fangs were reimbursed by the elders. Yes, that’s right. They had crystals, so of course they also had tokens. I’d be curious to find out how many of the tokens the clan had managed to save up over their centuries holding back the forces of darkness. I would probably find, to put it lightly, quite a lot. 
   
 Over those two weeks, Murk’s fighters and Gorgie alongside, had exterminated the very fruitful brutes. In fact, this part of the clan’s land was so neglected that blackbloods were not even the most dangerous monsters around. And not all of our hunts ended without losses on our side. Since we’d begun, Murk had had to bury eleven fighters. 
   
 By the end of the first week of hunting, the blackbloods had already made up their minds to attack the city. Around three hundred of them had made their way to the walls of Foreston. Just a month earlier, a horde of that magnitude would have made a real mess, but not this time. The newly awakened city, which was being fed mana every day by every mage in the clan, was starting to get its defensive system back online fairly quickly. 
   
 Basically, the blackbloods that made it to the walls became mere food for the hungry city. The killer vines, which had grown back in just a few days’ time, tore the bodies of the dark beasts to shreds. The poison mushroom spawn traps, predatory trees, and meadows that looked peaceful at first glance but actually contained razor-sharp grass ― the forest around the city had turned into a true hellscape for our enemies. It occurred to me that it was a miracle the small army of blackbloods even reached the walls, and that they were probably quite diminished and beaten up already. 
   
 The harsh reprisal against the dark creatures made a strong impression and inspired the city dwellers. The warriors up on the walls were telling the others what happened for several days after. Based on the way the elders reacted, they had never seen the living city so active before. One more plus for Pinebogey and me. 
   
 After a short siege and unconditional victory, the first part of our plan was complete. We exterminated the remaining living blackbloods and essentially liberated the whole near side of the lake. I should note that if they had not made our lives easier by going to the walls of Foreston, our hunt may have gone on for months. We of course knew there would be a lot of blackbloods, but not quite this many… I’m afraid to even imagine what it’s like on the other side of Narrow Lake. 
   
 “I see movement on the water!” the most observant of Murk’s fighters announced quietly. 
   
 The albino bared his teeth with glee. I took a glance at the foxman out of the corner of my eye. At a certain point, he shared a memory from his childhood. Everyone thought the gods had blessed him. After all, it would be hard to ask for better camouflage in a land of constant snow. But, once in the forest, that blessing became a curse. Little Murk had a rough go of it at first. White fur in a green forest is not the greatest camouflage. He had to grind twice as hard as everyone else, spending tablets on the corresponding statistics. 
   
 “Didn’t I tell you the Mommas would come to avenge their kiddos?” barked Murk. 
   
 I looked where he pointed and felt the hair on the back of my head stand on end. 
   
 “How many are there?” I whispered, gloomily watching as the entire surface of the lake gradually filled up with narrow little vessels with blackblood heads poking up over the gunwales. 
   
 “Two thousand at least,” muttered Murk. 
   
 But we were perfectly aware that this was just the beginning. The mothers had assembled a horde to punish those that had sinned against them. 
   
 “Are you ready, Master Eric?” Murk asked me. 
   
 I ran through the contents of my backpacks one last time. Potions, spheres, elixirs, eight stones I had filled with Chaos Shield and of course crystals. Lots of crystals. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded and started wading into the water. When the water was up to my waist, I turned and waved at Murk. “I hope we meet again!” 
   
 He just nodded back and then, with a short growl to his fighters, faded into the trees. Very soon the city would be under siege again. I hope the foxfolk can withstand it. The fact Pinebogey had stayed back in Foreston gave me hope. I’m sure the Heart of the Forest will get a big boost of energy. 
   
 Breathe in. Breathe out. Move air through my transformed lungs. A quick glance at the oncoming horde. Activate invisibility and muckwalker’s aquatic regeneration. Done. I’m ready to go. 
   
 The dark waters of the lake closed up over my head and I pushed off from shore. On the other side of this lake, there’s a dark portal waiting for me. 
   



 Chapter 27 
   
   

ONCE I REACHED the other side of the lake, I popped up in a thick patch of reeds, activated Sixth Sense and took a look around. Right away, I noticed a magical beast of some kind moving around thirty feet from me. Based on its elongated energy channels, it’s probably a snake. 
   
 Under normal circumstances, Gorgie and I would not miss the chance to earn some tablets, but now was not the time. 
   
 Despite the lake’s icy water, I was feeling great. Before I left, Murk advised me to slather myself in goose fat so I wouldn’t freeze to death midway. But when I thanked him for the advice and refused, he gave an understanding snort. As if to say, “mages have their secrets.” And as a matter of fact, he was right. Muckwalker’s Aquatic Regeneration wrapped my body in a thick layer of green-hued slime, which did a great job keeping me safe from hypothermia. The only trouble was that the slime took a long time to clean off. 
   
 I waited for the magic snake to get on its way, then climbed up on shore and summoned Gorgie. I spent the next few minutes cleaning the slime off my body with bunches of dry grass. Freezing up occasionally like a plains gopher, I was listening closely to what was going on around me. 
   
 I wasn’t likely to sense something Gorgie couldn’t, and after summoning he had dashed straight into a nearby patch of underbrush to scout. But I still considered it a necessary precaution. Beyond that, I was trying to learn to use my transformations at every convenient opportunity. 
   
 Gorgie was back a few minutes later, just as I got myself together and ready to move along. Pulling on a set of dry clothing, I thanked all the gods for my ephemeral slots. 
   
 “What’s out there?” I asked Gorgie mentally. 
   
 “Lots of burrows,” he shot back in disgust. That’s just how he reacts to blackbloods. “Younglings.” 
   
 Our trap worked. All blackbloods in fighting shape were now landing on the foxfolk side of the lake. Alright then, getting past the low-level snots wouldn’t be too much trouble. And that was what we were expecting. 
   
 “Sense the portal?” I asked quietly, spitting out bitter saliva. 
   
 Gorgie gave a short growl back. Had he ever! The gateway gave off a vile stench like a gigantic rotting fish carcass. And that was at the fact that, based on the map, we had another three- or four-days’ hike ahead of us. 
   
 “Then let’s go!” I commanded, and we headed toward the forest. 
   

* * *

   
 When Wintry Redpaw told us his guess about the number of blackbloods on this side of the lake, he wasn’t even close to appreciating the scale of the problem. The whole lakeshore and every patch of land we saw on our several-day journey looked like a giant anthill made out of thousands of burrows. 
   
 I’m afraid to even imagine what’s happening at the walls of Foreston right now. I really hope the defenders are holding out. Other than that, I was really counting on the living city and Heart of the Forest having a beastly appetite. 
   
 In my turn then, strange as it may have been, I found myself praising the gods for my previous encounter with the Blackblood Mother, which gave me the iridescent tablet with the Canopy spell. Without certain abilities and equipment like my Invisibility and Marauder’s Cloak, the mere thought of poking around over here would have been foolish. I even had to recall Gorgie a couple times. That was how densely the blackbloods had settled these lands. 
   
 But the situation I found myself in also had positive aspects. For example, there were no predators where the blackbloods dwelt. The dark shapeshifters had quite simply outcompeted everything in the area. All that remained was to guess how far out their hunters ventured to obtain nourishment. 
   
 Moving around was made much easier by the fact that the blackbloods in their settlements were constantly sparking disputes and squabbles, which often ended in murder and the subsequent cannibalization of the defeated enemy’s remains. Over the last three days, I had realized that hungry adult blackbloods saw nothing wrong with snatching up the first youngling they came across and eating them while their tribe looked on. And in fact, the onlookers would always rush in to join the feast. 
   
 The more I saw, I started coming to the conclusion that they had long been preparing to sail across Narrow Lake. This many predators couldn’t just be left to sit around in one place without a strong figure imposing their will. This all-consuming horde was essentially forced into nomadism because settled life would mean risking self-destruction. Lack of meat would simply drive them to eat each other. 
   
 The closer I came to the portal, the less blackblood burrows I encountered. On the fourth day, meanwhile, even they disappeared. 
   
 I was following the map I had acquired in the Foreston arsenal. But to be frank, it wasn’t really necessary. The dark emanations coming from the portal and completely soaking every living thing in the area were turning me inside out. 
   
 The lack of blackblood mothers on the one hand was great. After all, it meant our plan was working. But on the other hand, I couldn’t shake a strange sticky sensation that it was all a performance in some way. 
   
 The constant sensation someone was watching me made me annoyed and nervous even though Gorgie felt nothing of the sort. 
   
 I was starting to get the impression we were overlooking something. It was all just turning out to be painfully simple. Hm… Actually, what am I talking about?! Almost a month of brutal fights against blackbloods, and they were making their second attempt on Foreston already… Nope. This has been anything but simple. But still, a little worm of doubt was constantly gnawing away at my confidence. Of course, that made what happened next come as less of a surprise. 
   
 I was standing on a small hill and looking down sullenly on the landscape around me. Based on the map, this had once been a forest, but the portal had turned it all into a gloomy ashen gray wasteland. No matter where I looked, the earth was strewn with both time-yellowed and still perfectly fresh skeletons. The bitter and rotten flavors in my mouth were driving me crazy. I wanted to get as far from this place as possible. 
   
 There were particularly many skeletons lying around a small lake filled with coal black water right at the foot of a hill. Despite the lack of wind, a slight ripple kept running over its black surface. And every such vibration sent a wave of nastiness coursing over me. 
   
 Putting the facts together was not hard. That lake was the portal. If I hadn’t seen something like it in the Labyrinth of Fright, I’d never have believed it. Although I should note that this “lake” was even wider than the one opened by the Steel King. I wonder what kind of beasts come out of this gateway. And most importantly ― where do they go after that? Based on the big huge skeletons lying nearby though, they don’t all make it very far. I felt the hair on the back of my head stand on end. 
   
 No, that’s not supposed to happen. Time to get started! A deep breath in. And a breath out. I had a hard time snapping out of the languid state and getting myself together. With a glance over my shoulder, I looked for Gorgie. The harn had opted not to climb up the hill. He decided to poke around among the trees instead. Our proximity to the portal was making him nauseous just like me. But in case of danger he was ready to be at my side at any moment. 
   
 “Yes, little brother. I don’t like it here either,” I whispered, casting a gaze at the trees. “One last push and let’s go.” 
   
 I heard an impatient growl from somewhere in the woods. As if to say, “let’s go already.” Finish up and let’s get this show on the road. I just chuckled and stepped forward. 
   
 Quickly coming down off the hill and carefully walking around the bones of the unknown beasts, I approached the lakeside. The portal seemed to sense that something was amiss and was responding to my every step with a wave of vile energy. And when the first large ghostly crystal appeared in my hand, it whipped into a frenzy. Little waves were running frenetically over its slimy black surface. I gave a rapacious snort. Off to a great start! The foxfolk weren’t stingy with their crystals for such a critical endeavor. 
   
 When I was about to throw the first crystal into the “lake,” I heard someone hiss out behind me loudly: 
   
 “What do you think you’re doing, worm?” 
   
 I quickly turned around. At the foot of the hill, twenty steps away from me there stood a woman who looked just like the one I killed in the explorer village. Like two peas in a pod. This one was higher level though ― sixty-seven. So, here comes Momma. I guess there was a reason I kept feeling like someone was watching me. All that remained was to figure out what took her so long to speak up. 
   
 “I wanted to tidy this place up,” I responded, trying to make my voice sound flat. “This place is like a dumpster. It stinks so bad it’s hard for me to breathe.” 
   
 “Look at the cheek on you!” The brute flashed her sharp fangs. “I am dead sure I’m going to enjoy drinking your blood!” 
   
 Out of the corner of an eye, I glanced at the distant wall of trees and sent Gorgie a mental warning. I hope he’ll have enough restraint to keep his head down. The blackblood mother followed my gaze then and nodded. 
   
 “Your beast has quite the cheek, too,” she told me. “Doesn’t want to do as he’s told.” 
   
 I sighed internally. So, Gorgie’s mental magic resistance is working. Either thirty-four points is a lot, or this Mother doesn’t have such a powerful artifact as her late sister. Although, whoever said this brute was using artifacts at all? 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 “I see you’ve come prepared!” she barked. 
   
 “Now it’s my turn, sister!” 
   
 Another loud hissing outburst behind me made me shudder and whip around. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― Attack repulsed!


 

 Another one! So did the Mothers not go with the horde after all? Or had some opted to stay behind? 
   
 Over the next several seconds, I saw a laundry list of messages about mental subjugation attempts. Every attack repulsed made the blackblood Mothers fume more and more. 
   
 I wasn’t just standing around, either though. Tossing on all my shields and dashing to the foot of the hill, I responded on the fly with a ram, lightning and ten ice arrows. 
   
 But alas, neither the lightning nor the ram worked as expected. The ice arrows, though, the beasts did not appreciate. Every blow made the invisible magic shroud defending the Mothers light up with a bright spark, eliciting a furious hiss. Every icicle landed a formidable critical blow. Looks like dark mages don’t get along well with ice magic. 
   
 Despite my attacks, the mothers responded only with fruitless attempts at mental magic. Even a fool could see that they didn’t want to ruin their future plaything. 
   
 I had to take advantage of that. Tossing on a canopy of invisibility and unsheathing my blades, I dashed forward, weaving desperately. My disappearance did not surprise the dark mothers though. 
   
 With a quick whip of the hand from one of them, my canopy flew away. Furthermore, the spell came under a two-hour block. 
   
 “I see you’re using our sister’s spell to the utmost!” the first brute hissed out. “So, that means Rat wasn’t lying!” 
   
 I’d bet my right hand she was talking about Nimble. 
   
 The canopy vanished just as I was about to reach the top of the hill. 
   
 “Not so fast, worm!” the second brute shouted with glee. “We’re not done with you yet!” 
   
 The mental attack notifications started piling in again. I wonder what they are hoping to achieve. Still, this is only playing into my hand. Every such attack costs mana. Let them run themselves ragged. 
   
 Once atop the hill, I turned around. Much to my surprise, the brutes were not rushing after me. The vile smiles on their faces seemed to indicate they knew I would not be going anywhere. And as a matter of fact, I wasn’t planning to. I didn’t just spend so much time getting here to turn chicken and run. 
   
 Dismissing yet another mental attack notification, I got ready to blast all the blackbloods with something a bit more dramatic. But just then, the portal gave a slight shudder and the slimy liquid bubbled in the very middle of the lake. The grins on the mothers’ faces turned even more bloodthirsty. 
   
 Meanwhile, a big wave ran over the surface of the portal and, when it reached the edge, immediately rolled back, leaving a human-like entity on the land, its skin entirely covered in black bony growths. The monster’s slightly flattened foxlike head was crowned with a sharp ridge of bone running from forehead to nape. It had broad shoulders, long clawed paws, a lipless maw packed full of sharp crooked teeth and its level was hidden ― I was now cursing myself for the umpteenth time for not moving faster and throwing lots of crystals straight into the portal. 
   
 “Don’t waste your strength on him!” the newly arrived ugly bastard hissed. “You two won’t be able to get through his will.” 
   
 I could hear the monster’s vile voice, but I couldn’t see it moving its lips. I got the feeling its voice had come to dwell in my head. The mothers bowed their heads respectfully and took a step back. 
   
 I was in no rush to attack the monster that just crawled out of the portal. Its body started to quickly transform. The black growths disappeared at first, then the ugly ridge. Its teeth grew smaller, and its lips plumped up with blood. A few moments later, there was a fairly young black-haired man standing on the edge of the lake. He looked to be thirty to thirty-five years old. There was a white-toothed smile playing on his aristocratic pale face. His melancholy nobleman look was spoiled only by his entirely black sloping eyes. 
   
 “So does that mean you are the Steel King’s emissary?” he asked derisively. “You hunt those like us?” 
   
 The mothers broke down into human-like booming laughter. I kept silent. 
   
 The man sucked in air loudly through his nose like an animal and exhaled sharply. 
   
 “I can smell blood on you from one of my wives and hundreds of my children! You really are the one Rat was talking about.” 
   
 If you wanna talk, I say let’s talk. In fact, it will give a couple of my spells time to cool down. 
   
 “I assume you’re talking about Nimble? He’s dead.” 
   
 The man chuckled. 
   
 “So, his formidable plan failed? He wanted to snatch a bit of power for himself, but he bit off more than he could chew?” 
   
 If not for the revolting eyes, I might have thought I was talking to a nobleman. Crisp speech. Demeanor. Perhaps this entity was once a baron or count of some kind, but Darkness had transformed him into a bloodthirsty beast. 
   
 “Am I to understand you had a hand in his demise?” the man asked, tilting his head. “Curious. I wonder what came between you. After all, you both serve the same master. Actually, just a second…” 
   
 I tried to keep calm, but the blackblood overlord, or perhaps rather patriarch had no trouble reading the answer he was looking for on my face. 
   
 “You do not serve the Steel King!” the patriarch guessed. His brows shot upward. “You’re running your own game! Nimble told us you were a gullible moron, unsuspecting of the King’s true nature. But you actually know everything! Ha-ha! Rat underestimated you from the very start. Bravo!” 
   
 The man gave a few slow claps. 
   
 “Your children died as well!” I shot out challengingly. “Your master’s designs have flopped yet again!” 
   
 “My master?” the patriarch chortled. The Mothers instantly joined in with vile cackling. “Are you referring to the Steel King?” 
   
 The patriarch shook his head and proudly stated: 
   
 “You’re confused, worm! I have no master, and never will!” After that, he gave a gloating chuckle and added: “You may be surprised, but you and I are pursuing the very same goal. I am just as committed as you are to making sure the Steel King can never reach the tomb of your order’s founder. But alas, that is the full extent of our, he-he, alliance. You did just what I wanted. You brought yourself to me. Today when I kill you, I will also be taking the Steel King’s last hope of achieving greatness.” 
   
 Well, that still remains to be seen. Clenching my fists, I got ready to move. 
   
 “I see skepticism in your face,” the patriarch smiled acridly. “Before we get started, I have a surprise I wanted to give to you.” 
   
 After saying that, the patriarch gave a short hand-wave and a familiar message appeared before my eyes to say that my shield of will had deflected several thousand points of mental damage. That could mean just one thing ― the patriarch’s Will was higher than mine. 
   
 I quickly skimmed the notifications and stopped on a new message. When I grasped what it said, my heart seemed to stop. 
   
 A slight rustling behind me made me whip all the way around. 
   
 A few steps away from me, Gorgie was standing perfectly still. Every scale on his powerful body was standing on end. There was a thick foam dripping from his mouth, while his animal eyes sloshed with fury and urge to kill. 
   
 “Brother…” I whispered, taking a step back. 
   
 Then an instant later, my own pet was attacking me. 
   



 Chapter 28 
   
   

GORGIE DEALT his first blow with his tail. The bone spike clove through the air with a faint clicking sound, racing straight for my heart. So this is what the harn’s victims hear before they die. It felt like I got whacked in the chest with a hammer. 
   
 The harn landed a crit, whisking away Muckwalker’s Defensive Aura. The Ysh also took a hit. Another couple blows like this and Gorgie would be through to my Chaos Shield. And from there, it wouldn’t take much to trip the first confinement crystal. 
   
 The powerful force sent me flying back, and like a rag doll. First, I flew up into the air, then rolled down the slope in a somersault. 
   
 My disgraceful flight quickly earned me some acrid commentary from the blackbloods. 
   
 “Hey, hunter!” the patriarch shouted out acerbically. “What’s it like to realize you’re being dragged through the mud by your own pet? Because you must admit he did quite a good job. You’ve raised quite the monster. If I could get my hands on twenty creatures like that, this whole continent would be mine!” 
   
 Meanwhile, before I’d even come to a complete stop, Gorgie’s big hefty scaled torso had landed on me yet again. Gorgie’s second strongest blow critted again, and the ghostly snake body of the Ysh gave a few fevered flickers. 
   
 “Sic ‘em!” the vile wives of the patriarch shouted, clapping in delight. They were standing twenty steps away from me and giving light elbow jabs to each other, nodding at the enraged harn. “Nice little kitty. Tear him to bits!” 
   
 That “nice little kitty,” meanwhile, was on a no-holds-barred rampage. The blows rained down one after the next, as if I had fallen into a giant thresher. The Ysh was long gone. Gorgie had moved on to the chaos shield. The points of defense were melting away like a snowman in the sun. My teeth chattered a few times, I saw rainbow circles before my eyes. My bones seemed to fracture in a few places. To tell the truth, I didn’t particularly feel in pain. I must have broken a few of the bones lying around the lake with my body. 
   
 Gorgie’s final blow sent me flying a few steps forward. Almost over to the portal. That gave me a short breather, which I instantly took advantage of. 
   
 I already knew what the harn would do next. And so I quickly took out a few of the large Blots I’d bought from the Foreston arsenal. These traps, unlike the Enhanced ones, drained the energy supply by fifty percent in one go. 
   
 The sweat was pouring down off my brow, flooding into my eyes. My arms were shivering in overexertion. Seemingly, every little part of my body was pulsating in pain, but nevertheless I did it. Tossing a couple of the spheres behind me, I watched in satisfaction as the harn disappeared into thin air and, an instant later, appeared behind me only to get stuck in the pulsating magical energy of the traps. 
   
 As I assumed, Gorgie tried to close the gap using Thorntail’s Jump. Landing in a few Blots at once instantly took down all his energy. The invisibility effect was also disabled after his Jump. All the harn could do at that point was splay out helplessly on the ground as his animal eyes flickered with fury. 
   
 “Forgive me, brother,” I whispered and tossed another few Blots under his belly as well as a few Mites to sap all his mana. “Be patient. It’ll all be over soon.” 
   
 “Bravo!” I heard applause to the right. 
   
 “And what now?” the patriarch asked with derision. 
   
 “Give him to us!” hissed one of the Mothers. 
   
 “I want to taste his blood!” the second one added, taking a step in my direction. 
   
 “Now is not the time!” the patriarch stopped them calmly. “I am curious to see what a present-day hunter is capable of.” 
   
 You really should not have said that. Tossing on Forest’s Blessing, I summoned a Crusher spirit. The giant ghostly beetle soared upward, distracting the blackbloods for an instant and giving me time to make my next move. 
   
 After using every elixir in my inventory, I dashed forward. Before the impenetrable magic fog swallowed me up, I heard the patriarch’s mocking voice: 
   
 “Pf, a farce! If you think this cheap trick is gonna let you run away from us, you are sorely mistaken! To be honest, I was expecting you to be a bit more fun.” 
   
 I chuckled ravenously. Who told you I was planning to run? 
   

― Attention! You have come under the effect of the legendary spell Charm Dispersal (12).


 

 The magic fog started to thin. 
   
 To hell with it! I got what I was after. I was again close enough to activate my next attack spell. 
   
 When I appeared twenty steps from the side-by-side Mothers, the Patriarch was caught by surprise. And when he saw a handful of dark orbs in my hand, I read incomprehension in his eyes accompanied by a simultaneous realization of what was about to happen. 
   
 “No-o-ooo!” for the first time I heard notes of panic in his voice. 
   
 We attacked at the same time. A set of black tentacles erupted from his pale hand, instantly taking half my shield and sending me flying a few steps back. I then in my turn activated Stone Spikes. Keeping in mind the unusual resilience of dark magic against other kinds of sorcery, I was using dark orbs just like in the explorer village, which I had more than enough of after the recent blackblood hunt. 
   
 Ghastly stone spikes, altered by twenty orbs, sprung up from underground, cracking through the mothers’ shields in the blink of an eye and sticking them through like pins through defenseless butterflies. 
   
 The first Mother died instantly, in my opinion having yet to even realize what happened. The stone skewer impaled her through the back, tearing her whole energy structure along the ridge of her spine and emerging from her right eye socket, transforming her skull into a shapeless clot of blood. 
   
 The second Mother had even less luck. Choking on her own scream, she wiggled like a black leech, stuck through by several stone spears at once. 
   
 “No!” the patriarch howled again and raced over to her, but immediately stopped short. The blackblood mother had fallen silent. May her black soul land with a bang in the abyss. 
   
 The patriarch, breathing heavily, quickly turned around. His black eyes were smoldering with hate. 
   
 “You!” he barked at me, initiating his transformation. “You can forget about dying, worm! You won’t be dying any time soon!” 
   
 “Well, that still remains to be seen!” I spat out a wad of bloodstained saliva. I must have bit my tongue in the fall. “Your little wives talked a big game, too!” 
   
 I heard rustling behind me. Quickly turning, I cast a lightning at Gorgie before he came around, gaining myself another minute. 
   
 “Sorry, little bro,” I whispered. “When this is all over, I owe you a mountain of treats.” 
   
 The patriarch meanwhile had moved from words to action. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― You have been dealt 2500 damage (blocked by Shield of Will)!


 

 “You’ll be out of mana soon, worm! And then you’ll regret that your mother ever brought you into this world!” he barked. 
   
 Taking another ten orbs out of my backpack, I distantly estimated how many more iridescent tablets I would need to be completely immune to mental attacks. 
   

― Attention! Would you like to power up the spell Gulper’s Shattering Ram?


 


― Considering the level of your spell, the maximum number of Orbs of Darkness you may use is: 3.


 


― Attention! Using the maximum possible number of dark elements will cause a significant reduction of your reputation with the Order of Monster Hunters!


 

 Let’s go already! I’ll think about the consequences later. Frustratedly waving away the messages, I activated the spell. 
   
 The now markedly larger patriarch didn’t even notice my ram. And that was at the fact I had fed the spell dark energy. Looks like I just brought down my reputation with the order for nothing. 
   
 The chief blackblood didn’t wait around to respond. A double blow from his dark tentacles practically cracked my shield, while a surge of mental energy took around another two thousand mana. 
   
 Abyss! How does he have this much energy?! Afraid I was too late, I feverishly clenched a confinement crystal with a new Chaos Shield in my fist. A notification jumped before my eyes: 
   

― Attention! You are attempting to activate the spell Chaos Shield without using up the remainder of your defense points (853 remaining). You will lose them upon activation.


 


― Continue action?


 

 Yes! Make it snappy! 
   
 As soon as the system told me I was protected again, I breathed a sigh of relief. If my adversary were to find out that I was just practically defenseless, and that one more flick of his black tentacles could have brought our stand-off to a close, he’d probably be choking in malice. Actually though, based on what he’s been saying, he wants to take me alive. 
   
 Meanwhile, the patriarch’s body continued to change. Now he bore little resemblance to a fit young man with aristocratic facial features. He didn’t have much in common with his initial form either. The monster had gained four extra appendages and a long snake tail. He doubled in size before my very eyes and seemingly was not going to stop there. 
   
 The larger he became, the faster he moved. I must have been witnessing the activation of an avatar of darkness. Long snake-shaped whips appeared in each of the beast’s hands. 
   
 All that time, I was scurrying around the lakeshore like a rabid squirrel, casting dark ice arrows and lightning at the monster. At first, my attacks hit their target with varying success, ripping away a bit of the monster’s defenses. But a few moments later, everything changed. The avatar of darkness completed his transformation and shifted from defense to offense. 
   
 Four black whips came at my shield with a loud whistle. In a matter of seconds I had to hurriedly activate another two crystals, mentally praising myself for the foresight. If I hadn’t filled the stones before this, I would currently be lying in tatters on the shore of that vile lake. 
   
 After missing another few blows trying to cut off my advance, I realized the patriarch was trying to keep me at a distance ― he wants to wear me down. As soon as I finally exhaust my mana supply, he’ll try and take me warm. 
   
 My subsequent attempts to close the gap again ended in failure. Ice arrows, rams, lightning, even the recently acquired ice spear reinforced with orbs ― nothing was working. I still had two more trump cards up my sleeve ― Incineration and Oblivion. But they could only be activated by touch. As an aside, the Heart of the Forest seeds had fallen silent and were trying not to shine too bright. Indeed, this was no weak, batty little chaos spirit. This was a somewhat more serious opponent. Although, what am I saying? They’re just kids. Sure, they’re always hungry, but they still have a self-preservation instinct. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― You have been dealt 2500 damage (blocked by Shield of Will)!


 

 Pest! How much mana can you possibly have in you?! But alas, my Sixth Sense was also powerless. The beast’s energy structure might as well have been in a thick fog as far as my magic vision was concerned. The patriarch was clearly a big-league entity. 
   
 For a short while, we’d reached a stalemate. I couldn’t physically reach my adversary, nor break through his defenses. He then kept trying in vain to crack my shield of will and chaos shield. Honestly though, my position was getting weaker every second. The patriarch, unlike me, had done serious damage. The only positive aspect of the situation was that, by all appearances, he no longer had enough mana for Gorgie. 
   
 It was just then that I realized my brother was free of this villain’s control. A wave of his mixed emotions just about bowled me over. It contained everything. Indignation, fury, as well as sympathy and remorse. 
   
 The stun effect ended, and the harn’s supplies were already full again, but he was in no rush to attack. That clever little jerk was hiding! Pretending to still be incapacitated. Keeping his wits about him. Very good! Even though he’s very mad, and I get it. There’s another trump card. What matters most is using it properly. 
   
 I had just one thing left to do ― make myself stronger and faster, then get right up close to the monster and activate my most devastating spells. And though the last part sounded easy enough, the first two would be trouble. 
   
 Although… 
   
 I think I know what to do… 
   
 Letting the chaos shield take yet another crack of the whip and waving off a mental attack notification, I went racing forward. My maneuver did not go unnoticed. The patriarch raised two hands to the sky, and a set of coal black slimy tentacles shot up from underground behind me. 
   
 “Don’t even think of running away, worm!” sounded out menacingly in my head. 
   
 Swinging Spike down full force at the nasty limbs reaching out for me, I saw a thick black liquid start to seep out of the deep slashes with a disgusting hissing sound. Must be toxic. 
   
 I hurried to jump away from the nasty substance. 
   
 Time to go! 
   

― Attention! Your Will is high enough to activate the legendary spell Avatar of Chaos!


 


― Attention! The magical transformation will multiply the following characteristics 5 times:


 


― Strength.


 


― Agility.


 


― Accuracy.


 


― Speed.


 


― Attention! Chaos Magic will increase the effect of all of your offensive spells!


 


― Warning! The Avatar of Chaos is dependent upon your life supply. Keep in mind that every second it exists comes at a cost of 5 life points!


 


― Avatar of Chaos lifespan:


 


― 753 seconds.


 


― Would you like to activate it?


 

 “Yes!” I confirmed and the chaos magic began transforming my body. 
   
 I’m not sure if werewolves or blackbloods feel the same way when they change shape, but I can say one thing for sure — I will save this spell only for the direst of situations. 
   
 The transformation took four minutes. All that time, I had to not only withstand unbearable pain as my body changed before my very eyes, but also constantly move and dodge the now more frequent attacks of the patriarch, who could sense something was afoot. 
   
 Dodging the whips was getting easier with every second. While every blow from the black lashes hit its target before, mercilessly tearing through my defenses, after the system told me the transformation was complete, most of his attempts were missing. I was actually surprised at how clumsy and weak I had been. 
   
 “Now you’re in for a real fight!” I said with a ravenous smile, immediately shuddering at the sound of my own voice, now more reminiscent of an animal’s growl. 
   
 What had I become? I glanced down at my arms and was left momentarily speechless. My arms, now lumpy with knots of muscle, barely even looked human anymore. Spike was never especially huge before, but my massive clawed hands now made it look like a child’s toy. 
   
 Beyond the rippling arms, I could also boast of broad shoulders and a powerful ribcage. And another thing… I licked my teeth… they were now animal fangs. I could only imagine what my face looked like. 
   
 It only took me a few seconds to survey all my new appendages. But in this case, those seconds were very precious. 
   

— Attention! You have been subjected to mental magic!


 


― You have been dealt 200 damage (blocked by Shield of Will)!


 

 The patriarch’s last mental attack made me shudder. This time, he could only do two hundred points. What made that change? I looked closer at the beast’s dreadful figure and frowned. The patriarch had created a wall of black tentacles around himself. 
   
 He’s growing defenses, the creep! He must have figured out that I was going to try and tie him up in close quarters. 
   
 You wanna have a ranged fight? Let’s go! 
   
 When I tried to activate my ice arrow spell, an opaque light purple haze wrapped around my body. A taut ghostly bow appeared in my left hand in the blink of an eye with purple lightning travelling down its curved limbs. The arrow that appeared in my right hand looked like a long spindle pulsating with chaos energy. 
   
 With a malicious glance at the patriarch, who was becoming overgrown with tentacles at a breakneck pace, I gave a short growl and bared my teeth. 
   
 The first chaos-modified arrow dashed off with a formidable clap of the ghostly bowstring, leaving behind a trail of light purple magic. 
   

― You have activated the enhanced spell Ice Arrow of Chaos!


 


― You have activated the physical skill Arrow of Wrath!


 


― You have attacked Blackblood Patriarch (level hidden)!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 9512 damage!


 

 The arrow landed in the thick ball of dark tentacles, leaving behind a wide hissing blotch. The magical frostbite had triggered. 
   
 Despite the moderately high damage multiplier, the patriarch’s reaction was quite restrained. He didn’t even shudder. He just kept weaving the slimy appendages around his body. 
   
 How about this?! A new chaos arrow appeared in my hand, which I reinforced with darkness, spending fifteen orbs in one go. That yet again brought down my reputation with the order of hunters, which had taken quite the tumble over the last half hour. 
   
 Boom! The spindle, pulsating with blackness, had been transformed into something bizarre by my manipulations and was called simply Dark Arrow by the Great System. It sunk into the wall of slimy limbs. 
   

― You have activated the enhanced spell Dark Arrow!


 


― You have activated the physical skill Arrow of Wrath!


 


― You have attacked Blackblood Patriarch (level hidden)!


 


― Critical hit. You have dealt 15380 damage!


 


― “Necrosis” has been initiated in the damaged area!


 

 I didn’t have time to figure out what this “Necrosis” was. Based on the way the black spot my arrow left behind started to eat away at the trembling limbs before my very eyes, I seemed to have hit my adversary’s weak spot. His heart-rending roar of pain sounded like sweetest music to my ears. 
   
 Quickly moving from one place to the next, I kept raining down dark arrows on my adversary as the pain drove him to madness. In the meantime, I was constantly closing the gap between us. 
   
 Despite the pitiable state of his defenses, the patriarch managed to get off some powerful spells which, alas, I was not fast enough to dodge. Even in this altered state, my figures were still lower than his. I had to use one more shield crystal. 
   
 He was no longer talking to me or trying to attack mentally. Seemingly, the patriarch could no longer be bothered. 
   
 After launching another few arrows, I summoned the black armorbug spirit. I didn’t put much stock in its three thousand damage. I was using the big huge cockroach as a diversionary tactic. Right after that, I summoned the snow ghoul spirit as well. 
   
 As expected, the armorbug slammed full force into the monster’s gigantic frame without doing all that much damage. The vampire that raced in after it though took thirty-five percent of the beast’s life supply, meanwhile filling mine to the brim. 
   
 The patriarch howled in pain. Up close, his body looked like one solid wound. The necrotic tentacles were decaying before my very eyes, one hanging down limp. The bony growths were darkened by bent arrows. An unbearable stench of decay assaulted the nose. 
   
 The monster’s body started gradually shrinking. Seemingly, he got too distracted by the mental attacks and wasted all his mana. He wasn’t expecting me to catch him by surprise. But no matter. He was not the first and would not be the last. I was underestimated often. 
   
 While taking my last lunge, I noticed him casting the odd sidelong glance at the portal. He even took a step toward the lake. Think you can flee? No way. Too late. You should have considered this earlier. 
   
 After a final long jump, I found myself right up close to the monster. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a blurry motion to the right. It was Gorgie. Still running, I tossed him a phial of satiety potion, which still had two gulps left. The harn sharply shot upward and, with a loud snap of the teeth, swallowed the small container of elixir. 
   
 We attacked at the same time. The harn struck the patriarch in the back with his bone spike, hitting him under the left shoulder blade. I meanwhile first attacked with the Firepaw spell, then started in on his chest armor. Spike and Dragonfly, enshrouded in bright lilac flame, started hacking through the monster’s bone armor as if it were made of tissue paper. 
   
 The patriarch growled out loudly and swatted us away clumsily like bothersome wasps stinging his most vulnerable spots. His once massive carcass was now down to almost half its former size. The growl gave way to a howl. Black blood oozed from his deep wounds. 
   
 “Stop, hunter, stop!” he finally cried out. “I beg mercy! Let me escape! And I will tell you what the Steel King is so doggedly seeking!” 
   
 But I wasn’t listening. In fact, I redoubled my efforts. 
   
 “Very soon I will uncover that secret for myself!” I barked back at him. “All I have to do is finish you off!” 
   
 The patriarch tried to lunge toward the portal with the last of his strength, but I didn’t let him. 
   
 Once he was an armlength away, overcoming my disgust and squeamishness, I grabbed the brute by the shoulder and activated a chaos- and darkness-enhanced Oblivion, then added Incineration for good measure. 
   
 The patriarch shuddered, then fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Then, an instant later, his body lit up with a black magic flame. 
   
 The heat emanating from him was so powerful I choked for a brief moment. Quickly coming out of a somersault to the right, away from the roaring flames, I stood on all fours like an animal and started greedily sucking air into my mouth. Gorgie appeared next to me and poked his wet nose into my cheek. 
   
 “It’s all over, brother,” I rasped. “We won…” 
   
 Before my eyes, flashed victory and loot drop messages. But I was only paying attention to the last one. 
   

― Attention, Hunter! You have abused the power of Darkness! Your reputation with the order of monster hunters has been reduced to 0! You have been temporarily assigned Renegade status. You have 24 hours to bring up your reputation with the order of monster hunters! If you do not succeed within the allotted time, all members of the order of monster hunters will be given a mission to kill you!

   



 Chapter 29 
   
   

WITH A WICKED GROWL, I dismissed the message. I needed to turn that around right away… Heavily standing to my full height, I moved toward the portal, taking crystals out of my backpack. 
   
 Every step called back with a sharp bodily pain. Colorful spots kept appearing and disappearing before my eyes. I wanted to find a secluded little spot. Preferably some dark and warm burrow to hole up in and, curling myself into a ball, just close my eyes, which were tearing up from overexertion. If only for a short while. But rest would come later. First to business! 
   
 Every movement came at the cost of unbelievable effort and searing pain in my temples and the back of my head. For some reason, I was getting weaker at an alarming rate. My vision and hearing were also acting up. My throat stung with every breath. Obviously, something strange was happening to me. 
   
 I quickly checked all my figures. The avatar could hold out another seven minutes without endangering my health. My shield was just fine. I had another forty percent left. Regeneration, accelerated by Forest’s Blessing, was dutifully healing my bodily injuries. Just in case, I even took two sips of satiety potion. 
   
 So if everything is just fine, why do I feel like a shriveled old man? 
   
 One step, another… More stinging in my eyes and bitterness in my mouth… Bitterness? Bitterness! Ah, of course ― the portal! 
   
 I frowned, staring into the coal black surface of the lake and gasped: the slimy liquid was bubbling and foaming, sending dark gray steam cascading up into the air. It clung to the surface like a viscous blanket, gradually collecting near the edge into a shapeless night-black blob. 
   
 Suddenly, the blob reeled in my direction, but I didn’t sense any danger. I even smiled at it like an old friend. I wanted to tell Gorgie about it, but he was lying on the ground with his eyes closed ten steps away from me. His chest was rising and falling measuredly. I clicked my tongue and shook my head. Such an important moment and he’s just dozing away. Okay then, I’ll greet our old pal myself. Look, he’s waiting for me now! 
   
 The last few steps to the lakeshore were very easy to take. I was actually surprised by my recent clumsiness. My friend beckoned. My friend was waiting. He had something very important he wanted to share with me. Incidentally, he really disliked the crystals in my hand. I had to quickly hide them away. After all, I didn’t want to insult my new friend. 
   
 When the black blob was just one step away, I sensed someone shouting out to me. And in the unknown voice, I heard unhidden panic. Wait. The voice was not alone. There were two. Very insistent. Angry and at the same time very frightened. 
   
 I stopped and looked around. There was no one there. Gorgie was still dozing. The body of the creature I had just fought had almost burned completely away. I distantly thought, “there goes my loot from the patriarch.” Surely nothing had escaped that flame. In fact, my new friend disliked that I had killed the blackbloods as well. I wanted to confess to him. 
   
 The voices piped up again. Their panic was annoying. As if it wasn’t enough to have them distracting me from an important matter, they wouldn’t even show themselves. Unlike my new friend ― look how much he’s freaking out. He didn’t like the fact that I had stopped. I was about to take one more step when, suddenly, another shout sounded out in my head. The surprise made me freeze. Hm… But I recognize these voices. Somewhere I had heard them before… 
   
 The cries grew louder and crisper. 
   
 “Freeze!” 

 

 “Don’t move!” 

 

 Realization dawned instantly. It was like a giant alarm horn suddenly blared out in my head. All that time, something dark and evil was trying to coax me into the portal. That brute’s Will was many times higher than mine. In fact, so much that the Great System didn’t even bother telling me what was happening. And only the little Hearts of the Forest tried to reach out. 
   
 The fear didn’t last long. In its place came rage. I was berserk! And I was angry most of all at myself. I messed up again. I flippantly assumed that the patriarch’s death would be the end of it. 
   
 The unknown beast immediately sensed the change in its victim’s mood. We started to act at the same time. Sharply snatching up several bags of the largest crystals, I wound up and threw them right into the middle of the lake. It would have been enough to close two portals like the one in the Stone Forest. 
   
 My gifts were still in midair when a powerful mental wave bowled me over. And a moment later, my conscious mind was submerged in darkness. 
   
 What happened next is spotty in my memory. Something sniffed me. Then dragged me somewhere. I had seemingly asked for my body to be put in water. My wish soon came true. At first, I was very cold, but then I activated a spell and felt warm and comfy. 
   
 A little while later, I felt my body be pulled out of the water. And as I did, I heard distantly familiar voices. Then I was gingerly carried off somewhere. I felt warm. I could smell water again, but it wasn’t stagnant like before. From time to time, I felt hot breath on my face. Dimly familiar. Then the bumpy ride came to an end, and I could finally rest… 
   

* * *

   
 I came to my senses in an instant, like coming up from underwater. After opening my eyes, I first squinted a bit but a moment later opened them again. I looked around and immediately realized I was inside a huge tree. 
   
 “So I’m in Foreston,” I rasped with a parched throat, looking around at the woven wooden arabesques on the walls and ceilings. 
   
 I coughed and shook my head. Next to my bed, a mushroom-like table was growing right out of the ground. 
   
 When I saw a pitcher on the tabletop, I rasped out in delight. 
   
 “Wa-a-at-e-e-e-er!” 
   
 Finding it surprisingly easy to sit up, I grabbed the clay vessel with two hands and started to drink greedily. 
   
 “I see you’ve come around!” 
   
 When I heard the familiar voice, I pulled away from the pitcher and turned toward the front door. 
   
 Pinebogey was standing in the doorway beaming. 
   
 “Gorgie?” I asked instead of greeting him. 
   
 Pinebogey wasn’t bothered by my lack of courtesy though. More the opposite ― I could read understanding and approval for my amiable concern in his eyes. 
   
 “What’s the worst that could happen to him?” he laughed. “If that glutton isn’t in the kitchen right now, I’ve still got last year’s foliage in my armpit!” 
   
 I breathed a sigh of relief and sat back on the soft cushion. Praise the gods I’m alive! 
   
 After that, shakily, I got up again. 
   
 “Lay down,” Pinebogey calmingly waved a hand, taking a seat on a wide armchair opposite my bed. Based on his movements, he had grown used to this armchair already. He must have sat there often. I quickly looked around. And that heap of rags over in the corner must have been Gorgie’s den. How long was I out? No matter. That would come later. Now on to the main event. 
   
 “The portal is sealed. We fought back the attack on the city.” 
   
 Pinebogey was perceptiveness in the flesh. 
   
 I breathed another sigh of relief. 
   
 “Losses?” 
   
 “There were some,” Pinebogey responded sullenly. “The beasts were too many. At a certain point, we started to think they would get through the walls but then, in the blink of an eye, everything changed.” 
   
 “What do you mean?” I asked. 
   
 “Despite the fact we couldn’t see a single Momma, the blackbloods were perfectly coordinated. Then something happened and they suddenly started to disperse. Some went so far as to start devouring the corpses of their brethren right beneath the city walls. And that was not all… They started slaughtering one another down there. Heh… You should have seen our faces.” 
   
 “So I guess…” 
   
 “Yes,” the woodsman nodded. “It’s all coming together. Obviously as soon as you took down the mothers, the blackbloods all went and turned tail. By the way, I saw two of them dead and a big pile of ash next to the portal. Were there three Mothers there?” 
   
 I winced and started to speak. When I finished, Pinebogey, having listened to me closely all that time, drawled out pensively: 
   
 “A-haaa… I see you blame yourself for much of it.” 
   
 I lowered my head. 
   
 “Correct,” said the woodsman. “But don’t open your heart to despair either. You’re still alive ― be happy. Most importantly ― learn from your mistakes. You have many more battles ahead of you. If you keep going like this, you’ll get yourself killed and lead everyone who believed in you to an early grave.” 
   
 He wanted to say more, but the harn burst into the bedroom like a whirlwind of destruction and jumped straight on me. In just one moment, I was licked and sniffed all over. 
   
 I hugged my friend’s hefty neck and mentally said: 
   
 “Thank you! You saved me again! And I’m sorry for being so stupid and reckless…” 

 

 In response came a loud purr. 
   
 After that, I mentally thanked my little saviors, promising to find them the very best keepers and places that would be chalk full of tasty energy. Impatient questions immediately rained down on me. I had to hurriedly wrap up the conversation before it outgrew itself into a dense monologue of complaints and demands. 
   
 “I can’t imagine how you were able to handle them,” Pinebogey stroked his beard. He could seemingly sense my wards’ impatience and hunger perfectly well. 
   
 I just breathed a heavy sigh. 
   
 “Very soon this burden will be too heavy to bear. But now I am perfectly happy to keep them with me. If not for their timely intervention, that beast… By the way, what could that have been?” 
   
 “Based on what you’ve told me, my guess is that it was a spirit of darkness. Very powerful. The spirit you encountered in the citadel of chaos would be no match for it. The brute has spent many years growing fat on the largess of these lands. The patriarch and his wives must have fed it unfailingly.” 
   
 “Why?” 
   
 “You know why. They gave it fresh blood, and it lured powerful beasts from another world. After all, the daddy and mommas needed to bring their levels up somehow. By the way, what level was the patriarch?” 
   
 I quickly opened the notification archive, saw the victory message and snorted in surprise. I thought it would be higher. 
   
 “Eighty-seven,” I said. 
   
 “Like I’m saying. They got fat. What about the spirit?” 
   
 I skimmed through the messages and shrugged my shoulders. 
   
 “Dunno. The Great System never said a word about it.” 
   
 “It must have managed to flee back to its dark world before you sealed the portal. And the fact the system didn’t recognize it makes complete sense. It has yet to take power in that world.” 
   
 I nodded, agreeing. I had seen such a thing before. 
   
 “Have I been out long?” I changed the topic. 
   
 “It’s been four days since we found you lying in a dirty puddle at the bottom of an old ravine. Add to that a couple days underway to the portal. So call it nine.” 
   
 I just whistled. 
   
 “The most important thing is that it all worked out!” Pinebogey smiled. “And actually, would it be premature to congratulate you? Has the dead order finally gained a new magister?” 
   
 I read through the archive again and, a few seconds later, felt my mouth stretch out into a satisfied smile. 
   
 “Then my congratulations to you, good sir Magister!” Pinebogey came again and, standing up, extended a hand. 
   
 I responded absentmindedly to his handshake, continuing to read the text before my eyes. 
   
 Pinebogey snorted and said: 
   
 “I see you have to get a handle on your thoughts. I’ll leave you to it for now. I’ll tell the others not to bother you either. But don’t take too long. We have lots to take care of.” 
   
 Already by the door, he stopped, turned around and said: 
   
 “I almost forgot. Your bag is under the table… We put all the loot we could gather from the mommas into it. We dug through the ash pile as well of course, but I’m sure you realize we didn’t find anything… I’m afraid to even imagine what you blasted the patriarch with.” 
   
 As he said that, he closed the door. And I, distractedly slapping the leather side of my travel pack, got back to reading notifications. 
   
 First of all, I dug into the notifications about my rank. A-hem… So then, in one fell swoop I jumped up the order’s entire hierarchical ladder. And that was no more and no less than five rungs, including regaining the rank of senior hunter. 
   
 The last two rungs, “senior prior” and “magister” could not be reached without induction by the order’s council of magisters. But in my case, just like before, the Great System first spat back an error but then, after dismissing a message about my uniqueness, nevertheless ordained me first a Senior Prior, then a Magister. From that point on, I had the prerogative to induct new hunters, assign ranks, and much more. 
   
 Every step up also came with a generous bonus in the form of tokens, discounts and artifacts. Vanquisher of Darkness also came up to level five, as well as the corresponding abilities. Now I would get a significantly greater number of sparks and orbs. The chance of successfully altering an object without damaging it had gone up significantly. My hands were already itching to get to work, but I had more important matters standing in my way. 
   
 From then on, most of the items in the armory were available free of charge. There were just a few unique items I would still have to purchase, but I still got a ninety-five percent discount. Practically free. 
   
 I received access to all the order’s facilities and secret caches as well. When I opened the map I got in the snake den, which depicted all the order’s citadels, fortresses, cities and guard towers, I was breathless. I couldn’t even imagine the scale of how many troops the hunters could have fielded in their day. Understandably, most of what the hunters had built was already long since in ruins, but the fact itself struck my fancy. 
   
 Beyond that, I now had remote access to the order’s main storehouse which, by the way, was right here in Foreston. There were also hints blinking over every structure indicating the year, month and date their construction had been completed. And most importantly, there were vast landholdings and a number of sale or gift deeds attached. Every such hint also indicated that the sale or gift agreements had been signed in blood. A chill ran down my spine. Blood magic. Yeesh… Leaving even a little droplet on a document to prove one’s intentions ― there’s no more powerful signature. 
   
 My throat ran dry again. I finished off the water in the pitcher and cast a fleeting glance at Gorgie, sleeping peacefully at my feet and again immersed myself in the long message texts and symbols on the map. 
   
 As it turned out, all the order’s buildings were linked together through a shared network of portals, which were hidden from outsiders in special rooms. Even Stonetown and Fort Stout had them but, due to my low reputation at the time, I could not access them. 
   
 I closed my eyes for a moment and breathed a heavy sigh. Just think how many dangers I could have avoided if I’d been given access earlier. Now, being a magister, if the portals were still operable, I could reach practically any corner of our world no problem. And importantly, I could take others with me. It all hinged on mana. 
   
 The flood of new information made my head swell. I realized my Mind was simply not high enough to get a handle on it all. 
   
 Closing the map, I wanted to start sifting through victory notifications from the blackblood fight, but an insistent knock came at the door. 
   
 “Enter!” I shouted in a dismayed tone. 
   
 The door opened and a foxboy appeared in the doorframe. 
   
 “Good sir Magister!” he squeaked. “The house leaders await you in the council hall.” 
   
 After saying that, the fox pup quickly hopped out of the room, and I growled in frustration and started getting dressed. My clothing was sitting on a three-legged stool, dry and laundered. 
   
 Quickly getting dressed and looking at the loot bag with pity, I headed for the door. Gorgie woke up and followed after me. I didn’t recall him. Now that everyone was used to him, he could use a walk. 
   
 The fox pup was awaiting patiently on the other side of the door and as soon as I nodded to say, “lead the way,” he dashed down the hallway to the main stairwell. 
   
 Walking after the young boy, I chuckled in my head. The thing was that, while digging through the catalogue, I had found some information about Foreston. And specifically, I had found the city’s founding manifesto, signed by several magisters of the order. According to that document, Foreston and a wide swath of land around it was property of the order of hunters. And that meant that I was currently the sole owner of the entire city. Pinebogey turned out right. Before dying, the last magister had ordered the living city to safeguard and protect the local population. Technically though, I could simply overrule that order at any time. A system message to that effect even came before my eyes. I bit my lip. I did not want to think about how the living city would carry out my order if I said yes. After turning down the dangerous offer, I breathed a sigh of relief. My new capabilities scared the crap out of me. I had only just come to fully realize how crucial it was going to be to select new hunters with the utmost care. After all, they could always bring up their reputation with the order and lay claim to a leadership role. And with that, they could also demand more power. 
   
 I was distracted from the dispiriting thoughts about my dangerous burden by my escort. 
   
 “We’re here!” he squeaked. 
   
 I took a fleeting glance at the little fox and distantly considered that I did not in fact need a guide. As a magister and in fact owner of this place, it would be hard for me to get lost here now. The living city was entirely at my disposal. I suddenly realized that I could order this truly titanic and ancient being to do whatever I wanted at any time, and that it would carry out my orders unquestioningly. 
   
 And that was how I felt when I stepped over the threshold into the council hall. Seemingly, something of my emotions did indeed slip through on my face. Just how they all tensed up. 
   
 When I came in, all four of the patriarchs stood from their seats and, some frowning while others smiled openly, looked at me. I noticed doubt and fear on Wintry Redpaw’s sunken countenance. It didn’t take psychic powers to know what he was thinking about. He was probably already feeling sorry he helped an essentially unknown boy gain even a modicum of power in his city. And how surprised he would be to find out that my power here was now absolute. 
   
 All the knots in the wooden walls were not mere decor. At any moment I could give the word and they would spring to life, transforming into bloodthirsty vines. Based on Pinebogey’s pensive smile as he sat in the far corner of the room, he had already known this for a long time and seemingly understood who was in control of the situation. 
   
 We locked eyes. I gave him a short nod, and the woodsman exhaled in relief. Was he really expecting me to pull a nasty trick up until now? And if so, how was he planning to stand against me? 
   
 Taking another look at everyone in the room, I gave an open smile and loudly pronounced: 
   
 “Gentlemen! We have emerged victorious! And let me congratulate you for that. But now is not the time to let our guard down! We have much left to do…” 
   

* * *

   
 “You sure?” Pinebogey asked with doubt in his voice. 
   
 “Absolutely,” I responded, staring tensely at the wooden walls of the spacious room, which had a semicircular portal arch right in the middle of it. It seemed to be growing right out of the wall. 
   
 “Hm… An otherworldly portal right in the middle of town,” Pinebogey muttered thoughtfully. 
   
 I chuckled. When I asked the map to, “show me the location of the Tomb of the Founder,” it led us to a basement right beneath the arsenal. Heh… And the woodsman thought he could access all the living city’s secrets. How surprised he would be after he was also inducted. Honestly though, my buddy was in no hurry to become a monster hunter, much the same as all the others that lived in Foreston. The only ones to express such a desire were the Fangs headed by Murk. They had nothing to lose. They were actually glad to have a new opportunity to grab onto. 
   
 Just then on the surface near the armory’s front door, a dozen soldiers were patiently awaiting their induction ceremony. To be frank, I was hoping for more but, as my mom used to say: “the first step is always the hardest.” 
   
 As an aside, we were only able to seal the dark portal. It had been defiled for too long. The seal would last thirty-six days. As magister, I could now tell exactly when a portal would open. I recalled that Sly Redtail’s ghost could do the same. 
   
 I touched the hunter symbol on one of the portal’s supports. Upon receiving its blood tribute, the system gave a positive response and, along with it, a requirement for those wishing to use the portal. There were just two: to have an amulet of the wanderer and be a magister of the order of monster hunters. I met them both. 
   
 Blood of the ancients, amulet of the wanderer, rank of magister and, for starters, the tomb itself was located in the otherworld ― the hunters that laid Gunnar to rest had gone to extreme precautions. But I must admit ― they worked as intended. The secret of the Steel Kings’ power had remained safely hidden away for all these centuries. 
   
 “Ready?” Pinebogey asked. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. 
   
 “May the Great Forest keep you!” he pronounced solemnly. 
   
 I gave the portal ten thousand mana points and stepped forward to find myself in a spacious room like those I had seen in Mink and Badger’s world. 
   
 Before my feet hit the floor, I had activated all my shields. And just in the nick of time. The Great System basically blanketed me in damage messages. Muckwalker’s Aura took the first blow, then started to quickly fade. I didn’t realize right away what exactly was attacking me. But when I figured it out, I wanted to turn around and high tail it back. 
   
 The system called my enemy “toxic dust.” No level, no characteristics ― yet another thing in common with Mink’s world. The dust was everywhere. It hovered by the stone walls and ceiling in shapeless blobs. It coated the floor like a thick poison-green rug. And most dangerously of all, the blobs hovered in midair. My shields, held back the thousands of flecks of toxic dust like very fine nets, letting through only stuffy air which was quite hard to breathe. Upon touching my defenses, the dust would disappear. But as it did, it would slowly but surely take with it my precious resilience points. I need to get a move on. 
   
 I took a look around and, a step away from a narrow window which let dead dim moonlight filter into the room, I saw a sarcophagus made of a semi-transparent material, partially covered in a layer of the omnipresent dust. The sarcophagus looked most of all like a big huge cave worm grub. And that was right where the little arrow that led me into the arsenal’s basement was pointing. 
   
 I overcame the gap between the portal and sarcophagus in one long jump. As I did, I noticed that it was much easier to move here than in my world. I felt physically lighter. 
   
 I spent a second next to the window. Outside, based on the ruins, there had once been a small city. Far off on the horizon, I could see relatively intact rectangular three- and four-story buildings with flat roofs and black windows gaping with emptiness. 
   
 A-hem… Looks like this world is toast. The omnipresent dust, covering everything around like dirty snow, destroyed everything alive. There was no grass, no bushes. It had eaten everything. And if I didn’t get a move on, it would eat me, too. 
   
 I shuddered and walked up to the sarcophagus. Once next to the gigantic grub, I carefully took a peek through the cloudy glass and frowned, trying not to disturb any of the dust piles. Unbelievable…! What I saw took my breath away. 
   
 Cautiously throwing back the lid to better study the contents of the sarcophagus, then putting it all back how it was took a few minutes. Then, a few moments later, I was back in my world standing opposite Pinebogey. 
   
 “Well, what’s over there?” Pinebogey’s eyes were burning with curiosity. “Did you find his tomb?” 
   
 “I did,” I nodded, shaking off the nonexistent dust that had been left in the other world. “But Gunnar’s body was not there. Either the dust ate him, or…” 
   
 “Dust?” my friend’s bearded face stretched out. 
   
 I waved it off. 
   
 “I’ll tell you later…” 
   
 “What about your conundrum? Find an answer?” 
   
 “Now that was actually all good,” I snorted, wearily getting down on a wooden step next to the portal. 
   
 “Well?!” the woodsman blurted out impatiently, plopping down next to me. 
   
 “As it turns out, I’ve had a clue right in front of me the whole time,” I responded in perplexity, sinking my hand into my thick head of long unkempt hair. 
   
 “What do you mean?” Pinebogey frowned. 
   
 “Get this,” I snorted, shaking my head. “It is depicted on every coat of arms, every banner, every tapestry and painting…” 
   
 “What?” 
   
 “The Steel Crown,” I responded, looking deep into my friend’s eyes. “All the power of the Steel Kings’ family line is tied up in that cursed Crown! It is a unique artifact granting power over the most powerful beasts of the dark otherworld!” 
   
 Pinebogey took a loud gulp, digesting what I’d said, then raised his head and cautiously asked: 
   
 “What did you do with it?” 
   
 “Nothing,” I shrugged my shoulders and heard my buddy exhale in relief. “Let it stay where it is. That’s the best possible place for that thing right now. I don’t know how Gunnar managed to take it from its former owner. I can only guess. Most likely, many of my fellow hunters had to pay for it with their lives. I don’t want to ruin all that by bringing such a powerful artifact back into our world. Beyond that, we now know that the Steel King isn’t quite as omnipotent as most believe. At the very least, he does not have his predecessors’ magic at his disposal.” 
   
 “What about using the artifact yourself?” Pinebogey wouldn’t relent. 
   
 I shook my head. 
   
 “The Great System was very clear that it is bound by blood magic.” 
   
 “I see…” he whispered thoughtfully. 
   
 “Beyond that, it’s dark,” I added significantly. “But even without the Crown, I still have a couple aces up my sleeve.” 
   
 “What have you dreamt up now?” Pinebogey asked with hope in his voice. 
   
 “As soon as I’m done here, I will go to the gnomes,” I smiled, standing up to my full height. “A member of their royal family owes me a favor.” 
   
 Once back on the surface, I held my hand on my forehead like a visor to block the bright sunlight. The Ice Fangs were standing at the door to the arsenal waiting for me. When I appeared, Murk gave a warning growl and the warriors shuddered. I looked over them all and nodded in satisfaction. All hardened cutthroats, having been through gruesome battles with dark beasts. They were noticeably higher level than before, and I hoped their characteristics had followed suit. 
   
 After induction, they would head out to the sealed portal beyond Narrow Lake to throw in their first crystals. 
   
 And these dozen warriors would become a solid foundation for the reborn Order of Monster Hunters! 
   
 — End of Book Five—
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