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 Chapter 1: The New World 
 
    Silas fell to the ground as an arrow flew over his head. It would have breached the protection of his skull if not for his knees deciding to give up on him after too long a time spent fighting off the cowards. They sought their treasure, hoping to plunder what meagre amounts were left after their weeks of toil. The caravan wouldn’t survive if the thieves took all they had to eat. 
 
    The caravan wouldn’t survive if these people continued their assault. One of their last warriors had gotten a wound in the neck, holding it tight as blood spurted through his fingers. Silas tried to muster more [Healing] out of his aged body, yet the only response was the mighty ache of a depleted soul. There was no more mana to spend. Everything and more had been given to keep those around him alive. Even his body had trouble holding him up anymore, his lungs taking more effort to move.  
 
    His vision was darkening. Even without the thieves getting closer, the old man knew his time drew near. A mighty will made him able to shout out a few words of defiance, the syllables radiating with every scrap of Mana still left in his body. The air trembled, and the men before him had to take a step back. In his prime, those words would have had them on their knees, begging for forgiveness. Now, it just made them take a second’s pause before continuing towards him. The knives in their hands made it clear what their objective was. 
 
    Silas was not fearful of his death—the time for it had been long overdue. He was the oldest by two whole decades. Their old [Herbalist] had nearly died during the last attack, that aged woman being the only one who could match his years on the plane of the living. The old man hoped she would not be too disappointed that he couldn’t do it himself. 
 
    A cry came from his side, one that shined brighter than all the other noise on the battlefield. It was not those that the fine men made when they were to meet their doom at the hands of another hungry fool. It was that of children. The kids, the next generation of builders, the only hope that made Silas move his weary body. They were screaming. They were begging. 
 
    The thieves had cut the adults down with no mercy. Silas was the largest fool in the world to think they wouldn’t do the same to those younger. Even when at the end of his life, he still tried to rise from the ground. His hands trembled as he held his staff as a walking stick, his legs shaking more furiously than ever. He saw next to nothing, but that meant just as much. The kids needed help. The ones only meant to be loved were feeling pain not meant for them. 
 
    It was a mere distraction that a knife entered his side, piercing his lung in one smooth motion. At another time, Silas might have cried out in pain. At the current minute, he couldn’t even breathe, to begin with. 
 
    Falling into the mud once more, he watched with empty eyes as the thief raised his knife again. It was clear the next attack was meant as the killing blow. Silas tried to get rid of the man’s footing with his staff, but his weak attempt at offence was stopped with ease. The old muscles refused to give the power needed for anything. 
 
    Before the knife could reach his throat, an arrow met that of the thief’s. With short notice, the other attackers close to the old man fell as well, clutching at their necks as their lifeblood spurted out of them. Even then, Silas still wished he could have healed them all. Life was not meant to be taken so easily. 
 
    A strong arm helped him sit up against the wagons, even if much of his blood got on it as a result. Silas had trouble truly seeing who his saviour was, but he did not care. He had only one message. 
 
    "Save the kids," the old man begged. He wished he could have sounded as desperate as he truly was, yet the words could barely come out, to begin with. Fluids continued filling his lungs with every second. There wasn’t much time left. 
 
    "Jeremy has them," Lithia said. The leader herself had saved the old priest one last time. How honoured the man felt, though his attention was more on her words. "Can you heal yourself?" 
 
    "I am afraid not," Silas coughed up, the blood above his tongue making it hard to get anything out. How he wished for just another minute. "Keep them safe, Lithia. I know you can do it." 
 
    With every passing second, it became harder and harder to hear. It wasn’t just blood clogging up his ears but the very sounds getting further away. Silas could feel his soul starting to leave his body as it could no longer hold on. It was a sad fate yet— 
 
    The screams of those around spurred into the forefront again. The screams of those he had loved for so many years, the screams of those never meant to die so soon, and the screams of those never meant to fight. They all forced their way into his mind. Even the scream of Lithia as she watched him die in her arms. 
 
    No… he couldn’t let that happen. He refused it. And so, he turned to the one thing he always had before. He prayed for all he was worth. 
 
    "God of Light," the murmurs ran, "take my body, take my soul, take everything I own. But, please, let those around me live to see another day." 
 
    The darkness growing closer took a turn in reverse, overwhelming brightness filling up his body. Silas felt warmth, blinding light, and pulling that made him feel the void all around him. It was suffocation, fear, and hope that it might turn out well. Only the next moments could truly say. 
 
    Monty hadn’t lived the best life. That was something he had figured out for himself in the last few years. He was the last of his family to still be among the living, even if he was three generations from the latest. His sons had fallen ill before him, and their children had been lost before that. They had never wanted to hold onto their mortal coils after that happened. Monty wished he had never been there to see it. 
 
    Not that he would be there to see it soon. The day before, his heart had stopped beating. It was a pure miracle that they had been able to keep him alive for so long, his old body not able to handle that small pause where the air didn’t reach his mind. It was still as sound as ever, if a little slower, but deprivation for so long would cause damage soon enough. The thing he was connected to was supposedly able to circulate air into his body well enough, but he knew it was only a matter of time now. 
 
    Even his vision had stopped fully working. His ears had gone out a few hours ago. Or maybe it was minutes. It was hard to tell as the bright light in front of him stopped everything from really making sense. His eyes found it impossible to adjust no matter how long he looked ahead, and he couldn’t turn away no matter how hard he tried. His body just wouldn’t move. 
 
    … He couldn’t feel his body. He couldn’t feel much of anything. The moment he realized as much, the bright light in his mind stopped, and he was allowed a second to recollect himself. There was no pain, no aching, nothing that had been following him for the last four decades.  
 
    That was wrong. Monty would have furrowed his brows to indicate as much if he could get any real proof he still had them. Any attempt to reach up and feel for them was similarly thwarted by his utter lack of hands and arms. Had he left his body behind somewhere? 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Do you wish to proceed? 
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    Proceed? Monty felt his mind ache with each second those words pushed themselves into his head. What was that question meant to be? Was he dead? Had he truly died? He knew that it was meant to happen soon, but he had never expected… this to be what followed. Where was his eternal silence? 
 
    "Yes, I guess," Monty finally said when that pressure from above grew too large to handle. It felt like something was looking down at him. Something that did not appreciate his hesitation.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Answer found acceptable 
  
     
 
      
      	  Prepare for immediate [Possession] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Another burst of information dug its way into Monty’s skull as he felt the sensation of falling. No, that term didn’t cover up what he felt. This was the sensation of being pulled downwards with the force of a black hole—including the part where the body was torn in half over and over again. It was a moment of pain, ecstasy, and everything in between. 
 
    Then his eyes opened, and he saw a man get his throat slashed by a woman in leather. It rained down on his body hard, droplets of mud getting on his feet with every passing second. The feedback from his surroundings was extreme, shouts, running, and that endless rain coming down from above.  
 
    A scream rang true as the woman from before came running over to Monty yet again. She looked crazed, holding his side as if she was checking for something. What was she— Where was he even? 
 
    "Silas, are you alright?" the woman questioned, her voice raised to allow it to be heard. What was she talking about? 
 
    "Who’s Silas?" Monty exclaimed, his voice not sounding like it usually did. "And where am I?" 
 
    The woman hesitated, staring into his eyes for longer than Monty was comfortable with. A man ran to them while she did. There were thoughts about what he wanted until the old man noticed the knife in his hand. 
 
    "Look out!" Monty said, trying to push the woman away. Yet it didn’t help much, only making her off-balance as she fended off the attacker with ease. But that initial moment of being unbalanced did not help, a deep cut on her thigh being the result. 
 
    The attacker met his doom, and the woman was forced to her knees as her left leg seemed to stop working. 
 
    "That idiot sold himself to get you," the person who had just killed two people in front of Monty shouted. "[Heal] me now so we can help the others!" 
 
    Heal? Looking at the wound the woman was clutching with her open hand, Monty had no real clue how he could help. Blood was running out like crazy. What was there to do? And how? 
 
    ‘I believe I might be of assistance,’ a voice from inside his head stated. It was calm, even amidst the heavy fighting around them. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 2: Bandit Brawl 
 
    Monty was seeing strange things around him while hearing even stranger voices inside his head. It was safe to say he thought himself crazed, his brain filling him up with chemical balances that left him completely and utterly delusional. It was the only real way he could explain away what he was seeing around himself. 
 
    ‘Not to hurry you, but I believe that we should start this moment lest Lithia might lose too much blood for us to help her,’ the voice inside Monty’s head continued. Reeling back into what the older man was seeing before him, it was clear that the blood was flowing too hard. She would be dead in minutes if nothing was done. 
 
    "How? How do I help?" Monty asked, unsure of what to do other than just putting more pressure on the wound. Lithia stood for another moment to fend off another thief while Monty simply looked on. His arms felt too weak to move. No... wait. He could move them easily. He could move everything so much easier than he had been able to do in years. Had his mind fulfilled that old wish of his? Feeling at his face, a more-than-bushy beard met his fingers. Not young, it seemed. Still very old. 
 
    ‘I suppose I will have to expend more of myself than I expected. Give me a moment. I have to transfer something over to you.’ 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Heal] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Monty stared at the blue screen blankly before hissing in pain, his head filling up with more information than he thought possible. He knew… so much about it all. How the flesh tended to itself under the skin, how to best guide the Mana through it to mend it back together, and how… how to use Magic at all. 
 
    Hypnotized by the information granted, his body moved mechanically as he drew his hands over to Lithia once again. Putting his hand over the wound, Monty uttered words no tongue should have been able to speak before a bright light emanated over it. When it flickered out again, the wound was no more, and even most of the blood had been removed. It gave a feeling of greatness, Monty not understanding what had happened but relishing in it, nonetheless. 
 
    "Good," Lithia said, inspecting her side for a second before looking back at the fighting around them. "Please tend to the fallen. I’ll make sure the kids are alright." 
 
    "What kids?" Monty asked as the woman ran off, never answering his question. The old man wanted to follow but couldn’t help but hear the moan of pain to the side. Looking over, a younger man seemed to have gotten a deeper cut to his shoulder. The bone had stopped the separation, but tendons were barely being held together. He would die without care. 
 
    Monty didn’t think, rushing over to help as quickly as he could. A staff had appeared in his hand from… somewhere. Maybe he had held it the whole way through, or perhaps it just felt the call. No matter what, it allowed his body to move over to where it needed to be. Getting on his knees before the wounded man, he delicately brushed his hand against the wound. It hadn’t cut through the major artery, but there was still enough damage that time would do nothing but kill. 
 
    "Grant this man another day to walk," Monty murmured as the unspeakable words left his mouth once again. The thought of these people dying in such terrible ways made the old man tremble. He would stop it. Nobody deserved to die young.  
 
    The younger man gasped when the [Healing] started its work, the cut muscle fibres attaching with a near-whipping noise. It might’ve been painful, yet that pain disappeared only a moment after. Standing up with the help of his staff, Monty handed the man his axe before moving towards the next fallen. That they returned to battle didn’t matter. Monty just had to make sure they weren’t slain due to a lack of a weapon to defend themselves with. 
 
    The next person was further away, lying on the road with their helmet off. It looked to be a young lady, clearly gifted in physical traits with height and muscle for fighting aplenty. Yet her left leg… the bottom couldn’t be seen properly, armour and skin stripped off all the same. It was a long wound, perhaps superficial but crippling, nonetheless. It made it impossible to defend. 
 
    That was seen as an opportunity, a thief coming in from the side with a knife in hand. They looked ready to slice the woman’s throat, getting down on one knee to get the job done quickly. Monty couldn’t run, even if his legs were better than they had been in a decade. Yet watching it happen was impossible as well. He needed to do something. 
 
    ‘The God of Light chose you well,’ the voice commented as another rush of information came raining down on Monty. He stood his ground, though, never letting himself look away from the sight before him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Smite] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was used instantly, the energy flowing to Monty’s fingers as a burst of pure Light came out. It travelled through the air swiftly, hitting the thief in the skull. Whoever they thought they had been before that point was erased, the damage being like that from a crossbow. The head became deformed in an instant, and the criminal fell to the ground next to the wounded woman. 
 
    Monty spared no thought for the killer as he surveyed the wound with a closer eye. The skin hadn’t been cut off completely, allowing the [Healing] to focus on reattaching the nerve-endings on the skin more than simply regrowing it all. The skill didn’t allow it all to be restored just from that alone, forcing the old man to repeat his feat twice over. It felt… tiring as if something within him was running close to empty. He couldn’t stop, however. More needed to be done. More needed to be healed. 
 
    Another criminal came running towards the old man as he rose from his place in the dirt. Once more, [Smite] was used, being extremely effective in stopping the man from doing more damage. The hit to the chest didn’t kill instantly, however, leaving the person in agony. Monty started to raise his staff to help him pass quicker, but the woman behind him had risen, finishing the job for him. With a smaller spear of some form, the warrior stabbed the criminal’s throat, making him succumb to blood loss within mere moments. 
 
    "Thank you, Silas," the woman said. Monty felt the need to correct her about the name, but the woman spoke again. "How are the kids?" 
 
    "Lithia is going over to help," Monty answered, the younger ones instantly more important. He took in deep breaths as his old heart had trouble keeping up. "Can you lead me over there? We need to help her." 
 
    "That means Jeremy must’ve fallen," the woman said with a dark tone. Grabbing a hold around Monty’s shoulder to assist him, the two hurried towards the other side of the wagons where the majority of the fighting was taking place. 
 
    Looking out, there were nearly forty more bandits—or whatever Monty was meant to call them. Some were in the back, filling their pockets with the contents of the wagons, while others were fighting off people in clothing much like the ones Monty seemed to be wearing. It mattered not that their side had the number’s advantage, though, when it came to the fact that a large portion of their people was spending their time defending a group of kids. 
 
    The youngsters couldn’t have been older than twelve, yet many held small knives in trembling hands as adults did their best to stop anybody from getting close. The criminals were playing around with them. Monty was infuriated but knew he couldn’t do much at the moment. The woman to his side was of a different opinion, making sure the old man could stand on his own before rushing in from behind, her spear at the ready. 
 
    They saw it coming from a fair distance, some turning around to meet the charging woman head-on. Monty took a deep breath before sending out another [Smite]. It landed perfectly on the head of one of the criminals, creating a good manner of confusion as the woman reached them. Two fell without pause and another was wounded. It wasn’t enough, though. More were coming from the side. If they didn’t regroup, they would be overwhelmed. 
 
    Monty had to cough hard as slime filled his throat. Moving around so quickly wasn’t good for his body. He almost felt like— 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have leveled up and reached level [2] You have been granted [1] attribute points. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Warm light filled his body, any sign of tiredness disappearing. Monty wasn’t sure what had happened just then, but he knew it couldn’t be wasted. With his staff in hand, he did his best to get over to the kids and adults surrounding them, sending out a [Smite] when the spear-woman seemed to need it.  
 
    Nobody paid attention to the old man, allowing him to get through the side and meet up with Lithia once again. She merely nodded for a moment before defending once again. Monty sent out another blinding light, allowing his group to take a few more lives before he had to look at those that had fallen. One had a knife in his chest sticking out. The young man looked to be just above twenty in age. He had been dead for several minutes. 
 
    Monty healed another wounded before going back to sending out an [Smite]. The constant spell-casting was taking a toll on his body yet again, his fingers trembling each time he moved them. But there was no other way. He had to help. Had to make sure none died. One was enough. Two was a crime against life. 
 
    "Retreat!" came a shout from the side. It wasn’t one on their side, Monty able to see the older face that was the source. They wore darker colours, the group of criminals around them hinting at some level of seniority. With that one word, every thief in the process of harming Monty’s allies withdrew, running towards the tree line. Nobody followed. 
 
    ‘I congratulate you on doing what I couldn’t,’ the voice said, letting its presence be known once again. The hectic atmosphere and the need to help others around him had made Monty forget all about that voice inside his head. It had an echoing effect, and he couldn’t place where it truly came from. ‘It seems the legends about otherworlders weren't overstated.’ 
 
    "Otherworlders?" Monty spoke out loud in a small murmur. He had no clue what to say to such a thing, instead looking over the other adults nearby. Three had minor cuts on their arms from knives, seven seemed to require having their wounds looked after in some capacity, and two… were beyond help. Monty hated that fact more than anything. If it was all a delusion of a dying mind, why did it reach him so deeply?  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have leveled up and reached level [3] You have been granted [1] attribute points. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There the rush of energy was again, the feeling of all pain and weak bones disappearing. Monty felt that moment of elation again and couldn’t help but wonder if it was meant to be addictive. Nothing was addicting about taking another’s life. 
 
    "Anybody injured, take care of your wounds. Anybody without, make sure those in need are taken care of. Anybody who has any extra time, get the horses in order so we can move out as quickly as possible!" Lithia shouted out, the adults moving about quickly. Some took the children away from the area and over to one of the front wagons. Monty made movements to follow, but Lithia took a hold of his arm and stopped him. "You are going to stay here and explain." 
 
    "I could ask the same of you," Monty stated, noting the absence of the voice in his head. It hadn’t delivered any form of information. Was it keeping quiet for a reason? "Where am I?" 
 
    "You are in the middle of wild territory where everything we meet will try and kill us," Lithia answered quickly and concisely while making no sense to Monty at all. "Now tell me who you are?" 
 
    "My name is Monty, and I seem to have gotten lost," Monty answered, looking down at the body he inhabited. "And it looks like I do not look like myself anymore. I don’t feel like myself anymore." 
 
    "That is because you are currently inhabiting the body of a good friend of mine," Lithia said before her face grew into a mix of anger and sadness. "A friend who made a very stupid choice." 
 
    
‘It was a choice I had to take,’ the voice said, coming back into Monty’s mind. ‘And I don’t believe I ever introduced myself. My name is Silas, and you will be the new owner of my body for the foreseeable future. Yet again, I thank you for doing this.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 3: Destiny in Stone 
 
    "What does he mean by me being the new owner of this body?" Monty asked Lithia. The woman in question looked confused for a moment before a form of realization hit her. Grabbing his shoulders tight, she shook him around. Monty was more than a little surprised at the strength.  
 
    "Silas, you absolute fool," Lithia said, looking into Monty’s eyes. "You could’ve gotten through it all without having to resort to… this." 
 
    Silence reigned across the plane, Monty slowly but surely getting himself out of the hold. The inability to use the staff to hold himself up was getting tiring, his body feeling the need to sit down soon. While it was a boon to even be able to stand up at all, a cane of some sort was still a requirement it seemed. 
 
    "I… don’t think he can hear you," Monty said after a few more seconds of waiting. No more words came from Silas. It was silent in its entirety. "I can’t hear anything from him anymore." 
 
    Lithia looked angry for a few more seconds before sighing and letting the old man go. Monty wasn’t hateful of that, knowing how emotions could play on others. Seeing loved ones die was something that could hit many differently. Some got angry, and some got sad, hateful, and filled with madness. Some couldn’t accept it. Others? They became withdrawn, ignoring the facts that had transpired in the real world and instead acting like everything was normal. 
 
    "You’re not from here," Lithia said after returning to Monty’s side. The old man had sat down in the grass a few meters away. Other people had returned as well to gather the bodies of the fallen. There was no happiness in seeing that transpire, but looking away felt wrong. Monty had no desire to act okay about it all. 
 
    "I indeed am not," Monty agreed. Holding up a hand, he willed forth a bit of light. It danced around his fingers before flying a few meters above and turning into a small ball of sparks. It was beautiful, and he had never been able to do that before. "Magic, thieves, and… whatever this place is meant to be. I know nothing about it." 
 
    "Yet you still managed to keep us all alive," Lithia said, sitting down beside the old man. She sounded distant—clearly not being comfortable with another mind inhabiting this Silas’ body. And, in truth, Monty wasn’t either. The people who looked at him saw an aged face they had known for decades, while he didn’t know the name of a single one of them. "Silas gave his life to get you here so that somebody could make sure the rest of us survived. I can’t accept what he did, but it turned out good for us in the end. I can’t ignore that." 
 
    "Nobody can," Monty replied, looking at the sky. The rain had stopped, and the clouds were splitting open. The sun looked ready to turn in for the night, allowing some stars to be seen. There wasn’t a single pattern he could recognize. No stallions or wagons floated across those bright balls of flame. The only wagons were the ones just ten meters away from him. "Silas said something about me being an otherworlder. Do you know what that is?" 
 
    Lithia looked at him for a moment before turning her head back to those retrieving the bodies. They had walked far enough away that they didn’t seem to have heard anything said. 
 
    "It would be best if you didn’t use that word while close to anyone. It brings too many expectations right now," Lithia answered, sighing once again as the pressure seemed to overwhelm her. Monty put a hand on her shoulder as a sign of comfort, having seen that face many times before in his life. Even if his own had left him too early, he had still watched them all grow and turn into the mightiest of people. "The otherworlders of legend were mighty heroes, able to turn the tide of any battle and heal any wound. They brought this world so many things and… that’s not something you can currently do. I will give the people here the message about Silas’ sacrifice. You can rest up by the front wagon." 
 
    Then they both rose from the wet grass, going in opposite directions. Lithia went to help the people, and Monty needed rest. Even with those boosts in energy, there was only so much that could be done for the aged body. Sitting comfortably for a few hours was the real way to regain strength.  
 
    Though… those plank boards called seats wouldn’t bring much other than pain. It was better than the wet grass, Monty supposed as he walked beside the many wagons in the caravan. There had to be close to twenty in total. It was quite the number when compared to how many people were present. Monty didn’t want to know why there were so few faces to see. 
 
    He waved back at those who waved at him, giving a kind smile to any that looked happy. A few of the kids tried to run to him, but laughing parents stopped them while giving a small ‘sorry.’ Monty had to wonder what role Silas had carried before his departure. 
 
    ‘I cared for the kids when the parents hunted or there was a need for them elsewhere,’ Silas answered with little hesitation. Monty almost snorted when hearing that voice, expecting it to pop up again somewhere down the line. 
 
    "So you are still alive and well," Monty murmured under his beard as another group waved at him. He gave a nod back. "I think Lithia was hurt when you did not want to respond." 
 
    ‘If I did, she would have asked me more. In the state I currently reside, that would be dangerous,’ Silas explained with a slow voice. He sounded blurrier as time went on if that made sense. It became harder to distinguish the words from the wind. ‘This form I am in does not allow much communication with the living. It would be best to spend the little time I have making sure you can handle your duties.’ 
 
    "So it is a duty?" Monty said, getting closer and closer to the front wagon. A few of the horses close by seemed interested in having a bite out of his beard, making the old man hurry along. "What if I refuse?" 
 
    ‘Would you?’ Silas questioned. It didn’t take long for Monty to shake his head. The shouts of glee from the children close by were something he never wanted to stop. Even after the tragedy mere minutes before, their moods were back in full. It needed to be protected. 
 
    This place was too precious to fall. 
 
    "What can I do to help?" Monty asked. He had no desire to let it all be ruined. Even if so much had been lost already, there was still much to preserve. The kids needed to grow large and strong, the adults old and weak. Every person here deserved a full life, and the old man with his old staff was going to make sure it happened.  
 
    ‘Stay with the caravan. Protect it and the people within at all costs,’ Silas explained before adding one more thing a second later. ‘And make sure you utilize every resource to its fullest. Leaving things behind and not using them is something you must avoid if you hope to survive for long.’ 
 
    "That I can do," Monty said with little regret. Every passing second made him believe that it might just all be real. He was old, but he wasn’t clueless. His mind wouldn’t be able to create anything so beautiful.  
 
    The sun was starting to peek over the hills nearby, the area making the light disperse into the wet grass. A half-formed rainbow hung around the clouds, looking down at them with glee. Monty wouldn’t have minded sitting on a bench for a few hours simply staring at it, but there was no such thing nearby, and his knees were growing weaker with every second. Going beyond the imposed limit, he steadily got through the last few wagons and reached the front seat of the first. Just like the others, it had nothing but a flat, wooden seat for the drivers to sit on. It wasn’t the best, but it was much better than simply standing. 
 
    After a good few seconds slowly but surely getting into the seat, Monty was able to take a deep breath. His body felt relief like it hadn’t for a good while, the act of not moving around so much being a treasure like nothing else. His moment of silence had been granted, and he could once again think about what was happening around him. The place he was in had been explained, and the voice in his head had gotten the same treatment just after, but… there was one thing missing from the collection. 
 
    "These blue screens," Monty began, thinking back to the squares that had annoyingly popped up in his vision throughout his recent journey. It was like seeing after-images of bright light except they were so much more colourful. "What are they?" 
 
    ‘They are part of the [System] that this world has. It’s as present as the air around us and plays just as important a role,’ Silas explained, purple prose used in full. Monty had to wonder if those words had been used before or if the other man simply knew nothing more. ‘I would have loved to show you every step, but I am getting more tired by the minute. Try to imagine the system showing itself to you and it should work out in the end. Goodbye for now.’ 
 
    "Goodbye…?" Monty said as an afterthought, feeling space in his head empty out. He supposed that Silas had spent the time he could among the living for real. There were thoughts if he would be able to return or if this really was the end for him. The old man hoped that they could talk again if possible.  
 
    The light was turning rare around them, so the old man made a small ball float around his finger once again. Instead of forcing it into the air as he did with [Smite], however, he simply allowed it to rest by his hand. As it never fully disconnected, the pull and resources to let it remain were minimal, allowing him to have it up as long as he wanted. It was pretty to look at, though Monty wondered if there was a candle somewhere close by he could light up instead. It was very taxing on the mind. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Light-Mastery] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There the supposed system came again. Monty couldn’t help but wonder how the thing truly worked, the blue light coming from the box not truly reflecting off his hand when put next to it. There was an illusion of light, but it wasn’t able to truly interact with the world around it. How interesting. The old man wanted to know more, but the screen disappeared after a few more seconds of him staring at it. 
 
    Had Silas not mentioned a way to get it back? Thinking about what had been said, the other man had claimed that Monty only needed to imagine it in his head and the results would show themself. Not having any real reason to doubt the other, the old man did as instructed, imagining a basic overview of what the system could show. And from that experiment alone, he was rewarded with quite an expanded view. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Character Screen 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name: 
  
      	  Monty 
  
      	  Age/Gender: 
  
      	  67/M 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Class: 
  
      	  Cleric 
  
     
 
      
      	  Race: 
  
      	  Human 
  
      	  Title: 
  
      	  Nomad 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alignment 
  
      	  Neutral Good 
  
      	  Status 
  
      	  1) Basic Boost 2) Cursed to oblivion 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 
  
      	  70/70 
  
      	  H-Regen: 
  
      	  0.1/sec 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana: 
  
      	  57/90 
  
      	  M-Regen: 
  
      	  0.05/sec 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stamina: 
  
      	  33/70 
  
      	  S-Regen: 
  
      	  0.06/sec 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Stats 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Wisdom: 
  
      	  8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality: 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Intelligence: 
  
      	  10 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dex: 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Willpower: 
  
      	  8 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	  Available points: 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Looking at the first thing he could see, Monty made a small laugh. He was sixty-seven now? He truly had lost two decades. The other information made little sense, though the basic stats did explain themselves. His body was weak, but his mind seemed to be as alive as ever. That was one positive finding, Monty supposed. Yet that [Status] did need to be questioned. Just what did [Cursed to Oblivion] mean?  
 
    And available points? The old man had to guess it hinted at him being able to grant himself better abilities with it. He could make his body strengthen or let his mind become faster with only a thought? The rules of the world had clearly changed in his recent memory. 
 
    Mana seemed to be the most important when he helped others, making Monty decide to put the points into [Wisdom] as that apparently increased his capacity for energy. The feeling of his mind broadening was… different but was not something he despised. Having done that, the old man felt his body requiring quiet. Closing his eyes, he expected the night to disappear soon in mere moments. 
 
    "I heard the news from Lithia," a voice said to the side. It seemed Monty wouldn’t sleep so soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 4: Carved from the Old 
 
    Monty’s eyes opened to the sight of the spear-woman from earlier. Even with her on the ground and him being seated high on the wagon, both could see each other eye to eye. The woman looked hurt, her expression one of incomprehension.  
 
    "She said that Silas died in a bid to let us live," she continued. Her voice was even, but her eyes were telling another story entirely. Moving to the side, Monty allowed her to get a seat on the front of the wagon as well.  
 
    "And Lithia did not tell a lie," Monty confirmed with a low voice, not sure how to handle it. "Silas is gone, and I am here instead." 
 
    "Walking around in his body," the woman commented. 
 
    "It was not my first choice, to be fair," Monty replied. "It wasn’t my choice at all, actually. I merely woke up on the battlefield and was told to take a stand. Everything else made me end up in… this position." 
 
    "We don’t often get to make any choice. We are merely thrown into the waters known as the world and expected to swim perfectly from the start," the woman said. Monty had to give her an extra look—such words were meant to be saved for the elderly. Why would one so young say such painful things? 
 
    "I hear that life in this world isn’t any easier than the one I came from," Monty surmised. "However, I hope that I will not be a burden upon this caravan of yours. Helping it without being hated for what I seek." 
 
    "That will be hard to achieve, I’m afraid," the woman said after a few extra seconds of silence. "Silas was a good friend to many of us. He’d been there since the very start of this place, and, to be quite honest, we all expected him to be there until the very end. To see one of the elders die in this fashion has brought a lot of… emotion to this group. A few might not look at you with smiles." 
 
    That was something Monty had feared, yet also expected. He was an impostor among them, wearing the face of a friend while having the mind of a foreigner. He couldn't help but feel some amount of guilt. The feeling of loss was to be expected, and him walking around in the skin of a dead person was not making it easier for them. 
 
    "Am I to expect you to never smile towards me?" Monty said in a joking manner, knowing such an attitude was for the best. Smiles were perhaps meant for graveyards, but one couldn’t lose anything from doing it a bit before as well. 
 
    "I have no reason to hate you," the woman confessed, a smile indeed blossoming on her youthful face. She almost looked like a daughter he had known many decades before. It was saddening to see. "You saved me from getting my throat sliced while never even knowing my name. You tired yourself repeatedly to stop me from feeling pain. You did not care about your own well-being, instead trying to assist me in saving the children. While you are not the Silas I have known for a decade, I know that you have his heart and that you are just as kind. I require nothing more than that to call you a friend." 
 
    "I thank you for those kind words…" 
 
    "Thalia," the woman supplied after a moment. "My name is Thalia." 
 
    Monty was sure he had heard it before but couldn’t remember where. Not paying mind to it, he looked back to the other wagons. A burial of sorts seemed to have been made while his eyes had been closed, to graves made with a large number of rocks on top. A few quick words were given, and then the people returned to the wagons. It seemed that even during the darker hours, they needed to move. 
 
    "Do you know how to make the horse move?" Monty asked, pointing to the larger carthorse that was connected to the wagon they sat on. "I think we’ll be leaving soon." 
 
    "I have taken care of the front of this caravan for five years now," Thalia said, nudging Monty a bit more to the side so she could sit in the middle. "I think I have attained some level of skill in it." 
 
    Then she took up the reins and moved it about a bit. Monty couldn’t truly ascertain how that would’ve helped, but the horse in front seemingly saw that its time had come and began moving forward. That was… very peculiar. Looking back, the other wagons did the same, the horses in front simply following along at a steady pace. 
 
    "For how long do we travel?" Monty questioned after a few minutes of the slower speed. It was about the travelling speed of an adult man or just above it—not something the old man was expecting the horses to travel in, though he might’ve just gotten used to cars back in his older life. 
 
    "We move the caravan for eight hours each day as a minimum. When we see signs of a possible ambush, we travel for six or ten depending on how the horses are feeling," Thalia explained slowly. Her eyes never focused on Monty alone, instead looking at the tree line. "Since we had an attack today, we will be going for ten hours, even if the remaining two will be at night." 
 
    "Won’t that make it hard to detect anybody who has set up an ambush?"  
 
    "Yes, but it will be less dangerous than staying where we were attacked. This forest area isn’t too large, and soon we will be out on the plains again," Thalia answered, her face not seeming to like their current surroundings. "This place has too many outlaws hiding, but it’s better than the longer routes in terms of safety." 
 
    A thump was heard from the back, but the driver of the wagon didn’t seem too surprised by it. Looking over his shoulder, Monty was surprised to see Lithia standing just behind him, her face showing signs of stress. 
 
    "We have a few you need to [Heal] when we stop again," Lithia said. Before Monty could begin to offer to do it now instead of later, she refused it. "They’re sleeping for now. Bertha has given them something they can sleep on, and anything you do will just give them needless pain. They aren’t in danger, and they’re resting perfectly." 
 
    "Bertha?" Monty asked. 
 
    "She’s the caravan’s [Herbalist]," Lithia explained upon seeing the confused face of the old man. Yet that only made Monty more confused, the weird power put upon the profession making him wonder why that was so. It clearly wasn’t natural in the voice, so why could it be heard? 
 
    "[Herbalist]" Monty repeated, surprised that it sounded like that when he said it too. Wait… "[Cleric]. Warrior. [Hunter]." 
 
    "Any reason for those random words of yours?" Thalia asked, seeming slightly amused by the old man’s antics. 
 
    "I am just trying to understand how this world of yours works," Monty said without giving further explanation—not that he truly could. It just seemed like the professions stated were given a weird tinge around them. Not ‘warrior’, however, so it wasn’t all professions. And they weren’t professions here either. No, they were known as [Classes]. 
 
    The so-called system once again mystified the old man. Was there more to it? He had already seen his own status of sorts, but there were other areas that had been hinted at. Skills were one of them. Could he simply wish to see those as well? 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Skill-Name 
  
      	  Rarity 
  
      	  Description 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heal 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
      	  Allows the user to heal an specific target 
  
      	  15MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Smite 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Sends a bolt of [Light] at an enemy. 
  
      	  20MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light-Mastery 
  
      	  Very Rare 
  
      	  Allows the user to manipulate the Light Magic with more skill. 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There were so many questions that the old man didn’t expect there to be enough answers in the world. But, he could see there was more to the system than would meet the eye, and he would just accept that as it were. 
 
    "I believe now is as good a time to rest as any," Monty said with a lower voice, the two others falling into silence. "Do wake me when the time for my part comes." 
 
    Monty wasn’t able to hear any responses, his mind already retreating into the dark once more. Did he know where he was or where he moved during the time he was asleep? Not truly. Yet he trusted that those around him had his best intentions at heart and that they wouldn’t hurt an older fool just because they dared to fall asleep. 
 
    But, still, he was shaken awake sometime later when the sun had appeared on the other side. People had stepped out of their wagons already and had set up tents in various places. Around them were plains instead of the forest area he had gotten used to. How long had they travelled? 
 
    "What time is it?" Monty asked, to which Thalia merely smiled from the side. 
 
    "It is time for you to wake," she responded before getting out of the seat once again. "The others woke and need your attention. It’s nothing serious, but Bertha said she needs your help if we are to keep it that way." 
 
    Monty needed no more words to get out of the front himself, his staff in hand without thought. How it kept appearing by his side was mystifying, the man knowing for a fact he had never consciously let go or taken hold of the thing. There was runic plating on it of some kind, though he had no real clue what it truly was. It looked magical, at least. If Silas ever reappeared, the old man was sure that would be one of the first questions to ask. 
 
    He was informed that the [Herbalist] resided in one of the last wagons in the caravan, apparently to make sure not too many were forced to smell the various things growing in her wagon. Monty found some amusement in that, wondering just how the people could hate the outdoors when it was what they apparently lived in most of the time. 
 
    The reaction seen when walking by the wagons was different this time around. The children still tried to run to him, but the parents pulled them away with a more grim look on their faces. They didn’t see Monty eye-to-eye. It hurt more than the old man had guessed it would. 
 
    At least the horses still wanted to eat his beard. One even got its mouth pretty close to take a chomp out of the side. With no real people to attend to, however, Monty found his time walking down the caravan quite boring. Occupying himself by trying to make a small ball of light fly around his head, he was quick to find himself in front of the right wagon. 
 
    He didn’t know this by how it looked but by how utterly awful it smelled. 
 
    "I see the immunity to charms might have fallen in recent times," an old voice said with a light tone. "It’s good to meet you—whatever you want me to call you." 
 
    Looking up from his coughing fit, Monty was surprised to see an aged lady in his own age range. The smile he saw was welcoming, and he shook her hand without another word. 
 
    "You can call me Monty," he said with a nod towards those that sat up from their beds in the wagon. "Am I to assume those are your patients for the day?" 
 
    "They are indeed, even if that wording of yours is new. We like to call them idiots of the day for being stupid enough to be hit," Bertha said with a grin, clearly having grown quite the refined sense of humour through the years. She and Monty were going to become good friends soon enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 5: Initial Upgrades 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Heal] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Monty sighed as he rose from the last idiot of the day, watching with a small smile as the person looked over their unblemished arm. The skin had been ripped open at enough points to be worrying, but Bertha had covered it with enough of her magic to let it rest. Giving it time to heal naturally paired with Monty’s help made any scar tissue impossible to detect. The old man had the good decency to distract himself as the patient shed a few tears. 
 
    "Does this [System] talk a lot?" Monty asked as he looked towards Bertha, the aged woman mixing together a few flowers into a finer paste. He wondered whether or not to ask what it was for, the jars next to her seemingly filled with the same substance. Perhaps a form of healing? 
 
    "Talk? I suppose you can call it that," Bertha said with a slight shaking of her head. "Whenever the youngsters start up on something, they swoon around with the system congratulating them for even the slightest improvement. I can say I haven’t gotten a single message from it in the last decade." 
 
    That was fair. Looking towards the patient yet again, Monty saw them being helped up by another former idiot. The two went outside the small wagon and joined the others by the fire. Bertha simply continued her work by the table, using a small bowl and a rock to add more and more of those flowers. 
 
    Yet her previous words made Monty remember that he had a few questions as well about the [System]. 
 
      
 
    "So you know things about the system?" Monty questioned with a curious tone. 
 
      
 
    "I know as much as anybody else. It comes with living with it your entire life," Bertha said before looking up at him once again. "But, you might not have had that privilege. What do you need to know?"  
 
      
 
    "The [Status] in my [Character Screen]," Monty said, letting the screen stay out of his eyes for now. "It had two on it. [Basic Boost] and—" 
 
      
 
    "[Cursed to Oblivion], yes," Bertha cut in. "They are our very own [Racial Buffs]. They’re based on the history of our race. Some of our forefathers did something that made the [System] believe we needed to have an increase in power. That’s what we think [Basic Boost] does, at least. [Cursed to Oblivion]... it’s been there for longer than we have had our history written down. It’s something that happened long ago. That much we know. Anything more you need?" 
 
      
 
    "Nothing for now."  
 
      
 
    Bertha nodded, letting the woman focus on her work once more. With his mind sated about the system, he did get back to the matter at hand. 
 
    "What do all those plants do when mixed together?" Monty asked. When looking back a few years, he did have some form of interest in botany. He could’ve certainly seen the difference between a rose and a lily but not much more than that. Yet… the flowers, pink and purple in their bloom, were not one he could recognize. The old man would have picked one up for closer inspection, yet the fact that Bertha was wearing gloves made him want to reconsider. 
 
    "They grant any effect I seek—the current being that they alleviate the pain-sensors on the skin," Bertha explained slowly as she pressed out the tiny amount of juice in the stalks. "With all this fighting recently, the jars saved up aren’t enough for us. If we need any chances at stopping our group from being a walking mass of scars in the next few weeks, we need more of… well, almost everything." 
 
    Looking towards the jars again, Monty realized the colouring on them all to be slightly different. What he had thought to be the same manner of paste was actually wildly different. His eyes had trouble seeing at first, yet… he slowly realized why he wasn’t born for the life of herbalism. He would mix up the different pastes within the day. This world needed labels on things. 
 
    "Need, you say," Monty replied, stroking his beard. It was a wonderful feeling to do that once again, the old man having previously lost it. His hands had shaken too much not too long ago, yet now he could enjoy the sensation like never before. Had the upgrade to his mind unlocked some new form of feeling? It certainly seemed like it, the elegance of his fingers through the hairs being quite wonderful. "That might be something I could help you with." 
 
    Bertha seemingly laughed at that, stopping for a moment with her mixing. The old man beside her wondered what was so funny until he realized. 
 
    "Do save that task for the younger ones, Monty," Bertha said with a grin. "Those old bones of yours will break if you look around too quickly. Bending down for hours to pick flowers is not something I believe you should try your hand at." 
 
    "I am sure there is something I could do to help," Monty stated, trying to think of anything noteworthy. "I can mend wounds, and I can attack from a distance. Picking flowers might be out of my area of expertise, but I could certainly protect the ones doing it." 
 
    That made the aged woman seem to reconsider, being quiet for some time until moving back to her task at the current moment. Picking up the rock again, she put pressure on a new set of buds as she made the fluids seep out into the bowl, mixing it all together even more. 
 
    "Protection when away from the caravan is something we truly do need," Bertha said after a few more minutes. Monty patiently waited, having enough time to simply enjoy the air around him. "Ask Lithia when they are going out to find the new batch of flowers for me. It should be the next time we stop to rest." 
 
    Monty spent a few more minutes talking with the [Herbalist] before he too left her wagon and joined the others at the fire. There wasn’t much talking his way, the people around him finding their own joy with their own groups. It was fine with him, just watching the kids run around bringing him enough happiness. It was not often he had been able to watch younguns like that. Their smiles were enough to make him want to take another nap. 
 
    "Sleeping that much is bad for your health," Thalia said, suddenly appearing by Monty’s side. There was a slight chance the old man had simply fallen asleep, but nobody could prove that. Looking over at the younger woman, he was handed a bowl with some form of stew. "We found a few rabbits hopping around and managed to get ourselves a couple of them for dinner. Enjoy this luxury while it lasts." 
 
    "Anything is bad for your health when you get to my age," Monty fired back as he stared at the dish in front of him. It looked truly wonderful, the wooden spoon and bowl only adding to the experience. He wondered who had made it all, looking over and seeing a rather large cauldron over the fire. That hadn’t been there a moment ago either. "Commendations to the chef." 
 
    "I am sure it will be appreciated once Tom hears it. There have been too many complaints about his lack of variety recently," Thalia stated, sipping from her own dish. They each talked some more before she got to a point where business was on the table yet again. "I stopped by Bertha a bit ago to see how that help of yours had gone. It seems you have lost no skill on that front, though she’s also happy with the interest you’ve shown." 
 
    "I just like the idea of mere flowers being able to do so much," Monty replied before seeing a chance to get something sent over. "I heard that our next step will be the same where some of you go out to gather some supplies from the wild. Would it be possible for me to join you?" 
 
    "Truth be told, I can’t imagine you enjoying the act of climbing a few trees to steal eggs," Thalia answered with a small smile, clearly able to imagine it regardless of how fictitious such an event was. "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "Well, I might not be suited for such extreme tasks," Monty said, ignoring the small bullying taking place when he had called it extreme, "but I might be able to make sure nothing comes to attack from the sides as others do. And, if the worst happens, would it not be delightful to have a healer on the side?" 
 
    "It would," Thalia agreed, looking to think it over. "And Lithia was also suggesting this very same thing to me four hours ago, so it is not like I haven’t thought it over once before. Get your fill, Monty. After we stop tomorrow, we leave immediately." 
 
    With a small clap on the back, the old man was left to his own devices yet again. Monty couldn’t say he hated that. The stew was rather distracting, though he gave the latter half of it away to the children. Old bodies couldn’t eat too much at once, after all. 
 
    The hours that followed passed quickly. Before Monty knew it, the fire was put out, the working pieces of wood were taken back, and the caravan began to move the moment the horses were put into place yet again, most of them having been allowed to roam around for rest.  
 
    Spending their time on the road, Monty once again sat in the front of the caravan, chatting lightly with Thalia. Most of the day was spent in silence, however, as both simply enjoyed the view. A few minutes of the trip had been spent watching out for various birds that had been pointed out to the old man. They were apparently a very rich source of protein, though the chances of them flying low enough to be hit by an arrow was not too high. Monty wondered if he would be able to do something about that. 
 
    The eight hours of travel ended as it started, with relative silence from all. The kids were allowed to run around yet again, picking up sticks and proceeding to beat each other with them. One would have been worried about some getting hurt, but the little minds were too overactive to realize that their larger picks were without the ability to do anything but slightly graze the others. A small laugh had certainly been had about the scene before Monty delegated himself to the work ahead. 
 
    Having rested his body as much as possible, the old man was more than ready for the pace of travel. He, Thalia, and two others were quick to leave the rest of the caravan to wander along the hills in search of trees. With so few of them around yet so many birds in the summer weather, the hunt for nests had begun. 
 
    "How many do we need?" Monty had asked when they had first begun their travel. The answer had been as many possible and more if they could manage it somehow. They just needed to be back before night fell. 
 
    The travelling itself was the hardest part, the old man feeling his legs ache within the hour. But, with his staff in hand, he was able to keep up the relatively slow pace that had been decided for the group when he had joined in. It seemed that the upgrades to his body had somehow improved his ability to remain walking. The old man found such a thing rather peculiar, seeing as he had only upgraded his mental stats instead of anything about his physical body. Was there a larger overlap than he had first thought? 
 
    Monty pondered as much as they came to the first tree of the day. Though, calling it a tree was perhaps an understatement, the larger piece of steel-like wood towering above them. It reached a height of fifty meters at the minimum. The old man could only wonder how anybody was meant to be able to crawl so far up without shaking in their boots. 
 
    The answer was to not care about the height to begin with. Thalia, being the one with the best ability to carry eggs up and down the tree without falling, had been given a small bag for the job. The two others in the group, Monty now knowing their names to be Sam and Alex, were equipped with bows, ready to shoot at anything that flew towards the tree. It was apparently meant as more of a scaring gesture than actual offence. Monty believed as such, the weapons they wielded looked rather… home-made. 
 
    There were some worries during the first round of climbing up for eggs, including a few close-calls making Monty want to see if he could catch the woman. That was answered with him being made to take a few steps back and letting an experienced climber do what they did best. The old man did, though it didn’t stop him from worrying about the dangers there were. 
 
    Yet, as time went on, the thoughts about Thalia accidentally falling became less and less imprinted on Monty’s mind. Seeing her jump between branches like it was nothing made the man think she was showing off rather than actually working, even if all the eggs always came down without a scratch on them. They also had another bag filled with various bits of hay and grass to make sure they could be safely carried back to the caravan, which was just delightful. 
 
    "Is that more than enough?" Monty questioned as he looked into the nearly-filled bag. With how many they had now, he was sure that they would be able to provide more than a few to each person in the caravan. These trees were certainly filled with nests. 
 
    "Technically, yes, but I saw a certain golden nugget up there," Thalia said with an excited smile. "If the oversized nest up at the top is to be trusted, I think we might’ve just found a tree that has a few [Thunder Owls]." 
 
    The other [Hunters] on the team seemed excited by that, though Monty couldn’t say he felt the same way. The name didn’t ring a bell, making him wonder just why they seemed so happy about it. 
 
    "Are they rare around these parts?" Monty questioned, looking up at the tree again. There was indeed a rather large nest on the top of the tree, but was it really that big? It had to be the height making such illusions.  
 
    "They aren’t, but they certainly hide their nests better normally," Thalia answered, stretching her fingers about as she seemed to prepare for another climb. "Their eggs aren’t something we can eat, but the shells are more valuable than most of the things we have in the caravan right now. If we can get those, it’s easy for us to live for the next couple of months." 
 
    Monty saw no point in complaining, though he couldn’t help but be a little worried about the possible repercussions of such a thing. Watching the woman climb higher than she had before, the old man had to look away for a moment to breathe. A single misstep would be certain death at that height. 
 
    But, finally, she did reach the top without injury. The woman even expressed a few swears as the screeching of smaller birds began. It seemed that the eggs normally seen in nests had grown a bit bigger. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 6: Hunting the Wild 
 
    Without a single word said, both of the pair beside Monty drew arrows to their bow, looking around the skies for anything that moved. With how quickly Thalia was trying to descend from the tree, it was obvious what was coming soon. The darkening skies to the side made that clearer than anything. 
 
    "How big is this Thunder Owl again?" Monty asked Sam. Holding his staff at the ready, he had no real idea about what to expect. 
 
    "Big enough that it will feed us to its children if given the chance," Sam said, pulling on her bow as the patch of dark sky came closer. "That is all you need to know." 
 
    Monty was very sure he did indeed want to know more, yet he had to look away from the rapidly approaching figure as he glanced at the descending Thalia. Even at her highest speeds, the tree was still quite massive. Getting down quickly and without injury was an impossible task. Watching her risk so much only to cut away a few seconds made his heart quiver. It was dangerous, yet so was everything else at the current moment. 
 
    The dark cloud split into two as massive wings of blue and dark grey came into view. It dove towards the top of the tree, seemingly intent on getting to the nest before anything else. Sam and Alex fired arrows toward the beast but none hit. Those that came close became charcoal before they had the chance to even rustle the feathers lightly. This was not good. 
 
    The only thing the arrows had as an effect was to bring attention to the human climbing down towards the ground. Having seemingly made sure that the young birds were alright, the owl slowly descended the tree as well. Still, though, its speed was that much greater than Thalia, and soon she would be enveloped in thunder. Monty wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
    Sending out a [Smite], he was able to land it without too much trouble. With the larger distance between the two, the power and accuracy had certainly fallen, the bolt of light hitting the legs of the owl. Yet it was still enough to make the bird sound out pain. Nothing more than that though. The power that had crushed a man’s skull into pieces had made the bird complain a bit. Monty saw their point in being fearful. 
 
    Thalia jumped the last seven meters down, finishing off with an uneven roll before getting to her feet. With her spear being handed to her by Sam, all were ready for the oncoming attack. Both archers fired off more arrows. Most were burnt, yet some were allowed to reach wings, settling themselves between the flesh and feathers. When the owl stretched its wings, the arrows splintered as they were pulled along on the inside. The owl howled once more, the blue streaks on its feather lighting up. The clouds in the sky turned dark once more, and Monty could feel his beard starting to float upwards. 
 
    He only had a second to wonder why before the feeling of pain shot through his body in an instant, a flash of brightness coming through his eyes and his ears feeling deafened by the massive sound of thunder. It wasn’t the real thunder that storms would bring, lest he would have died from that alone, yet the old man could still feel his body falling to the ground in spasms. 
 
    Monty suddenly realized how the owl could feed them to its chicks. Even if it wasn’t too large itself, the ability to make them all fall to the floor in a defenceless spasm made it possible to tear flesh as it desired. It was even quite lazy in its downward drift towards them. The old man couldn’t let it get to them in this state. 
 
    With large will, and even larger luck, a [Heal] was sent out to Thalia, the woman close enough that it could reach her. While it didn’t stop the spasms entirely, she was able to rise from the ground with her spear in hand. Monty sent out another to Sam who did the same, readying her bow for the gliding owl. Each person moving made the bird react, going towards the side instead of directly on top of them. 
 
    Monty tried to get towards Alex as well but found her body unresponsive. The old man needed to move as well, yet he couldn’t due to the continued spasms. And it wasn’t like he could… could he? Jerking his arm back towards his body, he made the light yet again, sending it into his own system in a bid to make the nerves go and rest. And? It worked. 
 
    The old man still felt jittery, his body not able to overcome the power that went through his body. His heart was beating weirdly, and it was hard to not lose his meal from the previous day, yet he stood proudly with his staff in hand. Sending out the heal meant for Alex, the four of them now stood before the owl, lacking no power or strength.  
 
    Five or so meters above the ground still, the owl seemed to glow bright yet again, powering up another attack. None allowed such to transpire, arrows raining upon it and Monty sending over another [Smite]. With the shorter distance, all reached their target, and the bird was too disoriented to stay in the air. It fell to the ground, its left wing broken. 
 
    It wasn’t allowed much time alive after that, Thalia sprinting over and digging her spear through the bird's skull. After only a few more seconds, the body collapsed to rest on the ground, bleeding and dead. Monty went around giving another dose of [Heals] as he looked over a certain notification that had been sent to him. 
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    Notifications rained down on his vision, the old man having to blink a few times to realize he was seeing it all right. Ignoring [Light-Mastery], all skills had been upgraded, and he had gained another level. Just… how powerful had that creature been to give such bonuses? 
 
    "That was a very high streak of luck on our part," Thalia commented as she dragged over the corpse of the owl. "I was worried we would lose a good bit of our legs before that effect would wear off." 
 
    "Be glad that you didn’t?" Monty said. Getting down on one knee, the old man felt the feathers. "Since we don’t have those eggs you wanted, will the materials from the bodies work as a proper substitute?"  
 
    "I think so," Thalia said as she looked towards the top of the tree yet again. "We will have to ask Bertha when we get back to be sure, but I am reasonably secure in the idea that the newborn’s feathers are quite lucrative in the elven cities." 
 
    "Elfs?" Monty questioned, imagining the whole north pole in one go. It wasn’t every day that Christmas arrived early. The mere idea of a horde of small people wearing green garbs made him chuckle a little. 
 
    "Yes. Elves," Thalia said in a neutral tone as she got ready to climb once again. Monty gave her yet another [Heal] to make sure nothing truly bad happened. Her fingers suddenly having a spasm at vital points was to be stopped above all. "When we get through the next few cities, that’ll be our destination. With any luck, we should be able to get there before these feathers get too old. 
 
    And then the woman climbed up the tree yet again, swinging from side to side as she hurried up to the top with a knife in her belt. Monty paid it no real mind as he looked towards his stats again. With the one point granted before, he now had a choice to make. Not wanting to think too much about it, he sent it over to [Intelligence], granting him a slightly faster speed when it came to regaining his energy. With how much he had been using lately, he thought it best to make sure he wouldn’t run dry at an inopportune time. 
 
    Hearing the cries of birds from the top, the man was quick to see the remaining chicks hanging by a rope, Thalia having done her best to get them all in one larger bunch. It looked rather tiresome, but she got down without issue, allowing them to return quickly. While they would’ve normally spent more time out in the wild, they had already gained plenty from that single tree. And the birds found would bring plenty of meat when mixed together with the eggs. If anything, it would be a better meal than the one they had yesterday. 
 
    The caravan was bustling with activity when they returned, a fire having been started, and a cauldron once again being placed on top. A rather fat man was organizing the proper placement of it, having a few other adults helping in making sure it sat on the wood right. That was… right until he saw the others coming along with the larger birds in hand. Even the most absorbed of cooks could see a good addition to a meal instantly. 
 
    "What do you bring me today, feisty one?" the rather round man asked. "This isn’t one of the ones you people normally catch for me." 
 
    "We weren't able to catch it to begin with. It more or less just swooped down into our arms," Thalia said before handing the birds over to the large man. "Make sure you save the feathers, Tom. You can have the meat, but we need everything else for later. And don’t crush bones this time." 
 
    "You know it was a great addition to the taste! You just haven’t realized it yet," Tom retorted with a wide grin, looking the Thunder Owl up and down, seemingly not knowing where to start. Glancing over at Monty, the cook grinned at him. "Perhaps you helped give them luck when hunting, you old fart. Get with them next time as well. If you catch something like this with every hunt, there is not a single thing I wouldn’t do for you." 
 
    Monty assured the man he would bring much meat in the future as well as he went into camp in search of a certain face. On their way back to the caravan, they’d spent some time picking the flowers asked of them. The old man didn’t bend for a single one, though he did help keep them safe on their journey, letting them rest in a bag on his back. The great thing about those plants truly was their lightness. The man could hardly feel they were there. 
 
    He finally found the person he was looking for after a few minutes of wandering around. Bertha had seemingly stayed in her wagon while most of the others were around the fire talking. The old man found that rather peculiar. 
 
    "We found the flowers you needed," Monty said as he pulled himself up into the wagon and sat down on one of the seats. Bertha continued her work even then, seemingly putting leaves in strings and letting them hang to dry. "There might be a few wrong ones mixed in here and there, so it would be a good idea to look at them a bit before mashing them together." 
 
    "If there is a single day where one of the youngsters doesn't mess up the difference between a [Sun-Lily] and a [Demon-Shade], I will believe I have moved into heaven above," Bertha commented with a small laugh as she finished putting up the last of the leaves. Getting over to the bench herself and looking into what had arrived, she did look quite happy. "But, it seems that some of the more experienced ones are getting smarter. I can only see a few things in here that would kill us all if I mixed it together." 
 
    "Then there is still hope for the next generation," Monty said with a jubilant voice. "How about we celebrate that fact out by the fire? It is getting colder with the weather, and the smell of smoke and food hasn’t hurt anybody. Tom even got a few pieces of a Thunder Owl to add to tonight's dish." 
 
    "Oh, I have to decline," Bertha said, stopping any real encouragement to get out with the people. "Tom might be a good cook, but even he makes mistakes. Not once has he properly prepared feathery creatures without dropping a few extra parts into it." 
 
    "Then you can eat some of the rations we have left," Monty said as a counteroffer. "The important thing is to get out of this cold. The fire is warm enough even if you aren’t too close to the middle." 
 
    "As much pleasure I am sure we would both get from standing in the warmth, there is little desire to mingle today," Bertha once again refused. Monty wanted to press on but felt it best to stop when he was ahead. "The youngsters don’t look at the old the same way they once did, and… we are the only ones in that group nowadays." 
 
    Ah. Monty should have guessed something like it to be the case. Nearly every person in the entire caravan couldn’t have been too far away from thirty in either direction. It explained why no kids were too old, the distance greater than one would guess. And the elderly weren’t there anymore at all. 
 
    "Is fighting something that always happens along these parts?" Monty asked after a few minutes of silence.  
 
    "Fighting is the life we must live if we want to see the next sunrise," Bertha said with a weak smile. "When one gets to our age, it becomes easier to continue doing that. I don’t fault the others for stepping off, however. Most were too weak to hold a sword." 
 
    "I can’t imagine you holding one either," Monty said, getting a small shove from the lady to his side. 
 
    "I don’t need to hold a sword. My part in this caravan is to heal those you can’t, and I have done so for many years now. While I have tried, again and again, nobody seems able to take up that task. So… here I must stay, the last one of the generation. You don’t count, after all." 
 
    "Indeed," Monty agreed. "I’ve lived an easier life than any of you." 
 
    "Is it one you wish to return to?" 
 
    "... No." 
 
    Neither of them talked much after that. As the dark settled in again, a few blankets were brought out from a box. Using a bit of his energy, Monty made light appear in front of them. It glowed softly, yet the warmth helped them fall asleep. The night turned into the day before either realized, the caravan moving along yet again. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 7: The Silent Town 
 
    Days were spent doing much of the same. Whenever they would stop, the small group would go out and scavenge for food. They never met any other Thunder Owls or anything like it. Every tree just had a few eggs and sometimes a few disgruntled parents. They made good supper when the time came for it. 
 
    Monty helped out Bertha when he had the chance, talking to her more than anybody else. The old man did try to learn the techniques of [Herbalism], but he was apparently as blind as anyone before—more often than not accidentally getting close to an embarrassing death. Bertha never did blame him for it, though it was good fun. 
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    Two weeks were spent doing just that, in which Monty gained a new level and points to spend, the points being spent on [Intelligence] again. Even if he wasn’t fighting mighty beasts, picking out tens of birds every day from their nests accumulated experience of some form. He never saw a slider that indicated how far along he was to the next level. If the others were to be trusted, the [System] did have one. One just had to be unlocked—something that the old man was a rather large amount of trouble being. 
 
    Something new was finally found, however, when a farmed field came into view. The repetitive lifestyle found in the life of a caravan was suddenly changed up when signs of civilization appeared. Monty had known that they would reach the small town any day, but they had apparently been doing it at record speed. Lithia blamed it on the wind helping them along, but the old man just believed that efficiency had been increased due to a good work ethic. Thalia just called them lucky. 
 
    "What crops do they grow here?" Monty asked Thalia as they rode closer to the town, the dirt road the caravan travelled on being between two of the fields. Both showed obvious signs of having been ploughed just recently, yet there was no real sign of growth on any plants. 
 
    "Wheat, if I remember correctly," Thalia answered, looking confused by the empty field as well. "They normally stand quite high when we get here. This town might have been a little unlucky when it comes to their crops." 
 
    "Or we could’ve gotten here much earlier than we expected due to the weather," Lithia said from behind. "It has been sunny for almost two weeks now. It could be that the dirt is simply too dry for the plants to work with." 
 
    "Perhaps," Monty agreed, not liking the empty fields. Ploughed recently yet nothing was planted. It was weird for the field to be ploughed at all recently, wheat needing to have been planted months before. Could it be that it had all been harvested and the earth had simply been taken care of right after? 
 
    The world he currently sat in was quite different from the one he knew before. It would not surprise him if some method allowed for crops to grow much faster than the normal rate. He just didn’t expect that a small town like the one before him would have such a thing. 
 
    Calling it a town to begin with wasn’t right at all, really. There couldn’t have been more than a few dozen houses and a few barns in the distance. Most of the places looked to be the owners of the nearby farms with a few in the middle seemingly for other purposes. The largest one was clearly a town hall of some kind, smoke coming out of the top. 
 
    "Is that the house which we were planning to trade with?" Monty questioned, pointing at the biggest one. He knew that some part of the town traded with the caravan, as they had done every year since it started up. It was usually some form of food—bread and wine being quite popular.  
 
    Sometimes they would even pick up various supplies that they could sell in the elven cities. The elves apparently had a small but very dedicated market for human-made trinkets of various sizes. And there just so happened to be a [Artificer] somewhere around these parts who did love to load off the year’s worth of creations. 
 
    "Yeah, that’s the one. Wilfred should be somewhere inside there," Thalia answered after looking to where Monty was pointing. 
 
    "Wilfred?" Monty questioned, not having heard that name before. 
 
    "He’s the pseudo-leader of the town. Handles most of the dealings with the outside. Makes most of those small, geared devices as well," Thalia explained, listing off the most important facts. "He’s a decent bloke if not for his rather well-known enjoyment of alcohol. If his nose is ever red, don’t try and have small talk with him. He’ll either break down crying about the beauty of the world or try to sell you on the idea of future land ownerships. Neither ends well for anybody." 
 
    Monty trusted her as they rode into the small town. It was… rather peculiar to not see a single person walking down the streets. Nobody had been on the fields either, actually. The light inside some of the homes could be seen as it was still dawn, but Monty thought it standard for at least some to be awake. Twenty horses and wagons moving through the street should have been enough to even make a single child curious. He could hear from behind how curious the children in the caravan were about the solid houses. 
 
    They stopped in the middle of town, just before the town hall. Lithia, Thalia, and Monty stepped inside to get contact with Wilfred. From the murmurs, they were meant to have some form of welcome planned, but it seemed that had been skipped this year. 
 
    The entry room was large, clearly working as some form of a bar for the local citizens. Or, it would have normally been if there was a single soul inside. The entire place was empty and it stank. Monty knew he should have expected the world to not have modern cleaning supplies, but leaving the door open for a few minutes wouldn’t hurt anybody. Seeing the others going up the staircase, Monty moved to join them. At least the wood seemed to have been maintained quite well, the dark tone being perfectly kept up. 
 
    Up the staircase, the trio went towards the leftmost door. It was clear it was meant for something special, a gold outline having been hammered into it. Lithia wasted no time in giving it a quick set of knocks. 
 
    "Come on in," was said from inside. Though, if there was one thing that seemed to be more confusing than anything, it was the source of the voice. It certainly didn’t sound like the Wilfred that had been spoken about. 
 
    And the face of the young woman that met them when they opened the door only caused more confusion.  
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 8: Isolde 
 
    Near-pure white skin met Monty’s eyes as the group stepped into the small office, the lady behind the desk looking up from her stack of papers. Her eyes seemed to silently survey their identity before a professional smile of sorts formed on her face. It looked empty of emotion. 
 
    "I don’t seem to recognize you three," the lady at the desk said, her smile still staying. "Who might you be?" 
 
    "I could say the same to you," Lithia replied, ignoring the question. Monty noted the slight twitch in the lady’s lips at that. "Where’s Wilfred hiding?" 
 
    "You are travellers if you haven’t heard about his untimely demise," the lady said. "He fell ill last winter with a cold stomach that he couldn’t pull through. I had to take up the reins after him." 
 
    "I believe his son was meant to have his position," Thalia corrected, her voice clearly not accepting anything at face value. "And last I checked, you aren’t him." 
 
    "He fled with much of the town’s gold the moment he saw the chance," the lady answered with no real hesitation, her smile falling when speaking the words. "It has left this place in quite the strained position. I was asked to see what I could do to help this town survive for more than a few more years." 
 
    Monty noted that the smell around him had gotten worse. When matched with the darker lighting outside the hallway, the man doubted there had been much life in the town hall for some time. Nothing seemed to have been used other than the room they currently stood in, yet even that had the curtains rolled down to stop sunlight coming indirectly. 
 
    "Have you been unable to grow any of your grains?" Monty asked, thinking back to the lack of wheat in the fields. "I couldn’t see any in your fields." 
 
    "We were forced to skip this year's farming due to the tools not working anymore," the lady answered, seeming more annoyed with the questions. "You should be able to find some potatoes in the ground here and there. It’s more than enough for us to survive on, at least. Now… can we get back to who you are?" 
 
    "We’re part of the Mumur Caravan," Lithia finally said. That seemed to spark some light into the lady’s eyes, the woman putting the file onto the desk and sitting more upright. "We come for supplies here every summer, just as we have done these last many years. Have the people not told you this?" 
 
    "I knew there would be some coming along, but not this early in the year," the lady said, rising from her seat as she walked to the wall where a small bookcase rested. Picking the more worn-out book, she pulled it open and skimmed through the pages. "You can call me Isolde, by the way. I am sorry for not mentioning that. Oh, here it is. The Mumur Caravan. You… were meant to come in two weeks at the earliest. Why the quick arrival?" 
 
    "We were attacked by thieves along the road too many times and felt it smart to speed up our arrival," Thalia explained, seeming calmer with the extra details. "We lost a considerable amount of our supplies as well that we were hoping to regather from here. We also had a deal with the former leader here about selling his various trinkets. I was hoping he might have made some before his demise that we could trade you for." 
 
    Isolde looked into the air for a moment before smiling once more. The stench from before regathered as well, Monty feeling the need to hold his breath. Had somebody caused the wind to pass them by? It wouldn’t have shocked him if another had entered the establishment. 
 
    "I believe that there should be a few of his devices left in his room," Isolde said slowly. "Out of respect, we haven’t touched it much. If you want to sell off any of these trinkets, please gather them. I have no real perspective about what the man might have planned to sell, so I trust that you can pick them out for me." 
 
    "That… can work," Lithia said, looking over at Thalia for confirmation. "Could you go to his room and search while I see what I can do about getting us some supplies?" 
 
    "Sure," Thalia agreed, nudging Monty along as well. The two left the room, leaving the two leaders to further discuss the various supplies they were both in need of. Monty didn’t have a good feeling about that, but he left regardless. Trusting others to be safe was something he had to get used to, after all. 
 
    The room itself was just down the hall. Opening it up revealed almost everything inside to have a thin layer of dust. Not enough to show months without being used, but any form of cleaning had certainly been weeks prior. And the smell. Had they left bits of food for the rats? 
 
    "This town has met hard times," Thalia commented as she rummaged through the contents of the room, looking at the various gears left on the table. "Our last journey had us be met with cheers of the people as they got their new batch of fine alcohol. Yet, not a single one has run out this time." 
 
    "If they have been hit hard enough that they don’t thirst for liquor, something might be very wrong with this place," Monty replied, earning a small laugh from the larger woman. Both looked through the various objects that were found in the room. Most seemed unfinished, delicate enough that a hard push could make them fail altogether. Monty did accidentally break off those but likely the individual pieces inside didn’t seem to fall apart too much. Thalia assured him the elves would love it regardless. 
 
    "We buy the parts from the goblins, give it to the towns to craft with, and then sell their devices to the elves," Thalia explained, looking through the various small horses that had been made. Using a small button of sorts, it was possible to make it run forwards for a few seconds. A novelty item to be sure with how many small gears were in the legs of the machine. "Every party profits from it, though we might gain a bit more than everybody else in the transactions. When paired with the skins and feathers we gather throughout the trip, it’s possible to live off. Well… as long as we don’t break something along the way. Weapons and wagons are more expensive than you’d guess." 
 
    "I can believe that it must take an arm and a half before you can even think about getting one of the horses," Monty replied, noting that one area of the room stank more than everything else. It was just beside a smaller cabinet, one that was slightly opened. Not enough to see inside but certainly enough to put a finger through. Or, a rat could perhaps fit through with effort. 
 
    "The horses aren’t as hard to get as you’d think since we usually just buy those that can’t be used inside towns," Thalia explained, slowly pocketing the various trinkets before looking over at the old cleric. "Did you find anything noteworthy?" 
 
    "I am not too sure yet," Monty stated, trying to open the cabinet. He was met with a rather large amount of resistance from the door, it having likely become filled with rust from disuse. "Mind giving an old man a hand." 
 
    Thalia simply walked over and ripped the thing open with ease, making the old man question if he was very weak or if she was very strong. It was perhaps a mix of both where one side had a bit more favouritism than the other. Yet, that was ignored, the two instead looking inside the rather disgusting space behind the cabinet door. 
 
    "I think we found a rat’s nest," Thalia commented, going down on her knees to look further inside. "Or at least an old rat’s nest. This one is rather dead." 
 
    "But what killed it?" Monty questioned, more than able to look from the top. A few chunks of bone were scattered across the floor of the cabinet, and rotting pieces of flesh smattered the walls. It wasn’t enough to be worried about but more than enough to create quite the foul smell. The old man would more than definitely be casting a round of [Healing] on them all the moment they left the building. There was something bad inside these walls. 
 
    "Likely just a bunch of bigger rats," Thalia commented, briefly picking up the back half of a chewed rat. She even pushed it a little towards Monty when she saw his rather disgusted face but let it go soon enough before wiping her hands. "This place is much more disgusting than last time we were here." 
 
    "I can believe that much," the old man said as he closed the cabinet door fully in the hopes that the smell could be contained within. Just burning it entirely would do the surrounding area a world of good, yet this was not his property. "Just as I can believe that sleeping outdoors might be better for me semi-permanently." 
 
    "Believe it or not, we usually rent out rooms in the larger cities. Not everybody likes a life of living in tents."  
 
    They both had a small laugh about that as they reconvened with Lithia. The leaders had apparently struck a deal about getting supplies. While they wouldn’t be getting any food, the town would accept coins for various pieces of leather, blankets, and a few glass jars. 
 
    "This Isolde was rather stingy," Lithia commented as they walked back towards the caravan. "She tried to rip me off about the value of the equipment. Didn’t want to be paid anything less than five silver."  
 
    "She might just be used to the higher prices," Thalia offered, sitting down in the front wagon while signalling to the others that they would be moving along. Monty sat down in his usual place as well. "Did you get a look at her clothing? That is something lesser nobles used to have." 
 
    "We don’t have nobles anymore," Lithia pointed out. "At least not human ones, and she was definitely one of us." 
 
    "No, she was too greedy to be even similar," Thalia said in a joking manner. "Though her time schedule might be out of date. Couldn’t even plan ahead for our arrival." 
 
    The banter continued as they rode out again, their order of supplies apparently being sent along to one of the nearby houses where it was being kept. Monty didn’t truly like it, the feeling of wrong still hanging around in the air. It wasn’t a feeling of cold or being watched, however. It was the sensation of his Mana, the light inside of it, being repulsed by everything around him. Was his energy simply so used to the pure outdoors, or was something going on? 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 9: Not Alive or Dead 
 
    The ride out took a few more minutes, the caravan keeping the speed steady and slow. The ground around the town was more uneven when it was supposed to have been travelled on more. Lithia blamed the lack of rain making the ground too dry. Monty just hoped for a less bumpy ride next time. 
 
    Having looked at the large building from a distance, it was clear that it was built to store supplies. With a roof clearly meant to keep the rain out above all else, Monty doubted there was any insulation of any form that could keep the place warm. It was not meant to be liveable. Just dry and without intruders. 
 
    And intruders they certainly were, a small fence stopping them from getting too close to the larger building. It was not a sturdy fence in any amount, the horses more than able to trample it, yet respect was kept up by stopping just outside of it. Not seeing any reason to wait for a welcoming, the three in front went to the opened entry to look inside.  
 
    Not too far away, an assortment of smaller crates was being stacked on top of each other by a few workers in robes, their faces mildly obscured by cloth. Even with that, however, they worked tirelessly in bringing them the supplies that had been requested. Ignoring the fact that not a single one came to welcome them, it was perfectly fine. 
 
    "Do you think we should… take them?" Thalia questioned, having the same reaction to nobody interacting with them. "These people don’t seem as familiar to me as they did last year. Could this new leader have hired help along the way here?" 
 
    "Must be," Lithia replied. "Their skin tones are lighter." 
 
    "Well, hurry it up then," Thalia suggested, motioning for the others to come in and get a crate or two. A good chunk of the people from the caravan was quick to respond, getting inside before taking the new supplies. 
 
    The weight of some of them was too hard to carry alone, forcing many to assist each other in the task. Others were as light as a feather, and they had no trouble moving those fifty meters over to the needed wagon. Monty watched it all unfold with a small smile. One perk of being looked at as weak was the lack of physical labour. And it wasn’t like the younger bodies couldn't deal with it themselves. They needed the exercise, after all. 
 
    What Monty could do, however, was make sure that no injuries sustained were permanent. And, when looking through the workers inside the larger house, the old man was quick to spot a nasty cut on one’s palm. It seemed that the edges of the crate could be rather sharp when mixed in with a higher weight. The people carrying the box with large efforts sustained certainly seemed to think so. Nevertheless, Monty couldn’t look at such a wound without worry. Infections in such areas could prove deadly if untreated. 
 
    "Young man, do slow down for a moment," Monty said with a raised voice, not entirely happy about the fact that the worker in question utterly ignored him, continuing to walk forward as if nobody had shouted at him. The fact that Thalia certainly heard him made it clear that volume wasn’t the issue. "These legs aren’t meant for catching up, you know." 
 
    The larger man continued to ignore Monty, yet the old man was not one who gave up so easily. Following him a bit further inside the building, Monty was elated to see him stopping to pick up a crate. Finally getting the chance to roll the man’s sleeves up, the old man was even more dismayed to find how bad the wound already was, some amount of yellow showing on that skin. 
 
    "Even if you think yourself invincible, you should really try and take care of your body more," Monty suggested, holding the man’s arm tight as he prepared to cast. "Now hold still for a moment." 
 
    The old man started to send in an [Heal] in an effort to stop the wound from getting worse. What he did not expect was that he would watch an arm melt into goop, the material burning on the ground, and the larger man in question screaming a guttural roar.  
 
    "My goodness! I am so sorry for—" Monty began before finally looking at the face under the robe. Except… there was little face to see, most of the facial features having been blown up previously. The eyes of the man hung loose, and the nose had been ripped off already. The mouth’s lips were barely there anymore. "What are you?" 
 
    The roars began all around, and Monty had to take a step back as the creature dropped the crate onto the ground, smashing it into pieces of wood and various rocks falling out. Not thinking too much of those contents, the old man had to look on as the larger man started to move in his direction. 
 
    "Thalia!" Monty shouted, yet looking to the side made it possible to see the woman had already brought out her spear, it being shoved through the head of the first person nearby. "What are these things." 
 
    "[Undead]!" she answered, kicking the right knee off. It flipped back and stopped the aforementioned creature from walking, instead it now crawled towards the woman. A large hammer to the head stopped that, the skull popping like a melon. "Get away from it." 
 
    Undead. The opposite of alive. Dead but walking. It gave the thing shambling towards Monty a whole new space inside the old man’s head. It was somebody who deserved to rest peacefully, yet had been forced into the body of a slowly decomposing corpse. There was only one cure, and Monty didn’t feel bad doing it. The mind had already been taken away, after all. 
 
    While a [Heal] had made the creature’s arm turn into nothing, a [Smite] to the head made it die near-instantly. It seemed that the undead was weaker to the [Light] than most things, the creatures dying left and right as the old man sent out three more of the spells. It nearly emptied his Mana Capacity, but it was more than able to make the rest fall to the ground. The few that survived were stabbed, slashed, or had their bodies smashed. There was no moment of mercy for them. 
 
    "We have [Undead] in a human town in the middle of nowhere," Lithia surmised, looking over the scene. "And not a single person in this place decided to mention that fact to us." 
 
    "I don’t think there are any people around to tell you that," Tom commented, wiping away the blood from his hammer. Even if the larger man was broader than he was tall, there was clearly some strength in those meaty bones. "Those houses weren’t filled with life at any point during our stay here." 
 
    The smell that surrounded the large house suddenly made more sense to Monty, it being the very same he had gotten the displeasure of experiencing in the town hall. The very same town hall where— 
 
    "What about the leader?" Monty questioned. "She could talk; she seemed smart. Was she an [Undead] as well?" 
 
    "No…" Thalia said, staring into the air with empty eyes. "If we want any chance at living through the night, we should assume her to have been an [Lich]—and a rather advanced one at that." 
 
    As screams echoed through the air, Monty was forced to come to a rather horrifying realization. The sky was turning dark, and the sun was beginning to set. The feeling of wrong that had been there since the moment they stepped into town was slowly being amplified by a magnitude beyond his comprehension.  
 
    "Can we run?" Thalia asked, looking towards the town. Even without light, the sounds coming from the centre made it clear movement was aplenty. 
 
    "They will reach us before the day comes, and we will die," Lithia answered. "Our only chance is to beat them before they reach their strongest. Else we will be mere fodder for them." 
 
    It was either fight or die. Monty liked neither option, his mana already as low as it could be. Yet… the screams were getting louder, and it was clear he had no choice in the matter. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 10: [Light of Mumur] 
 
    The caravan was filled up, and the horses moved away from the town. Few of the wagons actually had people inside, only so many staying behind to take care of the children. Those with lasting injuries were made to stay away from the fight, lest they become fodder for the creatures running towards them. 
 
    The sun was setting to the side, barely allowing Monty to look upon the clear horde coming towards them. They had fifty people who could easily take one or two. Yet what was that against a horde of hundreds? Their town was meant to only be populated by a hundred or so. Where had the others come from? 
 
    "Look at the shining skin," Thalia noted from the old man’s left. "Those creatures have been dead for a long time before they were made to rise again. If I am right about this, that [Necromancer] should’ve had a quick look around the town’s graveyard before taking the town as well." 
 
    Years of bodies were used as fodder. Years where the souls could stay in peace, only to be forced out of bliss so they could suffer as mere tools. It disgusted Monty as he looked on, watching the horde grow ever closer. There was a good kilometre of distance still, and even his most powerful spell wouldn’t reach such a distance. However, some of the archers were preparing to take out as many as they could, dipping their arrows in [Holy Water] beforehand. Weapons were coated with the liquid as well, Monty even putting some of it on the end of his staff. Looking at how things were turning out, he felt it would be needed no matter what. 
 
    "How many do you think you can get?" Lithia murmured while waiting. The woman had brought out a peculiar guitar of all things. Monty couldn’t say he understood the need for musical instruments during times of war, yet the calmness he felt in his body from the music certainly made him understand the armies of old slightly more. Those drummers were a magic of their own kind.  
 
    "If I get anything less than fifty, it will be my second-most disappointing day of the year," Thalia remarked, giving her spear a few test swings. 
 
    "Fifty? Are your standards truly so low nowadays?" Tom questioned with a wicked smile. The man had donned a plated helmet, leather still coating the rest of his body. "Seventy should be your minimum before anything." 
 
    "You wanna bet?" Thalia retorted. "I think I can get at least ten more than you." 
 
    "I know I’ll get twenty more than anything you can ever hope for!" Tom fired right back, rolling his warhammer in the palms of his hands. It seemed so weightless, yet Monty knew it weighed more than any other weapon in the entire caravan. That block of metal at the end could crush anything once it had the momentum. "The loser will be cleaning this entire thing while the winner looks on." 
 
    "Oh, I am going to enjoy the hours of relaxation," Thalia said before barking out a laugh. The creatures had finally reached the required distance as the archers fired off their first volley of arrows. Even if only ten could wield a bow proficiently, the ability to fire again and again made it possible to wound if not kill tens of the undead.  
 
    Those that fell were crushed to death by those who simply ran on. Monty wasn’t sure if he enjoyed the sight or not, merely preparing to cast more than his body was used to. Even with the time to regain his energies, he knew it would take a hard toll on him. 
 
    ‘I implore you to try channelling the spells through the staff this time around, Monty.’ 
 
    Silas! The oldest of the two old men had come right back. Monty waited for a moment to see if the man had more wisdom to share, but the presence left as quickly as it entered his mind. Looking upon the horde still rushing towards them in large amounts, the old man had to wonder what good the advice would do. 
 
    The staff he held to keep himself from falling to the ground had always been there when he needed it most—whether that be when merely walking or waking up after a few hours of sleep. It simply disappeared and reappeared at will. Monty hadn’t thought much about it, merely looking upon it as just another quirk of the world. Yet… was there truly more to it? 
 
    Channelling his Mana through it sounded easy enough. It would have normally been forced through the Mana-Veins in his hand and expelled at the tips of his fingers, yet extending the Mana into an object beforehand was quite new. It was the same principle but without the feedback. How hard could such a thing be? 
 
    Starting easily enough, a wall of sorts was met when the spell tried to go beyond the skin and into the darker metal. That was… unusual. The old man certainly had a few moments to frown at the staff, even giving it a small knock with his other hand. But, that did little but make him feel off-balanced. Instead of continuing the endeavour of hitting it until it worked, the man instead attempted to push the Mana with force. Instead of letting it merely glide into place, Monty did his best to forcibly control the pathway. Taking the easiest route had worked before, but there was promise in hardship now. The Mana was not a beast that needed to be tamed but merely an extension of his own will. It was not allowed to resist. 
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    With a light brighter than anything Monty had created before, a wave of energy shot out through the staff. It temporarily blinded the old man, and the sounds from beside him made it clear that others felt the same effects. Yet… their inhumane cries in front made it just as obvious that the undead had felt much worse effects. The mana had reached a level where it was just like the sun to the darkness. It had truly been the source of light cast over a town. A town that needed the sun more than anything right now. 
 
    "Care to repeat that again with more warning next time?" Thalia shouted as she recoated the tip of her spear. "These spots in my eyes aren’t going to go away in the next few hours because of you." 
 
    "Apologies!" Monty shouted right back. "Look away for a moment, please." 
 
    The horde had seemingly decided that the [Cleric] was the most important member of the wall, running towards Monty specifically. More undead were trampled when trying to gather on a single point, yet countless would still reach him. If they got their hands on the old man, he knew he would be torn apart within mere seconds. Nothing was stopping them but the allies beside him and the light he had shown himself able to use. 
 
    Sending off a [Smite] through the staff as a test, Monty was dismayed that it didn’t have the power shown before. The staff didn’t turn his spells into abilities of mass destruction, and the bonuses that were there at all were clearly not consistent. Yet, it was still more powerful than the regular method, if not a little harder to accurately shoot with. Using a staff as an aiming tool was not the best thing that could be done. When Monty got the time, he would be putting a scope on the metal rod. 
 
    For now, the man had to watch silently as the creatures got ever closer. The [Light] might have stopped them before, but they couldn’t all burn from a mere spell. It attracted them and turned them into beings of pure frenzy, yet there was only so much to go around.  
 
    But, that got Monty thinking. Was it his spells or him channelling the Mana that made them so curious about his position? If it was the former, there was an idea to work with. And checking for such a question was easy enough. Sending a third [Smite] into the air, the man was more than happy to see so many undead turn their attempt to twist their bodies in its direction, a few even turning around when it flew past them and into the air. The bolt of light flickered out a few seconds later, however, and the horde continued.  
 
    "I have an idea!" Monty shouted. "Though, I think we might die if it turns out to not work!" 
 
    "We might die even if it does work," Lithia said from the side. "Say it before we die with no idea." 
 
    "I might be able to distract them for a few minutes," Monty explained quickly. "Do you think you can take a good chunk of them from behind if given the chance?" 
 
    "I can spear over a hundred in the skull if they aren’t resisting," Thalia promised. Others gave similar ideas, making Monty more than interested in trying out his idea. If it worked, most, if not all, would survive to fight another day, and the caravan could possibly move on without any casualties.  
 
    Watching as the creatures came dangerously close, Monty got to thinking once again. Merely using [Smite] or [Heal] wouldn’t work since they ran out of Mana the moment they left him. Instead, the spell would have to be tethered to him. It needed to be taken from him continually instead of having it all to begin with. He had done it before with the floating balls of light. He now just needed to do it on a slightly… grander scale. 
 
    Fifty meters was when he started gathering up the energy. At forty meters away, Monty swallowed hard. At thirty, he fired it away and watched the darkness light up once more. Only, it never turned down its brightness. The cries of the inhuman creatures started once more. 
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 Chapter 11: Liches get Stitches 
 
    In a round pile, thirty meters away, the horde tried to wrestle to a higher position as they went towards the miniature sun hanging above them. They crawled on each other’s shoulders continually, never accepting being pushed down. They pried, tore, and bit to be on top, killing others with no care. They sought the light, and the light they would have. 
 
    Monty disagreed. 
 
    "Please do your best. I am not sure how long I can keep it up," Monty encouraged as the men and women beside him watched in awe. His words were enough to make them get out of their stupor, however, charging toward the indifferent horde. The old man stood back alone as he continued channelling the [Light]. His body shook and his breath was heavy, but he stood his ground. The staff shined brightly as its use was solidified for the future. 
 
    The [Undead] fell quickly as a variety of weapons were used to kill them. Spears, axes, and anything else semi-sharp were forced into the former people’s heads, making them all silently fall to the ground. None cared about their fate, still crawling their way towards the artificial sun in their last moments. Monty saw some irony in that.  
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    The breath of relief that came from that message was something Monty relished, his Mana having been filled up nicely. Mere seconds away from collapse had been turned into a solid minute of extra time. Many [Undead] had fallen already, but just as many were still left. Counting the progress, the old man slowly started to realize they wouldn’t make it at their current pace. 
 
    With just an extra minute, Monty’s Mana had once again fallen too low to hold up. Shouting for the others to retreat, they did so with grace and a mix of dread. While many had fallen, just as many still stood ready to kill them. And the moment that the light flickered out in the sky once again, the people still living not accustomed to seeing in the darkness just yet, the snarls of the Undead began once more. The people were scared. Some were taking steps back ready to retreat, and others were just hoping the caravan had travelled far enough that it could survive for another day. Monty personally just wanted to kill as many as possible to make sure no other would have to suffer by their hands. 
 
    Yet as the next minutes passed, not a single person could hear the resounding footsteps of the undead charge. While snarls were high and clear, the undead weren’t moving toward them. With their eyes once more accustomed to seeing in the night, it was possible to see the moving flesh in front of them, standing a good thirty meters away. They were aware that the humans were alive and well, yet they weren't throwing themselves at them. Monty grew confused and worried at the sight. 
 
    The undead had been into the mindless carnage not so long ago. That’s how the trap had worked. Yet, seeing them now all angry but not attacking made it seem like there was more at play. Just why had the shift in personality occurred? 
 
    "You horrible people killed so many of my children," was heard from above, the voice crackling with necrotic energy. It felt as if the breath of the undead was just beside Monty’s ear, his skin crawling with disgust. Looking up, none other than the leader floated in the air. She looked quite like what she had inside the town hall, though her clothing had been cut open at parts, some glass also hanging in her hair. Had she jumped through the window to get here faster? Monty suspected that might have been it. "You were destined to die without a fight, so why act out such mindless slaughter on my precious dolls? What could make you become so… full of will?" 
 
    Thalia did a small run-up before she threw her spear at the [Lich] floating above them. The spear of the weapon glowed a mild red as it flew across the sky. Yet even with the power behind the throw, a barrier of green filth appeared to stop it. The weapon fell without effort, landing behind the undead horde. The mistress of the undead appeared to find it amusing. 
 
    "Idiocy might be the reason after all. Luck as well," the [Lich] by the name of Isolde said, looking over the larger group of fallen [Undead]. Speaking words that put pressure on Monty’s ears, energy flew out into those that had been killed—an energy that made them rise once more. The efforts of the last fight, and all the Mana spent to make sure none died during it, had been utterly wasted. The undead force was once more at full power, and the cackling from the sky wasn’t seeming keen on stopping. "You showed me a good time tonight. I can’t lie about that simple fact. Please make no further complaints. I would hate to hurt you before you become one of mine." 
 
    Even when tired from the fighting, even when death was near and nothing else seemed like it could let them survive until daybreak, there was not a single man or woman who fled the scene. They stood with their heads held high, their weapons in hand, and a look of determination in their eyes. Even Monty, who hadn’t been forced to face death too many times in life, knew he was ready to kick and bite until everything was gone. 
 
    As the undead before them once again started moving, the [Cleric] did not waste a single bit of his energy on them. Instead, Monty sent all the Mana he could into a [Smite], hurling it directly towards the [Lich] laughing from above. The Light seemed to distract her enough that the green shield couldn’t protect her in time, letting the bolt lightly graze her shoulder. It did no considerable damage in any way, instead ripping a few seams on her dress while also making a small trail of grey blood fall from her shoulder, ruining any fabric close by. 
 
    The undead stopped once more, the night growing silent as the new information was processed by the master. It took mere seconds before a scream rang out. It wasn’t one of pain, instead being pure frustration. Anger, embarrassment, pure hatred, and anything close to negative were felt in pure waves as the sound forced itself into all living creatures. 
 
    Mana of green [Darkness] swirled around in the night, the [Lich] seemingly unable to stop herself from letting it all run free. The wound given to her had already vanished passively, yet the mental pain from the action was seemingly making her run wild. Being bitten by an ant without being able to stop it was apparently quite the trigger. 
 
    "You don’t deserve a life of servitude but only one of pain!" 
 
    The swirling tornado of hatred and necrotic energy grew wilder and wilder, the exposure it gave to the surroundings only growing just as strong. The undead before the living first grew in mass before seemingly being unable to hold in the energy granted to them. Their bodies popped in showers of gore, growing into the swirling energy above. Monty felt his own body threaten to break and tear, only held together barely by the living energy inside him. There was some form of resistance to the manipulation, but it was growing weaker by the second. 
 
    The wind had started to pick up, and people were digging their weapons into the ground in hopes of holding on. The old man was barely able to do the same, Thalia being the sole reason Monty wasn’t flying around in the air. It was hard on his body, but the pain of everything else helped deafen it out. 
 
    As the energy lit up the sky to the point where it seemed the night had turned into day, a roar came from the north. It wasn’t one that the undead could ever hope to create. It instead matched that of a mighty beast. A mighty beast that flew in the sky, scales numbering in the thousands if not millions. The people around Monty gasped in both horror and reverence, likely never having seen such a creature before. But the old man could guess without a shadow of a doubt what his eyes were telling him, for he had seen the creature in many books before. 
 
    What flew above him was a dragon of the mightiest kind. And it was angry. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 12: A Growing Base of Power 
 
    Monty would have loved to witness a grand battle between two behemoths, each struggling to overpower the other. Instead, he was greeted with the sight of a [Lich] trying to flee in fear before being picked out of the sky and given a one-way ticket into a [Dragon]’s mouth. The inhuman screams that came from within made the foundations shake, but it stopped quickly enough. 
 
    None of them really moved around. Or took in air. The bodies of all living beings seemed to be utterly incapable of moving around while such a creature flew above them. It looked down at them for but a moment, some manner of disgust and annoyance clearly felt. Luckily, it clearly wasn’t in the mood for another round of meat since it instead flew further south once more. Monty wasn’t sure what his life was turning into. 
 
    "Is that common around here?" the old man had to ask as the people around him slowly but surely settled into their regular breathing habits. People were red and blue in their faces as their pulses were clearly as high as they could get, while oxygen deprivation was similarly becoming full in effect. 
 
    "Dragons? You have to go closer inland before you have a chance of seeing them," Thalia stated. "An entire town turned into undead by a lich that then got eaten up by said dragon? I think that’s a first in history… ever." 
 
    Right. Monty had to make sure about that detail before he made any other conclusions. Watching a creature of literal legend not care about a gathering of humans after consuming undead flesh was not something he was used to. The power from that [Lich] had clearly been enough to kill everybody and everything without even trying, yet that large lizard had been able to just chomp down on it without a single moment of caring. Perhaps dragons were the fantasy equivalent of gods. Or, no, gods were very real and not dragons. Monty was the cleric of one, for the Light’s sake. 
 
    The people did gather themselves to some level after a few more minutes, some starting to run along in hopes of catching up to the fleeing caravan. There hadn’t been too large an expectation of surviving, after all, so that part of the night would certainly be fun. If they were lucky, the roars heard in the night would have made them at least slow down.  
 
    Meanwhile, Monty was greeted by the [System] once again. 
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    …That was a few more messages than Monty had guessed he would be seeing this fine night. Since a good fifty undead hadn’t been enough to warrant a level-up, the old man had guessed towards his days of easy increases being over. Instead, just being close to a dragon eating the lich had apparently been enough to cause two increases in his level. [Smite] looked like it had increased as well, though that might have been due to Monty putting a lot of power into a single blast. 
 
    Looking into his mind, he did suppose he had a greater understanding of how he could do that next time. The [System] assisting in that way was certainly helpful, though the last message was more cryptic than anything. The [Light of Mumur] was the staff he wielded, the one thing that Silas had left him more than anything. It was a staff, an inanimate object, yet it had grown to like him. How did a piece of metal grow fond of a person? Was that another thing the old man would have to worry about? Was the wood that made the wagons also able to think? At some level, Monty did not want to know. 
 
    With the three new levels he had gotten throughout that night, he had three more points to spend on his stats. Choosing the easiest route, he put all three into Wisdom. Not being able to hold up the larger ball of light had hurt the group and prevented them from potentially killing all the mindless [Undead]. While that work had been reversed by the lich, they couldn’t have known that at the time. Putting in the points, Monty brought up his [Status Screen] in full so he could have a better look at it. 
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    His Mana had certainly increased by a good amount since he last had a look at it. His health was still abysmal but that could be worked on in the future. In fact… with how much his knees shook, improving the physical stats next time might do him wonders. Helping others fight wouldn’t do much if he couldn’t keep up with the youth of today. Getting one foot in front of the other was already hard enough. What if a situation called for him to do it quickly? 
 
    "There’s not even anything to bury here," Lithia commented as they looked at the field of the battle. Monty made a grunt of acknowledgement as he looked over at the others who had stayed behind to wait for the caravan. Thalia was over with Tom, seemingly trying to make the other realize how she had gotten more kills than him. Monty thought that neither had gotten anything since they all came alive again shortly after, but who would listen to the old man’s point? "Every trace of their bodies is just… gone. Swallowed up and made to leave an empty town." 
 
    There were a few blood stains and bits of flesh still lying around—enough to make a person think an animal had died recently, but certainly not enough to make one wonder if a horde of Undead had passed through. Every piece had been swallowed up in the catastrophe of the [Lich]’s making. Monty had to wonder why they were even there, to begin with. 
 
    "When we arrive at the next town, we could perhaps make arrangements for this place to be filled once more," Monty said. With his mana regathered he was able to sense the feeling of dread slowly but surely dissipating. The effect the [Lich] had made on the surroundings had clearly been strong, yet they were similarly not able to take permanent hold. "That is if anybody here would dream of living in a dead person’s house. 
 
    "I think just having a roof over their heads would be enough of a dream," Lithia replied. "And with how much grain they have over there, it should be enough to at least get a few dozen people. I know a few that left this place years ago. This piece of news should be enough to get them back." 
 
    In a few hours, the caravan was reached and returned, everybody inside alive and well. More supplies were filled into the wagons, though it was mainly just what wouldn’t last being left alone for a few months. Everything that could handle being alone for a few years was allowed to stay. 
 
    While that was going on, Monty and a few others walked back into the town to find any clues on just why it had happened. While it wasn’t too rare for somebody to slaughter cities, it was mostly up north such things happened. Bandits might be found in the south, but none were powerful enough to do… this. 
 
    Every small house had next to nothing but a few beds and various supplies that had gotten old. It wasn’t too surprising; the people only really suspected that answers could be found inside the town hall. 
 
    More specifically, the main office inside the hall. Lithia had been able to note the books in the cabinet being new. The old leader had apparently not been too fond of getting everything down in writing, meaning that all the books seen needed to have been new additions. And the apparent leather that some of them had been bound in made the old man think they actually had been made of a slightly different material. 
 
    Getting inside once more was easy enough. The doors were technically locked, but a few kicks and a hammer were more than able to take care of it. There were no real protections inside the office itself. Lithia had stated worries about magic barriers or traps, yet a sweep with [Light] made nothing trigger or care, though a feeling of dread came over the old man when he reached some of the books. 
 
    The binding on some was human skin. Skin that clearly had been delicately used, a small section ripping when Monty’s grip around the book grew too tight. Seeing such… horrible acts wasn’t something he was too used to yet. But destroying evidence was something he couldn’t do, instead letting Lithia put it all inside the prepared bag. Those made with human skin seemed to be detailed books about carrying out the various rituals that allowed necromancy to happen. Most of the words and phrases inside were an entirely different language, only the pictures helping Monty understand. Yet, then came a sturdier binder of pages, one that had clearly been written in hand with clear notations. It had a small map inside, though it seemed quite disproportionate. At the end of the notations came a few quickly scribbled sentences. 
 
    ‘Jonas wants Duarno dead and the [Hands of Corruption] delivered personally along with his head. Must find Duarno when finished with the town. Compensation is too high to ignore,’ was written down. Hand of Corruption? Monty wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean. 
 
    "Do you have any idea what this means?" Monty asked Lithia. Giving her the neatly bound notes, the woman skimmed through them before finding the part that had interested the old man as well. Her eyes seemed to widen at that. 
 
    "... We need to take this to the elves as quickly as possible," Lithia replied, putting the book into the bag as well as a few hints of sweat appeared on her face. "If this means what I think it means, somebody important needs to be told about it before it’s too late." 
 
    "I really wouldn’t mind it if you explained it to me first, though," Monty said as they once again moved out of the room, every book of importance gathered. "What is the ‘Hand of Corruption’ meant to symbolize?" 
 
    "It’s the power to take over the pieces of the land that haven’t been hit by the corrupted if I'm reading this right. Silas used to talk about something like it when Murmur came up, though it wasn’t meant to be possible," Lithia said. "It’s something we all thought impossible until a minute ago. It’s also something that could make the entire human population dead in a few months if needed… We need to get moving." 
 
    Shouting made the other people venture back to the caravan, which was quickly started up once again. The horses were allowed a few moments to graze and then they moved onto the road once more. Sleeping or resting was off the table. The entire ordeal was quite tiring, making the old man lose consciousness the moment he sat down on the wagon. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 13: Secrets of the Staff 
 
    "Are you a hero, mister?" one of the kids asked with no real prompt. The words themselves made Monty return to the realm of the living, having been practising the fine art of napping in the sun. With their journey being long and without events of any kind, most of the time was spent in silence. And, with the body being what it was, rest was never to be excused. Yet that had apparently not stopped a small handful of kids from travelling between the still-moving wagons, getting the ghost out of him with such a scare. 
 
    Not that Monty would ever admit to being scared by a group of kids, instead just chuckling to himself. They mostly looked to be between four and seven, the oldest needing newer clothing soon. Yet, their looks were the most interesting thing that day. They were cautious of a little old man. 
 
    "I am not what you would call a hero," Monty answered after some feigned thought. Most of the time was spent trying to make his words entertaining. Even if he hadn’t done a good job, however, he was sure their young minds would twist it into the grandest of adventures. "I am too old and weak to have that title. One of you can have it." 
 
    That got them running away once again, taking a quick detour from the caravan to move back down to their parents in a wagon further down. Monty took a second to look at their disappearing forms before sighing and looking ahead once again. It had been another day since their meeting with a certain [Lich], but his body was still tired. When he got the chance, he truly did need to upgrade his physical stats more. Mana might have been his bread and wine, but what was there to do if he couldn’t walk over to the table? 
 
    "Silas used to talk to those kids every day, you know," Thalia commented as they continued on, breaking the small silence that had been brewing for a while. The larger woman had been entirely unaffected by the fighting, the most grievous wound being the mental one when she cleaned her own spear. That bet with Tom had fallen through due to technicalities, after all. "It must be weird for them to not have that standard anymore." 
 
    "They clearly see me as somebody different, at least," Monty said. It would hurt his mind if he was to act like the man who had inhabited the body before. Lying to children had never been his strong suit. If his wife was around, he was sure she would have reprimanded him over and over about him needing to say no for once. "I am not sure what it is they see me as, however." 
 
    "They hear the bits from the parents about you supposedly being able to save them all, and their little minds start getting a few titles prepared for you," Thalia commented, making sense of the ‘hero’ question. "You were meant to be the knight on a shining steed, you know. The tales of otherworlders don’t exactly hold themselves too close to the source material." 
 
    Monty could believe that, feeling the need to bust out a pipe of sorts. It didn’t make sense, really. He hadn’t smoked in decades, yet the pull to that nicotine was still there well and strong. Minds were too weak to do that stuff. 
 
    "The grander the story, the longer it lives," Monty surmised. "With how long people like me have been around, it makes sense that only the really interesting stories still exist in peoples’ heads. Nobody wants to hear about the cleric with creaking bones. The [Saint] who heals the wounds of all is much more interesting." 
 
    "We actually have a few of those," Thalia mumbled. That got a laugh out of both of them, to the point where Monty felt his balance be off for a moment. Instinct from that called a certain staff to his hand, one whose Runes were glowing with a soft light. It had become a pure procedure to channel his energy through the metal. Monty rationalized that it was due to the body’s previous owner doing so, but he had trouble believing it. There had to be something more to it. 
 
    "[Light of Mumur]... " Monty said to himself, trying to read those runes for the tenth time that day. Each time he looked at them, they seemed to have been twisted in some sense or another. Perhaps a new swirl here and there, a few circles popping up randomly. The new addition this time was a small square around an entire segment. Was this just how it operated? 
 
    "What about it?" Thalia asked nonchalantly. She… knew things about it? 
 
    "Do you know what this staff is?" Monty questioned. 
 
    "It’s a staff?" Thalia answered. 
 
    "Yeah, I understood that part," Monty retorted. "But why exactly does it work?" 
 
    "Because of the runes." 
 
    "And how do the runes work?" 
 
    "You’re gonna have to ask a [Rune-Master] for that," Thalia responded. 
 
    "And where could I find one of those?" Monty asked. 
 
    "Maybe in the elven cities… but I wouldn’t count on it. They are quite rare to just find nowadays. You have to know somebody who knows somebody who knows any contact," Thalia went on. Monty understood it perfectly. "Even then, it’s not like they’d know much about the runes for sure. You would have to ask the original crafter… and they’ve been dead for at least a hundred years at this point." 
 
    A hundred years? Looking at the staff once again, Monty had trouble believing that. The metal still shined in the sun, even though he hadn’t brushed it a single time. And he knew for a fact that nobody else had done so. If somebody told him it had been made a day before his arrival, he would’ve believed it. 
 
    "So this is an important heirloom of sorts?" Monty asked as he gazed upon the metal. He could find it sending wave after wave of positive feedback into his body. The light he pulled in and out felt amplified for just a bit, never staying in that way long enough to become recursive. He wondered what limits there truly were to the thing. 
 
    "It might be the most important heirloom we have left from [Mumur]. Not that we actually have anything else from there that works nowadays," Thalia explained, looking deep in thought for a moment before shaking her head. The old man had to spend a moment realizing an important fact. 
 
    "Mumur is a place?" 
 
    "Yes? What, did you think it was a staff of murmuring or something? It wouldn’t be half as important if it was something like that," Thalia said. "No, that staff is from the head church of the city, only to be used by the highest-ranked cleric. It was Silas’ old teacher that last wielded it while having the right qualifications, but… I guess you also do. You’re the only cleric here." 
 
    "What happened to Mumur?" Monty had to ask. "You are out here running a caravan, yet you just mentioned a city." 
 
    "It’s more ruins nowadays. Or, at least I think it is," Thalia responded with a shrug. "I’ve never been there myself. Used to be quite the beauty. Then the devils got to the place, and everybody had to leave. Those that tried to stay died or got malformed quickly enough. Best not to think about it." 
 
    A dead city… The world was seeming crueler with every minute. Monty leaned back into the seat, trying to decide whether there truly was any chance of healing it all. The staff disappeared into the air, letting the old man rest once again. They would hardly be stopping until they reached the next city, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 14: Administration 
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    It took another two weeks before the next city came into sight. At that time, Monty spent most of the day talking with the various people in the caravan, trying to get to know them. While most had been wary of him since the start, the sight of an old man desperately trying to save their lives had apparently turned their minds over toward the light. Monty had no real arguments against it, though their reverence towards him wasn’t the best attitude they could have. He was an old man. There was little chance of him being able to sit on a horse without falling off. 
 
    Training had been a constant fixture in the daily hours as well, the old man giving himself some time to expend every drop of Mana he could on various tasks. The first was, of course, to try and figure out smarter ways to send out [Smite] and [Heal]. The ability to power them up using the staff seemed incredibly versatile, though he would need a target on them before anything truly great could happen. Healing with a powerful blast on a small wound did just about the same that a regular [Heal] would do. It wasn’t like there was more to recover from when using more Mana. It wasn’t even much faster, actually. 
 
    If that were to be upgraded, the man would need to get into another fight and be made to witness another one fall near the clutches of death. It wasn’t hard to reject the notion of waiting for that moment intentionally. Monty knew that he wouldn’t want anybody getting hurt merely to upgrade his own abilities. Fighting usually led to death on both sides, but he merely wanted them to stay out of conflict entirely. It was for the best. 
 
    A conflict wasn’t likely to happen anyway. Not in the next few days, at the very least. Monty was assured that the earth around the path slowly began to turn into high strands of various grown plants. Wheat all sat in neat rows in the dirt around them, more than ready to be harvested. In the distance, people could be seen doing just that, larger animals helping carry it all into the city. A city which was… enormous. 
 
    It might not have held anything up against the skyscrapers of his old world, yet Monty couldn’t help but stare at the walls with some manner of respect. They looked to be at least ten meters tall, built out of rock, and wide enough that grown men could patrol on top. And those guards were clearly observant in their duties, a call being made the moment the caravan got within eye-sight.  
 
    Nobody rode out to greet them halfway, but the gate into the city did open up to allow a few guards outside. It was normal behaviour if Thalia was to be trusted. Lithia sat in the back putting on some better attire as well. Greetings were apparently quite important, even if it was obvious that most people in the caravan had more dirt on them than hair. Getting a bath out in the wilderness was quite the hard task, after all. 
 
    "State your name and intentions," the guard at the front ordered as they finally got close enough to talk with civility. Yet, that was still not close enough for the young man to stop shouting. Monty scratched at his ear, wondering if that was worth healing. Saving it for later would possibly be a better idea, he supposed, as he looked upon Lithia’s entrance. 
 
    "Lithia Tailheart, travelling as leader of the [Mumur Caravan]. We intend to resupply ourselves with the goods in the town, sell off various trinkets found, and report various findings to the officials in charge," Lithia answered with just as loud a voice as the guard. From the grimace on Thalia’s face, it wasn’t too unusual to do. Monty hoped that they all just had hearing difficulties. Doing it while being perfectly able to hear lowered voices was quite dumb. 
 
    "Move along then," the guard said after a moment of deliberation, letting the caravan get into the city without further complications. Thalia led the wagons further in through the gate, finally letting Monty see inside the walls. 
 
    No towering buildings met them inside, though the number of wooden buildings did surprise him. With walls made of very detailed stone, one would have guessed the place to have a similar inner architecture. Was it too expensive a task, or were the buildings simply demolished too often for stone to be viable? 
 
    The streets were relatively clean, though the number of people walking past the caravan did make Monty raise an eyebrow. The city clearly had a few thousand residents, most either young or old. There weren’t many in the age group of twenty to thirty, save for a few of the younger guards. Had they left, or were they merely centred around another part of the city? 
 
    Thievery was clearly a minor issue as well, seeing how many people tried to grab inside the wagons. Monty had to slap a few of the smaller ones as they hung onto the wagon and tried to get a grip on something they could run off with. Lucky for the old man, the front wagon was mostly empty when ignoring the three bodies. Though, he did suppose they still had a few rabbit pelts lying around. They had never been able to use those for much. 
 
    "How do you normally get them to stop stealing from you?" Monty asked as he pushed away the fourth hand that minute. They got more common the closer to the centre they got, the density of people rising as well. The horses nearly had to trample people before they decided to move out of the way. 
 
    "Usually a show of force. Tom has a mighty voice when he really gets angry, you know," Thalia answered with a slight smile. "Not that we do it too often, however. The guards have no real love for us causing a ruckus inside." 
 
    That wasn’t the greatest answer in the world. And since Tom hadn’t started shouting by himself already, Monty doubted it would start. The people needed to respect them enough to not try and steal… that was quite the high bar to follow. Fear did make them respect the group somewhat, but Monty had no real ideals about being able to do such a thing. Perhaps respect could also be gained from awe? With the buildings causing some manner of shade, it wouldn’t be too hard to perhaps cause a little improvised light show. A few of the people they passed by had been walking weird anyway. 
 
    Using [Mana-Manipulation] and [Heal] at the same time, Monty began to make a halo of light circle around the horse in front, making it shine just a meter above the creature’s head. That got the people looking on from the position alone, but the effects weren’t even getting started. As Monty allowed the staff to take over some of the heavier lifting, the [Healing] side effects began to set in for all who watched it. Small aches disappeared, people walked more upright, and those sore throats became as clear as day. People widened their eyes, swallowed the last bits of saliva in their mouths, and took a step back so they wouldn’t be the ones to ruin it.  
 
    They didn’t fear the caravan. They feared the people who would be angry at them for making the [Healing Hour] stop. Thalia just shook her head with a sigh as they continued on, the horse in front clearly loving the attention it was getting. Monty was quite surprised when it even began to walk a bit better. The old man wouldn’t have guessed that the spells would work as well on horses as they did on humans. Could he heal pets as well? That was something to ponder later. 
 
    The hands grabbing at the caravan were gone within minutes, the people letting them pass through easily. Some followed along with the front horse for a little while to let the effects truly seep into their bones, but they all stopped within a minute or two. With the slow speed of the caravan, anybody could catch up if they really wanted to. The elderly even waved at Monty with a smile, something in their eyes making them seem hopeful. The newly appointed [Cleric] had to wonder why until he truly realized what he was doing. 
 
    "There aren’t too many [Healers] around these parts, are there?" Monty asked as the street widened into a larger centre. It stretched quite far, a few other caravans having parked around it as well. 
 
    "Nobody that would give out to the poor like you just did," Thalia answered with a grin. "I think you might have made a few friends with that display of yours." 
 
    Monty chuckled at that, finally forced to make the new spell dissipate. It had taken quite a lot out of him to keep it up, but the effects had been tremendous. He would need to do it again in the future. 
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    The [System] clearly thought so as well, granting the old man a skill for the act next time. Looking up the skill sheet, it seemed to be a passive skill. That was certainly good news since it would allow the man to configure the actual power without working against a minimum. Keeping it as strong as he had done before wouldn’t be viable. 
 
    "Time to visit the administration," Lithia stated as they finally got everything locked up well. "Best to do it quickly." 
 
    Monty had no objections, and a small group of them moved out to find the leaders of the town. They had news to deliver, after all, and it would be best not to keep it to their chests for long. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 15: Blunt Brandy 
 
    Moving through the streets on foot was more stressful than anything—especially with a weaker body that couldn’t just push through the crowds. At points, Thalia had to assist Monty in making sure he wasn’t just carried off into the distance, his weaker body unable to do much to resist the pulling. The man was happy that he didn’t have a pouch on him, at least, since that would have been taken instantly. 
 
    Luckily for them all, the actual walk was only a few minutes long. Having parked in the direct centre of the city helped significantly, the journey from there to the administration hub being less than a few hundred meters. The actual challenge from the walk was the people they met on the way. Everybody was just so keen on making sure their place in the street was prioritized, even when those in front clearly didn’t have the physical capability of surviving the onslaught. Monty would have loved to do the same thing as before with the lights and all, but his Mana was still too low for such a spectacle. It would hardly last longer than a few seconds, and even then it would be too weak to make much effect. 
 
    The building itself was slightly more reinforced than those around it, the signage on the front clearly of higher quality as well. If Monty wasn’t too blind at the current moment, he would even guess the doors to have been fortified with metal insides. It would take more than a few people to tear those doors off their hinges at least. Yet, they were opened by the larger men standing next to them quite easily the moment that Lithia made motions to get inside. No questions were asked, letting them all pass inside. 
 
    "Do you have an appointment?" the secretary was quick to ask as they entered. Most of the people from the caravan were made to wait on a few couches, only Monty, Lithia, and Thalia standing by the desk within mere moments. 
 
    "We don’t have anything of the sort," Lithia answered bluntly, causing the secretary on the other side of the desk to furrow her brows. People were perhaps more discreet about that fact normally. 
 
    "Could I ask why you are trying to gain access into the city’s headquarters without having an appointment then," the secretary requested, writing notes down already. "And I would prefer it if you state who you wish to talk to as well." 
 
    "The mayor would be preferable. Maybe the head of the guard if the former is impossible," Lithia said with practised ease. "It’s about the town of Ondrl. We came through it two weeks ago and were met with a city filled with dead and a [Lich] that controlled them all. They’re all dead and buried now, but I believe that it would be great to have word with another settlement about it." 
 
    That got things in gear. After making sure Lithia understood the punishments for lying about such things and going through a quick [Truth-Seer] to make sure she actually was who she stated she was, the three were pushed through the rest of the place, up the stairs, and made to sit on the opposite side of an older woman—one who looked entirely regretful to have stepped out of bed that morning. 
 
    "Do tell me why you survived a supposed encounter with an [Lich], a being with a minimum level of thirty," the older woman ordered, not seeming to have any regard for their status among the people. She clearly just wanted it dealt with in any way possible. 
 
    "A dragon came through and ate them after the [Lich] decided to go a bit… wilder with the energy," Lithia answered. Monty had to take a second to accept how absolutely crazy that explanation sounded. The mayor looked utterly unperturbed by it, however, sighing loudly as she held her hands to her face for a few seconds. 
 
    "We had reports from the elves that a being of extreme power would be flying through at some point. It seems that your story lines up with what nobody should have known. The guards say you came in from the direction you state you came in from, so no obvious lies there either. The [Truth-Seer] couldn’t find any direct lies in you saying what your name was, and that name does belong to a leader of a certain caravan we’ve dealt with many times through the years," the mayor continued, looking more like a robot with her cool assessments. "To surmise, I have to take this seriously or it will hit us negatively within mere months. Any suggestions on what to do?" 
 
    That was… quite quick. The entire time was pretty much spent listening to the mayor talk to herself, not a single one of the three needing to say much to convince her about recent events. And the information being gathered on such short notice was quite something. Monty wasn’t really sure how they lined up their entrance when nothing had been noted down. Was there some kind of network of information he’d missed? Were there scouts in the city constantly running to and from the administration building?  
 
    The room was silent for another couple of seconds, Lithia not continuing her words and instead looking towards Monty. The old man took longer than he’d liked to understand the implications, the mayor certainly understanding quickly enough with that penetrative gaze she sent towards him. 
 
    "The energy from the [Lich] was near-entirely gone within a few minutes of her demise," Monty started off with a brief bit of background information. "With the rate it dissipated at, there should be no ill effects from living people resettling there any time they would like. The town is empty of people at the current moment, but supplies, tools, and various machines are still lying around ready to be used. A farmer with nothing to their name but their own skill could have a farm up and running in mere weeks." 
 
    "So you want me to send over anybody we can to refill the small town," the mayor concluded. Monty nodded at her words, her ideas being exactly what he was thinking. "Skilled labour is something we have enough of at the current moment, but we have had trouble with the recent spike in population. That town you mentioned… it had a few hundred people situated inside. That could work. It’s not enough to put more than a small dent in this city’s population, but it will certainly help bring up the market again. We needed something that could push it anyway." 
 
    Paperwork was quickly lined up, the mayor getting everything in order within less than ten minutes. Questions were asked about what state some of the buildings were in and whether the ground looked dry or not. Even with all the tools, the mayor apparently wanted to make sure the farms could start up as quickly as possible, preparing the ground for after the cold season. 
 
    Mayor this. Mayor that. Monty grew a bit miffed at calling her that all the time in his head. Looking around for a moment, he was quick to spot a little name card on the table. The mayor’s name was actually Brandy Sedig. It was quite the peculiar name to have, but Monty didn’t feel like pointing that one out. 
 
    "We should have everything gathered for an expedition in the next day or three, depending on how many willing we can find," Brandy finally said, sounding less tired with each passing second. Even if she seemed to utterly despise her position in life, there was nothing that didn’t show her exemplary work ethic. It made sense she had been designated to have the people’s interests in mind. "On another note, I need to comment on an apparent showing that one of you decided to make when entering the city." 
 
    There wasn’t any real question about what that could be, Monty knowing the others hadn’t done much else but look angry at people. Since that was the standard, there was only one other thing it really could’ve been. 
 
    "Was it the halo around the horse’s head that made the difference?" Monty asked with a smile, still unsure if that was a smart thing to do. It looked quite humorous at the time, but the implications might not have sat right with people. 
 
    "No, it was the fact that you just put over two hundred people back into the working market without meaning to," Brandy pointed out with a blunt voice, clearly able to guess who had been the cause behind the event. "I would have loved to thank you for doing such a thing, but I think we both know you had ulterior motives." 
 
    "Not wanting to accidentally trample a thief with a horse could be counted as such, I suppose," Monty agreed with a small nod. "And I guess I was able to gain some respect from the people if that means anything." 
 
    "That wasn’t what I had in mind when I said ‘ulterior motives’, but we can go with your views. It should be easier to manage, at the very least," Brandy murmured as she brought out a small piece of paper from her desk. "It says here that your name is… Monty. No last name?" 
 
    "Not one that’s important enough to mention," Monty said, unsure of how the mayor knew his name. He couldn’t seem to remember mentioning it to any official directly. 
 
    "Then it doesn’t matter enough to get it in writing," Brandy surmised, crossing out a field on her document. "Since the actions done previously seem to have helped the city immensely, we would be willing to compensate you for staying here for another day or two and repeating the act at least thrice in other areas of the city. You will be under constant protection by guards, and we can offer a discount in various stores as well." 
 
    … That was certainly an offer Monty wasn’t expecting. And by the looks of it, Lithia seemed very interested in accepting the offer on the old man’s behalf if he didn’t get his head in order. That wouldn’t do now. 
 
    "Move the discounts and the money over to the caravan instead of me and everything should be fine," Monty said, not sure if taxes really were a thing. He just knew that moving money between an institution and a single person was harder than moving it to a semi-company of sorts. The caravan could at least be described as such. 
 
    "That shouldn’t be an issue," Brandy noted. "Guards will arrive to escort you to the first planned location this afternoon. Compensation will be granted after the act has been done. With that… I believe everything is in order. Are there any more questions you needed to ask?" 
 
    "There is one, actually," Monty said before things wrapped up. "Are there any [Temples of Light] in this city?" 
 
    "We do have one, yes," Brandy answered with no real tone to her voice. "Both of your friends should be able to lead you to it quite easily." 
 
    With that, everything wrapped up, and the trio left once more. Meeting up with the group one floor down, they all headed right back towards the caravan, shopping for supplies being saved for the next day. For now, they had to make sure nothing would be stolen in their absence. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 16: [Mana-Sense] 
 
    Monty didn’t spend too much time sitting by the caravan. Tom got them all a good round of food, the shops close by selling meat of quite high quality. Having a [Cook] finally seemed like a perfect investment, the things the man could do with spices being out of this world. It was either that or the weeks with Tom’s regular quality that had made regular food seem divine in comparison. 
 
    The old man mused as much as he went out alone. The [Temple of Light] wasn’t too far away from where the caravan was situated, though it was harder to notice without being pointed out. Just behind a corner, the first real stone building could be spotted. Most of the wall was filled with windows of differing colours, letting light of all types fill the quite sizable building. If Monty had an eye for architecture, he might’ve called it pretty. The only thing he could truly comment on was the hardship felt with getting the door to the place open. Old backs weren’t made for such a thing. 
 
    But it got Monty inside, so it was fine in the end. Sighing heavily and looking around, the temple didn’t seem to draw much of a crowd. The lighting was perfect, allowing every corner to be seen. With the mirrors helping reflect the sunlight, there was barely a shadow in the entire room. The chairs were filled with holes, allowing light to fall in from every direction. Everything was faced towards the very middle, the pedestal in the epicentre clearly meant to be used for any [Cleric] that had something to say. 
 
    Not that it was used at the current moment. The temple itself was pristine in condition, but Monty felt a tad peeved about how… lifeless it seemed. A few plants here and there couldn’t hurt anybody. Even if the air was clear, it wouldn’t hurt to have some more movement. An event for the kids, maybe? 
 
    "Hello?" Monty called out, not feeling like playing hide and seek any time soon. "Is anybody there?" 
 
    "Yes, yes, I’m coming," an old voice said from within. It wasn’t as old as Monty, seeming closer to fifty than sixty, but there was clearly some shaking to the tone. And the bent back that finally came from a side door made that as clear as ever. "Session starts in four hours. I believe you are here earlier than you were meant to." 
 
    "I can’t say I knew there was anything planned for the day," Monty said, summoning his staff once more as he stepped closer to the other [Cleric]. "I was told that this was the [Temple of Light]. Am I to assume that you are the leader of this place?" 
 
    "We have no human leader here, but I suppose I am the one who maintains it as best as possible. It’s most surely me who cleans the windows on Thursdays," the old [Cleric] commented as he sat down, ending with a small chuckle. "You don’t seem interested in confessing any sins, and your Mana can be felt from here. And since you’re wearing Silas’ skin like your own, I don’t think I need to ponder too hard on who you are. Or, should I say, what you are?” 
 
    “I suppose you don’t,” Monty said, his throat feeling a bit dry all of a sudden. It seemed that the old Silas had talked to more people than the old man was aware of. He needed to be more careful with his introductions later on. 
 
    “It makes sense he would sacrifice himself for the sake of the others in that little caravan of his. Tell me, did most make it out? If it got to a point where he saw no other alternative, I can’t think that it was an easy battle.” 
 
    “Most were left scarred, and some joined the gods earlier than they were meant to," Monty replied on a sombre note, "but most survived without issue. These new powers helped make that happen." 
 
    "I can’t doubt that. Anybody that Lito, blessed be his name, would bring into this world by his own hand has to be of worthy character. Though… it is not often that the elderly get brought in. I have to guess that he saw something special in you," the [Cleric] noted before standing up once again, popping his back as he tried to stand more upright. "From your words, I have to assume you know how to use [Heal] and [Smite]. Those two are quite common, though I was only gifted with the latter. I have been unable to heal much more than common wounds in the last couple of years, and even then, it has to be enhanced with the help of salves." 
 
    "Are you not able to learn it better with practice?" Monty questioned.  
 
    "That is what we like to tell the younger acolytes. And, sure, you can learn anything with enough practice. Your rate of understanding is just going to be a smidgen of what one naturally gifted in the art might be able to do. The [Affinities] are not something we can decide, I’m afraid," the [Cleric] noted with a sombre tone. There was a story that could be told there. "But, we may be granted gifts in other areas. While I might not be able to [Heal], I can [Inspire] hundreds with a wave of my hand. It takes the life out of me, figuratively and literally at different times, but it allows the city to stand with its head held high. Enough about that, however. How far along are you on the [Healing Path]? Have you gained [Minor Restoration] yet?" 
 
    "I’m afraid not," Monty answered. "I recently learned [Healing Aura] if that means anything to you." 
 
    "It’s certainly not the worst thing to gain, though it’s more an off-shoot from [Heal]. It simply disperses the effect over an area. Try to focus it on the individuals within the area instead of the air as a whole. That will increase the efficiency to a very high degree," the [Cleric] explained. Monty was quite happy with that information, though the echo in the voice made him fall back to his previous points. 
 
    "Is it always so empty here? Other than those sessions, I mean," Monty had to ask, looking around the pristinely cleaned room. The old man couldn’t do that by himself. "Do you have an [Acolyte] or two running around somewhere?" 
 
    "Nobody at the moment," the [Cleric] answered, clearly unhappy with that fact. "It’s been four years since the last one appeared within my sight. They need a higher [Affinity] with the light before I’m allowed to take them in. With how few children visit my sessions, it can be hard to find any that can be raised. And with this back of mine, I can’t truly travel around the city anymore either. Food is brought to me nowadays." 
 
    "I could help with that, though I am not exactly sure how I can sense the potential in somebody," Monty commented. 
 
    The old [Cleric] looked at the other for a moment, appearing quite deep in thought. There was a moment of recollection followed by a quite original choice. 
 
    "Entering into a world clearly brings quick power, but it also stops you from learning too many of the basics. While it’s something I try to refrain from doing, this one skill will be [Granted] to you. Use it well." 
 
    Moving like the light that they looked up to, the man had a palm on Monty’s head, his eyes glowing white as the air around them turned into a fine mist. Monty wasn’t actually sure what happened around him after that face, information he’d never thought about before seeping into his head. Pathways inside him grew as well, some having been closed for his entire life. It all made sense, and he couldn’t understand why all the knowledge thought of not existing merely a second before. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Mana-Sense] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    He was gasping by the time it was over, needing to hold onto the staff as if his life depended on it. It had been out of sight while he was inside the temple, but the close call on nearly falling had forced it into the open. The reflective metal on it shined brightly. 
 
    "I should have guessed that Silas would leave you such a tool," the [Cleric] noted. "With that in the frame, I fear I might have involved myself too much. Move on, Monty, and do great things from now on. I helped you take the final step for what could have taken you many weeks. Use it well." 
 
    Then the man went back through the side door, leaving Monty still gasping for air. Everything had a slight tint of colour to it now, it all shining so brightly. And the staff he had in his hand shined brighter than everything else combined, the white light coming from it almost making Monty want to lose his lunch. It was too much information.  
 
    But, he had to move on. The guards would come around to escort him soon, and he had people to heal. Deals were to be kept, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 17: Healing the Weak 
 
    Monty got back to the caravan just in time to spend thirty minutes sitting down and relaxing before the guards came around to escort him. Apple in hand, he was able to enjoy it readily as the two larger men kept his pace. Forcing an old man to walk quickly, one that had agreed to help them extremely cheaply, was apparently frowned upon. Monty had guessed towards the people having fewer manners, but it was quite the opposite. His age might have meant nothing in their eyes, but he was certainly valuable enough to listen to.  
 
    So, when he needed a moment to rest by the wall, the long walk making him quite tired, they asked no questions and simply sat on each side of him, letting Monty watch the street. The new [Mana-Sense] was making the man feel more and more tired with each second, all the new presences around him impossible to decipher while moving around. It was like he was seeing everything twice like the world repeated one too many times.  
 
    Minds weren’t meant to absorb that much information. With his regular eyes, it simply cut away anything static, everything not important at the current moment shuffled away. It wasn’t the same with the skill, however. Everything was blasted into his mind at peak velocity, and there were no acts of trimming done beforehand. It was horrible, and the old man knew he had to change it quickly. 
 
    How would one go around doing such a task? Well, his mind certainly didn’t seem keen on trimming down the information by itself, forcing Monty to attempt the feat through sheer will—or, it would be better to call it applying the newly found skills in another way. The ability to sense Mana required more than little skill in introspection. He had an eye inside of himself if that made sense. With it, his body was at his own command. If required, Monty thought he might even be able to shut down his own heart. There was no actual gain by doing that, but it was certainly something to think about. Maybe he could even restart it… 
 
    The amount of information being pulled through specific areas was quite something; it all worked like valves and filters. The one for [Mana-Sense] was entirely without restrictions, allowed to send anything and everything through with no questions asked. There was no real time needed to figure out just how dumb an idea that was. Instead of spending time trying to figure out what specific forms of Mana were required, Monty changed the parameters to something easy to follow. The new introductions in the world, the Mana more different from the surroundings would stick out more. If everything but one spot was white, Monty would only be able to see the spot without when not focusing on the skill. 
 
    Did this put a handicap of sorts on his ability to use the skill overall? Technically, yes. But it also stopped him from the constant headaches that the skill was causing him. And if there was one thing old people dreaded more than anything else, it was when their body complained about something. Letting it get what it wanted was above anything else, as ignoring it would quite often lead to dire consequences. 
 
    Opening his eyes, everything was more manageable. Everything flickered wildly still, but it was much more readable. Monty didn’t have to be worried about accidental blindness, at least, and the various energies that people had stored in their bodies were certainly more prominent. Biting into his apple one last time, Monty noted just how green it was at the core. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Mana-Sense] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Oh, that was nice. Seeing more wasn’t important when Monty had no clue what exactly he was seeing to begin with. It was great to see that the [System] agreed with that point, though he had to wonder which observation made it believe he was due for the upgrade. The small child he saw filled with light or the apple that had green energy dissipating by the second. 
 
    Neither could be confirmed—the apple basically gone in the world of energy, and the child had gone back into the crowd without a trace. Monty would have started a make-shift chase in his younger days, but he had no chance of doing such a thing in his twilight years. Instead, he began walking along once again, the guards leading him to wherever he needed to be. At least he didn't need a break for the rest of the journey.  
 
    What he did need a break for was when he finally saw the crowd that had gathered. People of all ages, tall and young, man and woman, with or without legs all sat around, clearly waiting for someone to enter. They were waiting for Monty to enter. Standing right beside the guards, he was given a mild push by one to get into the centre and sit down as well. It was clear what they expected of him. 
 
    Mentally fortifying his mind, Monty made sure not to show how utterly stressful his current position was. There were clearly some expectations for him at the current moment that he wasn’t sure he could fulfil. He was a low-level healer. He wasn’t a [Miracle Worker]. 
 
    Ignoring the chance that there was somebody out there with that as a class, Monty sat down in his spot and started up the process. Since he hadn’t truly used the skill before, the old man was cautious when sending out the call for [Healing Aura], making sure that the standard Mana-Cost wouldn’t deplete him instantly. Luckily, the bar was set low to start with, and he had no trouble letting it run by itself. Extending the range was quite tedious and took some work, but the old man had to make sure every person was touched by the skill. Letting them sit to the side with no benefits just felt wrong. 
 
    Muttering rang out as the skill took effect on the people. Some felt at their hands, realizing they could sense the presence of their fingertips once again. Others breathed in deeply as if they’d never been able to do it before. The last still waited for their turn, that being the group with the most inside. It was those that had issues that couldn’t be fixed by brief exposure. They required more time. 
 
    And more time was exactly what Monty tried to give them. Mana was steadily dropping, but he could easily let it run for ten more minutes at the current rate. Yet… there was something that felt wrong. It came as an itch at the start but became more serious with every passing second. Finally, the old man realized the error in his ways. He hadn’t followed the word of the old [Cleric]. 
 
    Efficiency was everything when trying to heal as much as possible, and Monty was wasting precious energy every single second. So much was focused on the empty air, everything in that area merely slipping out in the wild without having an effect on those around. That couldn't be done. When it was all so scarce in numbers, Monty had to make do with what he had while making sure not a single drop was wasted. 
 
    Taking a deep breath of his own, he used [Mana-Sense] to its fullest once more. He could see where his own Mana sat, where it flowed in the room. It was denser around the actual people, those that needed the energy most, but some still fell out into nothingness. Grasping at it with [Mana-Manipulation], Monty made a conscious effort to redirect it over to the proper places. It was hard work, and it took more than a bit out of him, yet it allowed the energy to be used well. The lights around the people were denser than ever, and the man grew into a harmonious mood of making sure it stayed that way. 
 
    Keeping everything was perhaps one of the hardest things that the man had ever done for a longer period of time, but it clearly helped the people. More and more were noting their ability to see clearer, to hear again, and to actually hug a loved one without being scared of hurting them. Their world was becoming happier with every second that the spell stayed up. 
 
    Those that had lost limbs weren’t being fixed, though. Even when Monty made sure an extra-large heap of Mana flowed into those people, nothing ever really happened. They didn’t grow back at all, instead making the remaining parts healthier than ever. That was great in one way but terrible in the other. These people had taken the chance to come here so they could once again return to a healthy living where they’d work and not live on the streets. That reality was crashing down quickly. 
 
    When Monty figured out how, he had to make sure those people wouldn’t get that kind of pain again. It was clearly still above his level, above what he could hope to do in many months, but he knew he would come back one day and heal every single person in need. Just because they had nobody to help them stand didn’t mean they deserved to stay on the ground forever. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Healing Aura] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Fifteen more minutes passed in that state of thought, the skill upgrading at the last second when being powered down. Most of the people were keeping their voices down out of respect, but there was clear excitement in most of them. Men could use their hands freely again, and nerves had been re-bound. Age was still a factor they all had to live with, but most would soon live in a comfy albeit small apartment. It wasn’t a life of luxury, but it was better than what they had been doomed to live for the rest of their days. 
 
    Those that didn’t have that same idea, still missing their hands or legs from accidents or war, looked at the [Cleric] with little hope, seeing the show was already over while they hadn’t been healed. Monty wanted to go over an apology for his lack of skill, but he couldn’t get himself to do it. Maybe in the next round, he would be mentally fortified instead of it all falling apart the moment he saw their faces. 
 
    The guards led him back to the caravan the same way they’d done so before. When he got there, he was told he would be met in the same manner the next morning. Monty accepted as much, tucking in alongside the other people. The night was upon them, and Monty had to make sure he wouldn’t fall over the next day, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 18: Shopping Goods 
 
    "You look pretty tired, Monty," Thalia mentioned as they woke up to get breakfast. Neither of the two had been on guard shift during the night, letting them both get a good chunk of sleep. It wasn’t like the old man usually had that job, the others not seeing any positives in forcing an oldie to stay up past his normal schedule. With how much Monty usually slept, it wasn’t great to try and stay awake for longer periods without a nap. Cursed be the qualms of old bodies. 
 
    "It’s merely the wrinkles. You can hardly tell if I’m smiling nowadays," Monty said as a bit of deprecating humour, giving it a little chuckle to fasten the point. He was indeed quite tired, though it wasn’t because of something like sleep deprivation. No, he was simply getting used to the life of expending all his Mana several times within a single day. As it turned out, acts like that were quick to show effects, one of those being an increased appetite. Yet when that effect only showed itself during the middle of the night, a time when food wasn’t found in larger amounts, Monty was forced to merely go back to sleep without. His body hadn’t liked that. 
 
    So, pain, creaking bones, and a bit of a sore neck were the payment he received for his choices. The Mana had been regenerated, though the expense clearly hadn’t been from his stomach alone. His health noted down a few missing pieces of health as well. His body clearly wasn’t doing well at the moment, though the breakfast did make it all the better. If only his body would actually accept the amount of food required to recuperate. It was quite good at working against its own goals. 
 
    "If we need to expend a [Health-Potion], say the word and I’ll fetch it for you," Thalia commented as she went back to her food. If those potions weren't so utterly pricy, Monty might have taken her up on the offer. Instead, he sat back and enjoyed the last bites of his meal. Scraps were normally left behind, but every piece given to him had been cleared down into his gut. And since a few of the people had given him some money recently, he might make a visit to one of the stalls during his off-hours. He knew for sure the guards could help him carry a few fruits for the caravan if the need called for it. 
 
    Getting up was easy enough after that, the aforementioned guards having been ready to escort him to the next location whenever he arose. They clearly had little schedule to work with, else they might’ve urged him to move along. Monty had never actually heard either of them speak a word, now that he thought about it. That was something he could change if he got bored enough. 
 
    Not at the moment, though. He had more important things to look out for, like trying to spot the kid from the day before. If he saw anybody young with as much Light inside as him, he would be quick to stand in their way to get their name and address. He had asked the old [Cleric] if he could help, and Monty would more certainly make sure he fulfilled that promise. Forcing the old man to clean the entire place was just pitiful. Having a youngster or two help with it would be much more preferable for all involved. 
 
    Yet… there was no luck to be found as they moved along. Even when passing several streets, stands, and people of all sizes, not a single one had the Light seen before. Those people were extremely mixed up, a rainbow of colours showing up in Monty’s vision. Some might’ve had more of one kind than another, but it was usually the same proportions they all worked with. It almost made the old man want to go back and see how the [Cleric] looked. The power of an actual [Mage] would be something quite intriguing to see, the comparison being worth the long wait at least. 
 
    The location they finally arrived at was much the same as the one seen before, this one having the same circle, the small seat in the middle also being the same. Looking at it closer, the scratches on the front implied it was the exact same, actually. Monty couldn’t figure out why they couldn’t use a regular chair. It was better for the back and would let him sit down without his knees screaming in pain. 
 
    He didn’t comment on it, however, simply starting up the process quickly enough. The results were somewhat the same. Some people would gasp in delight from their seats within a mere minute, some would take five before touching their unblemished skin, and others would finally sit in silence in the vain hope that their ailments would be cured as well. Most of the wounds and uncleanliness were cleared easily enough, but everything else had trouble being removed. Once again, it was those with lost limbs that were left sitting most of all.  
 
    Monty didn’t meet their sad eyes, instead looking at the lone people with all four main limbs still intact. One had quite the nasty wound on their left shoulder. It was clearly being healed somewhat by the Aura but not enough to make a difference at the current rate. With almost all others that could be helped by the Aura having gotten their due, Monty felt it fine to stop it a minute before he ran out entirely, moving towards the man with the larger wound. 
 
    The man was clearly not in line with the [Cleric]'s intentions, falling backwards in fear before trying to do a crawl of sorts. It was quite pitiful, any attempts to move the left arm resulting in clear contortions of pain. 
 
    "Sit still for a moment, son," Monty ordered, not feeling it wise to explain the other thoughts running through his mind. Focusing on the wound with his mind, he let his staff get close before issuing out an [Heal]. It forced itself under the man’s skin, making it convulse like salt on fresh flesh. The man wriggled and tried to tear at the wound, but those around him held the man down as the process continued. "You’re only making it worse by moving. Stay still, and we might have you fixed in a moment or two." 
 
    The man was clearly in pain, but he really did try, his body spasming at a lower level than before. Even then, it was mostly the arms trying to make the body curl into a fetal position. Monty couldn’t blame him. With the amount of pain likely felt, he would’ve done the same. 
 
    Yet it took only a few more seconds before the results showed themselves. Like a wave, the skin flew over the deeply scarred wound, expelling all the dead skin with new. The man gasped before sitting up. Moving his arm hesitantly at first, a few tears were shed when he clearly didn’t feel any pain. The man made a move to thank Monty, but the older man was already away, making sure those close by with similar wounds didn’t envelop him. They were all missing limbs, missing pieces of their bodies that the aura had done nothing about. Monty, at his current level, could do nothing to help them. 
 
    That didn’t matter to them, however. They’d seen him regrow bone, tissue, and muscles. If he could do that, he could help them as well. Monty tried to argue, but some tried to get physical with him when he could not heal them. The guards showed their worth at that, helping him get out of the room while letting other guards close by arrest those that had tried to throw a punch. Monty just tried to accept a part of himself that wanted to go back in and try helping them regardless of what the aura had done. 
 
    He was made to think about as much as he was led back towards the caravan. Not before stopping at the first stall where he saw various fruits, however. The money gained would help bring some form of food to the people around him. It also helped that the guards used their skills of persuasion to get a quick deal. Monty wondered if either of the two burly men would be up for helping him shop at some point. Their ability to carry a large basket of fruits was quite admirable.  
 
    The caravan was quite happy with his gift of fruit, though the kids weren’t hesitant to request sugar candy for his next gift. Monty didn’t have the will to say no to their faces, though a reassuring look to the parents made sure that they understood how he would sadly ‘forget’ for next time he bought something. 
 
    "How exactly did you get them to carry all that for you?" Lithia asked as she picked up one of the oranges. They weren’t native to the area, the temperature they could be grown at being much higher than the one in that part of the world. They had the port a kilometre or two away to thank for that, the ships apparently bringing in quite the varied forms of foods and trinkets. 
 
    "I just went up and bought the oranges from the stall," Monty said with a shrug as he bit into another apple. His stomach was demanding food, and he wouldn’t refuse the order this time around. "Those two nice, young lads made sure I wasn’t scammed and also made sure my back didn’t break halfway. It would have been oh so terrible if the target they were meant to protect suddenly died on them, if you understand what I mean." 
 
    "You helped fight off hundreds of undead without ever thinking of retreating," Thalia commented from the side. "I think you would survive carrying around a basket for a little while." 
 
    That got a chuckle out of everyone, though the moment of relaxation was cut short quickly enough. The proof of required discount was delivered not long after Monty arrived, making Lithia want to get the shopping done as quickly as possible. The city would apparently get quite packed in the next couple of hours, and she wished to have everything in the wagons before the thieves truly began their daily jobs. 
 
    Monty wasn’t against the idea, though he wasn’t really sure why he was following along. If their words were to be trusted, it was due to his looks helping put the price down even further. The old man wasn’t sure whether or not to take it as a compliment. 
 
    Getting the food for the next few weeks was easy enough. A few knives were replaced as well, Tom got himself some new utensils in general, Bertha the [Herbalist] got all those jars she had requested, along with some new powders that would help her in the future, and there were a lot of minor clothing tools which were needed as well. The caravan might have invested in being able to make their own clothes but the tools required for such an operation broke every now and then. Even if they had a few extras lying around, it was good to have spares when the journey wouldn’t allow a small detour. 
 
    Everything was fine, really, though Monty was left standing outside the shops at some points. He had nothing against it since the small reprieve from chaos allowed him to look at the various pedestrians. Not much interesting was happening with it until one got close and stole his purse. 
 
    That wouldn’t have caused much surprise in Monty’s eyes. No, what surprised him was the large ray of light that exuded from the boy. The old man’s shout was enough to get the action going after that. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 19: [Acolyte] 
 
    Thalia was able to leave the store before Monty even had a chance to react, the shouting he did afterwards clearly making her grab the kid tighter instead of merely making sure the purse was alright. 
 
    "What little thought in your head made you think you could get away with that?" Thalia questioned as they brought him back to Lithia and Monty, both picking up the large number of things the woman had dropped on the floor. Monty felt some amount of happiness that Lithia had been carrying the glass jars, lest they would’ve had issues with Bertha later in the day. That woman was very clear about her lacking joy for wastefulness. 
 
    The little kid stayed silent throughout the experience, looking defiantly into the larger woman’s eyes. Monty sighed at that, knowing the child had no real regrets. If he had gotten away with that purse, he would’ve had quite a sizable amount to spend in the next couple of days. Instead, however, the child would have to deal with three adults who looked quite annoyed and a rapidly approaching guard. 
 
    "Did this child bother you all?" the guard questioned, taking the kid from Thalia and holding him above the ground to make sure he didn't run. Not like he had much of a chance, the crowd around them putting a good stance on them and practically forming a wall. There was no chance anybody in their right mind would let the thief escape. "I recognize you." 
 
    The guard was clearly not happy when finally taking a look at the kid’s face. Monty had a few fears about what that could mean, though those were squashed down as he came to the realization that he had previously had mere seconds ago. The light shining through that kid was above anybody else. He was the perfect candidate. 
 
    "It’s nothing we can’t handle ourselves, good sir," Monty assured the guard, letting the boy down on the ground while holding a firm grip on his shoulder. There was no chance for the kid to escape, even when it was only the old man holding him, but Monty had to make it seem much more casual than it actually was. "I know this runt as well, I’ll have you know. I also know his mother who I will be having a word with about this behaviour." 
 
    The very angry glare the kid gave Monty was apparently enough to sell it to the guard, the larger man making promises to throw the child into jail if he saw him stealing again. Monty made sure to answer everything with a smile, making sure the kid couldn’t get out of his hold no matter how much he wriggled. By the time the guard was gone, everybody else had returned to their daily duties, and Thalia had taken over making sure the kid didn't run off. 
 
    "So why didn’t you let the guard take this terrible thing?" Lithia questioned as Thalia clearly had trouble keeping the kid in check without being more forceful. Kids kicking the stomach of a hardened warrior might’ve been closer to annoying than painful, but it was still very distracting. 
 
    "His affinity to the light is higher than anybody else in this city," Monty answered bluntly. Lithia’s eyes hardened at that, understanding more than the [Cleric] guessed she would’ve. "The temple needs [Acolytes], and I believe we have found one that could learn much in the next few years. Do you have a name, boy?" 
 
    The answer to that was an attempt to spit on Monty. It wasn’t really appreciated, but the old man didn’t put pressure on the kid to answer the question. Instead, they travelled back over to the caravan, giving out the supplies to the people they trusted before Thalia and Monty alone went over to the temple. Lithia had wanted to go as well to meet the apparent ‘inspiration of the city,’ but the duties of a leader never truly stopped. It wasn’t like many interesting things could happen. 
 
    Inside the temple was the old [Cleric], a towel in hand as he cleaned the various chairs around the centre. A few other towels floated in mid-air as well, held up by nothing but pure will. With the help of [Mana-Sense], Monty had no trouble seeing the small tendrils of Mana controlling the towels into cleaning the chairs. He had to wonder how much effort had to be spent to make such a thing possible. 
 
    "Hello again, [Cleric]," Monty greeted, walking down the steps to the centre as Thalia followed silently, the kid still under her arm. He had stopped thrashing about quite a while back, seemingly resigned to his destiny as a handbag. Not that it stopped his eyes from shining with defiance, though. The old man doubted much could make that a reality. 
 
    "I have a name you know," the [Cleric] retorted, not looking up from his cleaning duties. "And it is… what have you brought me?" 
 
    The old priest saw the boy in Thalia’s arms, clearly sensing the same that Monty had done. The high amount of surprise wasn’t unexpected, Monty knowing such a thing would come at some point. Finding a worthy acolyte in only a day was quite extreme, after all. 
 
    "He’s a [Thief]—and a very good one at that," Monty surmised. "Nearly stole my purse without me having a chance to do a single thing about it. I saw him steal a few fruits yesterday as well." 
 
    "The [God of Light] does not look kindly upon those types," the [Cleric] said. With slow but steady steps toward Thalia, he got closer and closer to the boy. At that moment, the look of defiance faltered, and a semblance of fear began to appear. "Only those who think themselves mightier than the gods dare to break the very clear rules set forth by them. Do you think yourself mighty? Or are you merely too weak to understand what you have done?" 
 
    A few tears fell to the floor as the boy gasped for breath. Thalia let him stand on the floor, but the kid fell without any hesitation, clutching at his throat. The large woman again tried to assist, but a mere look from the [Cleric] was enough for her to stay back. Stopping the process was apparently not looked favourably upon. 
 
    "You have stolen many times before, you have stabbed a few, and there was a time where you thought it funny to cut the nails off a stray cat," the [Cleric] noted. The boy’s lips quivered. "Don’t try and deny it. We both know all the things you’ve done in your short life. You have done more acts of cruelty than most prisoners who come to see me. Do you feel proud of such?" 
 
    "... No," the boy finally croaked, what little air in his lungs that remained being spent on getting that word out. Like nothing else, the pressure disappeared, and the kid was allowed to breathe once more. 
 
    "Perfect. You will start your new duties by helping me with these chairs. We have to get them ready within the hour so nobody will have to sit on the filth from yesterday." 
 
    A towel was thrown to the boy who began scrubbing the nearest chair without comment. Monty wasn’t sure what to say about the scene itself. After a nod from the [Cleric], he just decided to leave. He’d helped find the temple an [Acolyte], one to help bring the temple into a new age. He only hoped the treatment would improve soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 20: Permanency in Life 
 
    Monty sighed loudly when his mana gave out, the third and final round of healing finishing up. Nobody around him had shown signs of being healed, other than the first group that got their effects immediately. Those with too heavy handicaps were left to sit in their small chairs once again, destined to live out their lives as beggars and small-time criminals. The look in their eyes made Monty know they knew that fact as well. 
 
    Some of them had been at the previous healing sessions as well and had tried the treatment once before. The [Cleric] was at least happy there wasn’t enough to fill up the larger rooms three times in a row without getting any repeats. That meant all those who had a chance without extra help could go back to living their life. It also meant Monty needed to look at those he had left behind last time without a hint of guilt. Showing weakness in front of the people would only bring further negativity. 
 
    With a nod to the guards, the old man once again left it all behind, intent on getting back to the caravan without further interruptions. Every piece of supply had been gathered, every informant talked to, and any visits to stalls and stores had been done without further needs. Every kid had gotten a piece of candy and a small souvenir as well, just to seal the deal. Yet… it seemed that not all were on that page. 
 
    The guards weren’t leading him back towards the caravan. Monty guessed as much the moment that they didn’t take the path that they took over there. The old man felt like commenting on it but decided to keep his mouth shut. It wasn’t like he could resist in any meaningful capacity. He was weak in physical manners, but he supposed that there were some abilities to use in the magical realm. Not that he could do it now, though, the old man having emptied himself to the bottom mere minutes ago. 
 
    There were no chances of being assaulted while at that low a level of Mana due to the guards holding watch over him, but who was there to stop the guards from just, well, kidnapping him? The answer was a straight nobody. Not that the old man thought of his current situation as such a thing. Walking through the streets with ease, the guards made sure not a single person came close. It was easy to see where they were meant to go. 
 
    The administration building was as high and mighty as ever, the doors opening without complaint as the two burly men helped the man over the step inside. The receptionist didn’t even look up as the trio walked further inside and up the stairs, going right into the mayor’s office without even knocking.  
 
    Not that Brandy looked surprised at the intrusion. A single nod after glancing up was enough for the guards to leave, closing the door behind them, and Monty sat at the table, patiently waiting for the last parts of the documents to be signed. Interrupting such a process had gotten him yelled at in his earlier parts of life, making it near-instinctual to just wait for a few minutes. Such a short time wasn’t really that long anyway, Monty’s age helping him settle in with a calm thought process. Sitting in an office with fresh air was no time for anxiety, so the man instead spent the quiet time thinking about what kind of dish Tom would be preparing during the night. The newly-bought chickens brought terrible thoughts, but perhaps they weren’t doomed to eat feathers just yet. 
 
    "How have you found the city to be in the two days you’ve been here, Monty?" Brandy asked all of a sudden. The old man had to refocus on the younger woman, having been halfway into the land of dreams. Getting a nap into the wait had been an established norm for all his age, but it had the negative effect of making it impossible to hear the first tidbits of people talking to him. If only there was a skill for that.  
 
    "I have found it quite marvellous, thank you very much," Monty replied, not feeling it wise to make any criticism of the place to the literal mayor. "The food has been fine, the buildings well-made, and the people have shown… positive emotions to my presence on average." 
 
    "That is good to hear. If the guard reports are to be trusted, many among us have thought the same as you," Brandy noted down, finally looking up at the old man. "You have worked hard without slacking, you helped when it was not obligatory for you to do so, and you have helped revitalize a part of this city I feared would be gone forever. While I might not have made it clear before, you truly have our thanks for your actions." 
 
    "It was my pleasure," Monty said with a smile, happy to hear such words. It wasn’t always that people had common decency. While money hadn’t been the factor that made the old man accept, it had certainly helped the caravan prosper. And the discounts had likewise saved them more than Monty felt should have been reasonable. 
 
    "I don’t doubt it," Brandy said with a blunt tone before rising from her chair and looking at the larger painting on the wall of the office. It looked abstract, Monty not able to understand the clearly cut swirls on it. "This city is not old in its foundations, Monty. It was a small town twenty years ago, barely more than a few hundred of us. Then it grew and grew, that port of ours making our market grow rapidly. But… if there is one thing we need now, it’s skill. We have the numbers to build most things. We have enough food for our population twice over, but a single cut on a finger is enough for a man to meet his death. The few healers we’ve dealt with over the years have been above anything we could afford, their elven nature stopping them from seeing what is really important here. We need to preserve this place with everything at our disposal." 
 
    She looked serious as she spoke her words, Monty listening raptly. He understood the pressure the woman was under as she continued to speak about their state of living, how the walls would soon need to be expanded, the burning of bodies to stop undead from walking the streets within a fortnight… It never seemed to stop. 
 
    "We are human alone, and that isn’t enough anymore. Our race has grown too plentiful for the caravans. This city started when all those not fit for that life had to stop, had to accept age was catching up to them, or maybe they realized that they didn’t want their kids growing up in such a world. It doesn’t matter. I just know that the place of salvation they all dream of is slowly being pulled too thin. We can’t keep on going like this," she said before pausing once again, looking over to the old man. An internal sigh came, the [Cleric] knowing fully what she would ask of him. 
 
    "Monty, would you care to join this city permanently? Money is something we can supply to you with ease. We can make you live a life of relative luxury for the mere price of you helping us keep this city as healthy as possible. What do you say to that?" 
 
    Monty wondered how many times the mayor had repeated that speech to make it sound attractive. By his estimate, it had to be at least thrice. Yet no matter how much it had been practised, he knew what his answer would be from the very start. No offer would truly have changed it. 
 
    "I am afraid I must decline," Monty said, trying to sound sadder about it than he truly was. "I truly do wish I could live in this city, but the caravan takes a higher priority for me." 
 
    "There is no arguing with you there. I could tell from the start," Brandy said with a sigh. "It is not often that someone wants their rewards to be sent to another person or group. You are selfless. I suppose that is the ideal one of your profession should seek more than anything else." 
 
    "I wouldn’t say that. Having priests with firm beliefs other than the protection of the poor would help society. I know the [Cleric] already living in this city brings inspiration to the masses no matter who they are. Even without having seen one of them myself, I can easily guess what kind of impact they have on you all." 
 
    "Yes… that man is a wonderful asset to this city. Production increased by an entire five per cent the first time he made a speech and has only grown from then. The main cathedral will forever be in my heart for sending out somebody to help us," Brandy noted before sighing deeply. "Is there truly nothing that can convince you to stay? It wouldn’t be entirely impossible to supply that caravan of yours with money all year round." 
 
    "Money had nothing to do with it from the very start. I promised to protect them with my very life, and I cannot hope to do that while inside these walls," Monty said. He could easily see the mayor wouldn’t give up so easily, but he had a schedule to conform to. "Now, if there is nothing else, I think I will take my leave. The caravan must move on, and it would be embarrassing if I had to run to catch up." 
 
    "Like they would ever leave you behind." 
 
    Monty had to agree on that part as he walked down the steps and outside into the street. It was getting darker outside, though the sun would only truly dip below the horizon in another few hours. It was plenty of time to get back into the wilderness and away from the potential damage that being in the city could bring. And with the reaction granted from refusing the quite lucrative offer, the old man had a bad taste in his mouth. The energy around was turning redder as if anger was becoming a type of its Mana.  
 
    There was no happiness to gain from that observation, the old man only going down the street with more speed than before. Having those old legs made running impossible, but damn if he didn’t turn up his pace. He might have been out of breath and without air for the minutes spent getting out of the city and into the world of green, but he was certainly happy being with the group. 
 
    "Do you need me to get a bag out or something?" Thalia questioned with only a slightly worried look. "I don’t think it would leave a positive impression on this city if you gave them a piece of your half-digested lunch as we rode out." 
 
    That sentence was enough for the people to give them a wide berth, though such a cleared distance only lasted a few seconds more. Monty had to laugh at that, even if it made his lung spasm. 
 
    "I am quite fine. My age is just hitting me for doing such a foolish thing as walking quickly," Monty explained between the rapid breaths. "I will be fine in a minute." 
 
    It took a good hour before he could breathe deeply again. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 21: A [Slaughter] 
 
    In the dead of night, the stars were on full display. They glittered in the dark, bringing in a sense of serenity and calm, Monty almost forgetting the state he sat in. Hunched over on a piece of tree, eating out of a small wooden bowl, he had to wonder how he got himself into this situation. 
 
    "I never imagined you of all people would have such an appetite," Tom commented, being the one other person awake at the time. The caravan had long since fallen quiet as they had stopped for the night, having left the city far behind them. They could have travelled much further, yet traditions died hard, and the people sought rest during the still-warm night. 
 
    "Emptying out my Mana without end does nothing positive for my stomach. Going to sleep now would only give me an ache by the time I woke," Monty replied, taking another sip of the colder dish. His body had been rejecting it ever since the first portion, forcing him to wait patiently for the growls to start anew. It was a slow process, but the old man was at least sure that no such pain would be felt in the morning. 
 
    "Instead you’ll get a headache from your lack of sleep," Tom pointed out with a chuckle. Monty had no real way to refute the idea. He only wished it wouldn’t be too hard on him if he got at least a few hours during the night. Having an extra-long nap in the morning would perhaps save him before he would be needed. A [Cleric] always had some duty to attend to, especially when the caravan had realized the potential of constant healing. They would have to test it out in the afternoon, but being awake beforehand would be for the better. "These fleshy things are too sensitive about staying up late." 
 
    "You are only starting on the path of your body annoying you," Monty wisely said, trying to keep the grin off his face. "Give it another two decades and you too shall know the power of not really caring." 
 
    They spent another hour just like that, giving each other something to work off and playing into the role perfectly. It helped pass the time, and it helped make them vigilant about the smaller cues, even if it cost them the awareness of smaller sounds. What it did allow, other than letting Monty get through bowl number two, was allowing him to see into the dark and notice figures. In the dark moonlight, outlines could be seen moving fifty meters away.  
 
    Monty had convinced himself in the first moments that somebody had decided to get some business done elsewhere yet quickly grew serious when the number of people grew to something beyond mere chance. This was intentional. Giving Tom a look, the larger man called the caravan to arms. 
 
    "Intruders!" the larger man shouted, his deeper voice making Monty’s lungs feel like they were vibrating to the frequency. Even the attackers halted their steps for a second before they closed in quicker than ever before. Since stealth wasn’t an option, they perhaps sought to overwhelm the enemy before they could prepare in full.  
 
    That wasn’t something the old man would allow. While his Mana hadn’t reached fullness just yet, he was more than able to channel the lighter arts without issue. Using his mastery of light, he quickly summoned a small ball. It glowed a little, making the palm of his hand glittery. Throwing that ball into the air, he forced more Mana into it than he had ever done before, making the night turn into day, and letting the intruders get onto their knees in pain as their retinas were scarred.  
 
    It also allowed Monty to finally look upon them and see how well-geared they all were. Armour was not an expense many bandits could afford, yet every single one was clearly made for battle. Their knives were clean and unchipped, and their stances were skilful. These weren’t mere thieves but perfect warriors. These people weren’t former hunters. They were former killers. 
 
    Tom had grasped his hammer by the time anybody tried to get close once again, the curtains on the wagons opening as people went out of bed wielding weapons. Thalia had been the quickest among them, her spear perhaps easier to get out of its placement. It mattered not. Having been shielded from the intense light, it was easier for the new players in the field to adjust to the harsh environment, the thieves likely seeing spots. Monty kept it that way no matter the cost, though he sent a [Smite] to one of the criminals that had gotten too close to the caravan. 
 
    They were allowed to fight for their life. They weren’t allowed to go after Bertha and the children. Yet, the odds were truly against them. Thalia was able to get down three in a row, her spear flinging around and penetrating the shoulders and necks of all. Yet thieves were likewise still able to get the newcomers on the field without warning, hitting them before they had their feet planted on the ground. It was a dishonourable display, but it couldn’t be kept up for long. 
 
    Monty saw four of his own fall within ten seconds. He saw double that number of criminals do the same, their heads pulverized by Tom’s hammer, speared by Thalia’s spear, or cut off with the axes and swords that the others carried. Even Lithia had started out her own weapon of war, the instrument she played sending out songs of Valor. Those with smaller injuries, having survived the initial attack, were granted the power to fight once more. It helped so much more than Monty could have hoped for, the casualties staying at the current level instead of rising once more. 
 
    Another [Smite] was forced out as Tom was nearly hit from behind, one of the thieves flanking the distracted man. Monty didn’t allow such a thing to happen, though it was at the sacrifice of nearly being hurt himself. The caster of a group was always the weakest to attacks, and the criminals were clearly determined to stop the light show. 
 
    The answer to surviving was to send out another [Smite], yet the longer range made it possible for the criminal to see it coming, dodging out of the way and stopping the spell from being lethal. The man was clearly injured, his left arm hanging limply. But, he was also close enough to slash at the old man with the knife, making Monty feel a long cut across his chest within a mere moment. 
 
    The pain made him gasp, and the next attack nearly made him lose an eye. There was a moment when the old man could do nothing but focus on not falling to the ground, causing the lights to flicker and the spell to stop. The world was once again night, and everybody was made to suffer from that sudden change. The attacks stopped for a moment, and the world could have been described as being in peace. 
 
    Even when injured, Monty was able to use that pause for his own gain. The thief had been positioned in such a way that he was looking directly into the light, but the old man had been looking into darkness for a longer duration. He could see the criminal while the other was having trouble seeing anything at all. There was no chance of dodging the third [Smite] of the day. 
 
    It hit the man right in the chest, making him fall to the ground in pain, immobilized near-entirely. But… he wasn’t dead. He was clearly without the means to defend himself, but that initial barrier of his armour had made his life continue for another minute. He was in pain. He was having trouble breathing. 
 
    Monty didn’t doubt the man would be left to drown in his own blood if nothing was done. The answer would have been to heal the injuries, yet the [Cleric] knew how little point there was in that. Those small amounts of Mana left in his system would be saved for the others. Instead, he would have to give them another type of mercy. 
 
    Shakily standing up in full, Monty moved above where the man’s body lay. He wasn’t able to feel any positive emotion, looking down at the man with pity. The desire to heal was strong, but Monty knew it was wrong. His hands shook as he raised the staff over the man’s skull. There was some begging, but the old man had learned recently to not take that too close to heart. Putting all the pressure downwards, the begging stopped in an instant. The [System] sent him something but that was ignored for now. The battle was still ongoing, and no winner had yet been decided. 
 
     Skulls were cut off, bashed into the earth, or destroyed with no emotion. Most were from the criminals, but screams were made as more of Monty’s side fell as well. It was grim, but he couldn’t help much. Lithia was somewhere in the back fighting with her own sword, everything the music could do already done. Monty sent Tom a heal to stop the nasty gash at his side from letting him die. 
 
    That took out everything Monty truly had to offer, his reserves emptier than ever before. He felt like falling to the ground but stood without pause. His legs shook, and his sight was getting blurrier with every second, yet he utterly refused to look away from the battle. He might’ve been unable to join, but he couldn’t stop himself from witnessing it. It was the incarnation of brutality. 
 
    It took another three minutes of metal clashing before the last criminal fell, six bodies in total having fallen on the caravan’s side. Some parts of the wagons were smeared in blood, and kids had come out to try and awaken the dead. They were taken away quickly enough, but the mental damage was done. Too many had just learned what it was like to see their parents dead. 
 
    By the time the last had fallen, the [System] didn’t allow Monty to ignore it any longer, giving him a barrage of messages. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Light Mastery] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Smite] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Mana-Manipulation] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have leveled up and reached level [9] You have been granted [1] attribute points. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    There was no happiness to be found from seeing all the upgrades. The new level brought with it a full tank of Mana, however, allowing Monty to go around and heal those wounded. The attribute point likewise allowed the man to fulfil an internal promise, raising his [Strength] by one. The difference was extreme, the old man finding it much easier to hold himself up by the staff. 
 
    Those still walking were healed—the larger injuries dealt with using a [Heal] and everything smaller done with [Healing Aura]. The small boost of energy from the latter spell might be how so many stopped themselves from falling into tears. There were many hasty burials that night, though every criminal was burned after being stripped instead. The gear and items on them were valuable enough to sell to the elves. 
 
    There was nothing more to be done that night. With the attack, nobody found it right to go back to sleep or rest in any manner. Every person in the entire caravan was on high alert. After reining in the horses once more, they started to move the caravan once again, seeking another place to rest in hopes they wouldn’t all find their dreams riddled with nightmares about the night. 
 
     Monty just kept up the [Healing Aura], enveloping the entire caravan as best as he could. It held them all awake for at least an hour, though the old man did fall into the realm of sleep himself by that point. Exhaustion could only be ignored for so long. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 22: Versatility of [Bards] 
 
    It was morning once more, and the mood had slightly improved. Kids were still without smiles, yet they ran around all the same. They had to use them somewhere, and it wouldn’t be helping the adults with whatever task was being done at the moment. Their young minds were too fast set on avoiding those, making them speed past the caravan over and over again. Monty was happy they could get around to it, at least. 
 
    "We need to start recruiting for the caravan in the next city," Lithia said as they sat beside the fire. Tom had started it up, though a few of the hunters still needed to return with the main ingredients. For now, it was merely vegetables and animal fat—not enough to fill the stomach fully. "The attack last month made it a requirement. Now? We hardly have enough to man the caravans. It’ll take no effort to steal one and get away if they truly try. Getting into a city alone will be a risk. If the next stop wasn’t with the elves, I wouldn’t have dared to ride in." 
 
    They were going to a place much further north now. Thalia called it Fekla, though the other adults merely knew it as the place with a massive tree. Monty wasn’t sure what to think about the fact, though it had been described as a place of relative peace. It would take nearly a month to get there, but in that time they would have settled nicely. Lithia said they could cut it down to three if they were really desperate, but there was no reason to tire out the horses so needlessly. 
 
    "Can we trust anybody we find?" Monty questioned, not having done recruiting himself. "How can we make sure nobody within our ranks tries to do something like… what happened before." 
 
    "That’s the part that makes recruiting so hard. They have to be prepared for this life, have to know the dangers and how to act against them, yet also they must not have enough experience that we have to fear them betraying us in the midst of battle," Lithia said with a sigh. "My father was a mastermind when it came to that aspect of leadership, but my [Charisma] must be trusted. I know how to work with people, at least those weaker than me. If I can see something I should trust, I will try recruiting them." 
 
    [Bards] truly were a special class. Monty had no other way to describe his experience with them. They weren’t entirely magic, having some other component inside their class as well. Their preferred tools were instruments, but even two rusty spoons were enough for them to use their spells. The spells themselves were just music, however, songs made through the ages. The ones Lithia used day-to-day were apparently made by the woman herself, though she knew a few that another bard in the caravan had made back when she was a kid. That former bard was apparently the one she had inherited the lute from. 
 
    Yet, their true focus was to manipulate the hearts of the masses. And that was something they could put to good use in a variety of areas. Lithia used it to inspire her people, yet it could apparently work just as fine in making her understand a possible recruit. Monty supposed understanding a potential audience was vital for any musician… but still. It shouldn’t have been to such an extreme. 
 
    "I would have requested you to be more careful, but I don’t think such a thing is possible now," Monty said. They needed bodies more than anything. An event like the one they had just gone through needed to be avoided above all else. "Do we have any idea on who attacked us? They weren’t common bandits." 
 
    "They weren’t bandits at all," Lithia retorted with a glare, though the anger wasn’t towards the old man. "No criminal would be so close to the city willingly, and anybody with the power shown yesterday would have been warned about it before we left. This was planned." 
 
    ‘But by who?’ wasn’t said aloud, though they both had guessed. Monty had one more focused than Lithia, the old man was sure of that. Yet, he let it lie, for now, knowing he would come back to that drama the next time he returned to the city. There was nothing that could be done for now, and certainly not with his current power.  
 
    "Ignoring that for now, we have to get back up on supplies," Lithia said, swinging the conversation back to the health of the caravan. "We just visited our main supplier in the city, so anything rare out here isn’t something we’ll be running low on for now. However, two of our regular hunters were killed in that fight. We’re down to only having three of them now. Either they need to work longer days, or we need to start teaching the children how to set rabbit traps." 
 
    The latter option was given since it would take no real danger while also allowing the children to learn important skills. The former… was an option as well. Monty had met two of the hunters during his short time helping them. Both were still alive, luckily, yet the old man couldn’t help but fear they would be next. 
 
    "I can help the hunters until we get a few of the others to a reasonable level in archery," Monty said. Before Lithia could object, he continued. "I have been meaning to increase my skill with ranged attacks. I’ve only been learning during combat and nothing else. I believe it would be best if a few hours were dedicated to firing attacks towards non-dangers." 
 
    "There’s nothing stopping you from firing into the air, but I understand your point," Lithia conceded before she could even begin to object. "Let Thalia know that you’ll be following along. If I remember right, they’re meant to disembark the moment that we stop for the day." 
 
    They were still on solid ground, but the caravan was meant to move along at any minute now. People were gathering up all the gear splayed out on the ground, putting them in customary places. There was usually quite the speed in this task, but some who had taken up the heavier steps had been unable to assist further. Nobody liked to point it out. 
 
    But, they were moving along quickly enough, the horses letting them speed across the hills in a wild fashion. Or, Monty supposed it wasn’t the quickest speed in the world, a child being able to keep up the pace easily enough with a light bit of jogging. Yet it was the thought that counted, and the old man liked to think of it as the fastest they’d ever gone. Horses never were too quick, after all. 
 
    The next five hours were spent letting an extremely low level of [Healing Aura] permeate the area. Monty had gotten it into his head to make the spell only work on how much energy he was regenerating every second. Since he regained zero-point thirteen every second, he could use as much. It was quite hard to balance the lower decimals, but the harder work made it a passable exercise. It even gave a boon by the time they stopped in the afternoon. 
 
    
  
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Healing Aura] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Monty had been getting a lot of those upgrades recently, but he never could see how many of them he had gathered in total. The [System] didn’t display it by default anyhow. Thalia had mentioned that it was possible to change it up, but no luck had been had in that endeavour. Manipulating screens was harder than it would have initially seemed. At the very least, the old man’s status screen was easy enough to understand, though a few parts still seemed peculiar to have. 
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    The old man was not so weak anymore. His physical stats were still slightly lower than the mental ones, but he certainly felt five years younger already. The single upgrade to his strength had done so much more than he would’ve ever guessed possible. When he got another level in, he’d be donating that point to either dexterity or once again to strength. He wasn’t too sure just yet. 
 
    Though the greatness of his power was short-lived, the stopping of the caravan made the old man drift out of his own head, making him realize the duties he had sworn himself into. 
 
    "Let’s get this place something to eat before the sun runs out," Thalia said as she jumped to the ground. Monty took a more careful approach to the distance, not wanting to blow out his knees just yet. He might have been feeling like he was fifty years old again, but that was no excuse to damage his body back up. 
 
    Sam and Alex joined up with them soon enough, both wearing the same gear they’d used before. The arrows were at their sides, and they had the bows on their back, ready to be pulled forth should the situation require it. For now, however, the hardest task they needed to partake in was the longer walk to one of the trees. 
 
    "Is it always eggs and birds?" Monty had to ask as they walked at a steady pace down and up the hills. His stamina was only barely keeping up. "You don’t seem to hunt anything else out here." 
 
    "Do you see anything but birds and their nests out here?" Thalia retorted with the bluntness of a wooden spoon—an instrument Monty had gotten quite familiar with in recent times. "The only things on four legs we have the chance to get at it would be the wolves that roam around in larger groups. I have heard there are still a few wild horses running around as well, but I wouldn’t put my bet on those. And… anything bigger than that is so rare that I’d be half-dead just by looking at them." 
 
    "There are things bigger than horses just running around out here?" Monty said, the idea of an elephant running around short grass being more amusing than he’d be proud of. Such a majestic creature in such a strange environment. "I can’t seem to remember hearing about any of those." 
 
    "Be glad that you didn’t," Sam cut in from the side. "It’s been quite a few years since we’ve had to deal with the [Worms], but thinking they are gone entirely isn’t wise." 
 
    "[Worms]," Monty repeated, looking into the other man’s eyes to make sure he’d heard him right. 
 
    "Yes," Sam said. 
 
    "The small little things that you put on a fishing hook?" 
 
    "They are in the same species section, but… the ones you have a chance of finding out here are bigger than that." 
 
    "How big?" 
 
    "Big enough to get the entire caravan into its mouth," Thalia said, getting back into the conversation. "They move through the ground at high speeds, digging upwards when they’re right below you. If you’re unable to see it from a distance, you have no chance of surviving." 
 
    … Monty had to spend a few more minutes understanding what world he was standing in. Magic? That could be understood rationally. It was just technology in a slightly different direction. Creatures that could swallow tens of people whole? Now that wasn’t something he could wrap his head around. 
 
    "You said you saw one of these [Worms] a few years ago?" Monty asked Sam, hoping for details. 
 
    "It was before I joined up with this crew," Sam amended. "But that doesn’t make it any less true. The thing was still just a baby, but it ate up a good handful of people I liked to call my friends. Would have gotten me too if that initial batch of flesh wasn’t enough for it to feed on for now." 
 
    "So there is no way of winning against such a thing," Monty surmised. He could send out a hundred bolts but it would do nothing but annoy such a beast. "I don’t think anything could beat such a thing." 
 
    "They were actually hunted for sport a few decades back," Alex chipped in. "The higher-levelled elves decided to get rid of the creatures and went out on an expedition for a few months. Didn’t cull close to all of them, but the [Worm] population still hasn’t recovered." 
 
    Oh. The idea that some could kill those creatures certainly made the man feel safer, though it also had to make him wonder just what level the people who could hunt that beast were. He was about to ask what other creatures could be found, but he never got a chance to ask, the group coming close to the first tree of the day. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 23: [Healing Alchemy] 
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    There was a very delicate balance when it came to sending out bolts of light at birds. One would think that more power meant more damage. In reality, it simply meant that the attacks would fizzle out before they got anywhere near close to a bird. Forcing energy into a normal attack without any consideration for its placement made it unstable, forcing the added Mana to disperse in mere seconds and taking with it everything else.  
 
    In close range, the primitively powered attacks would do well. Monty imagined it like a shotgun of sorts. When close by, the weapon could kill with high efficiency. When further away? It would be a miracle to have a lethal shot. Hitting anything at all would be nearly impossible. 
 
    But a single hit with a normal bolt wasn’t always enough, letting a bird escape further away before Monty could line up the next. A powered attack was required to kill, but at the current state it would fizzle out before hitting at all. The answer to the problem was to make the product more… balanced. 
 
    Cramming energy into a limited space wasn’t too smart when one didn’t know how it held itself together to begin with. Mana in the bolt was like a large weave of connections. Simply throwing in another ball of Mana and expecting it to weave together with the original material was just stupid. Mentally accepting the requirement and then carefully manipulating it to hold itself together for more than five seconds was the way to go. 
 
    It took a good two hours before Monty could do it without sweating. The process was ingrained in his muscle memory by that point, though the casting time was increased by the requirement. The old man would have to be careful about such in the future, lest he lose his head before getting to fire off anything at all. At least the damage of the powered bolt was extreme, the birds dying on the spot. 
 
    Making a bird shatter into bits with every hit, however… not the smartest thing to do when the caravan was meant to have them for dinner. Bone shards weren’t the most appetizing things, after all. That made the old man learn to use a bit more restraint, balancing the need for distance while also being powerful enough to kill. The others didn’t seem to hate it, the lack of arrows fired merely meaning they didn’t need to expend resources. 
 
    "You’re walking better than last time," Thalia commented after the first few hours of travelling. By that point, they had a good bag of eggs along with about fifteen birds on a string. "Did that Healing of yours affect you as well?" 
 
    "I believe it might have been from the investment in strength, actually," Monty said. While the [Healing Aura] did cure fatigue to some extent, it didn’t make him regain what had been lost over the years. Even with the new point in the physical stat, he still needed to hold the staff tightly lest he fall. "It’s proving to be a good choice on my part." 
 
    "With how much of an improvement there was with a single point, I would recommend you invest the next two into it as well," Thalia remarked with a thoughtful gaze. "Not having to slow down when walking with you would be quite the boon." 
 
    "I don’t walk that slowly," Monty retorted. "You kids just like running all the time." 
 
    In the distance, a small horde of four-legged creatures became clear. They didn't go towards the small group of people, instead going parallel to them. 
 
    "What are those meant to be?" Monty asked, curious about how fast they could run. "Boars?" 
 
    "Maybe [Bucks] of some kind," Thalia said, clearly trying to see more from their blurry forms. "Alex, can you get a good read on them?" 
 
    "It’s about twenty or so. I think your guess is right," Alex answered, not sounding too sure about her answer. "I can't seem to see what they’re running from." 
 
    "Whatever makes a group of twenty run like the wind is enough to make us do the same," Thalia surmised before changing direction. "We have enough to feed the people. There’s no reason trying to go beyond that." 
 
    A strange howl of sorts filled the air, but the group tried not to question it as they hurriedly returned to the caravan. It was a good hour of hasty walking—one which made the old man have trouble breathing. If not for that improved physical status, he would have fallen before they were halfway. He did not mind the idea of improving more at all, even if it would require him to refrain from upgrading his mental abilities. 
 
    Tom looked happy enough with the meat when the group returned, taking it all for preparation. There were comments about the holes in some of the birds, but nothing was focused on too much, dinner being late as it was. With nothing else to do, Monty decided on visiting Bertha. It had been a while since the two last talked. 
 
    "There’s nothing wrong with getting a bruise, but don’t get too many at once or we'll start having issues," came the sound from within the wagon as the old man reached it. A few hurried whispers came after, though none of them were from the aged woman. Monty decided on staying outside until the business within had settled down. It seemed quite serious. 
 
    "I understand the lack of desire to visit me, but you really need to stop getting injured. It’s not healthy to walk around with such wounds," Bertha assured the other person. "Now, Monty, do get in here and help me. We need something more short-term than what I can provide this young lady." 
 
    Not too surprised at being heard from within the wagon, Monty did his best in getting in without groaning too much. The high step-up was not too well on his knees and back, forcing air out of his lungs. Strength was a requirement by now. The taste of youth was too good. 
 
    The sight inside the wagon wasn’t pretty, one of the younger warriors clearly not having gotten through too well last night. A small series of cuts could be seen on their left shoulder, though none had been deep enough to hit nerves or muscle. The abs were bruised—a kick or a defended hit likely causing it—and there was some trauma around the legs as well. Had she been kicked while on the ground? Monty supposed not all the criminals had been going for lethal hits. 
 
    "Do relax for a moment. I hear tensing the muscles around the wounded area can feel like needles," Monty requested as he put his hand just above the woman’s shoulder. The request to not tense it seemed to have done just about the opposite, the warrior flexing the muscle with no regard for how much pain it caused her three seconds later. The wound was fixed easily enough, however, the cuts on the eyebrows and face disappeared as well. The abs, however… they were as purple as they had been before. 
 
    "There are limits to everything," Bertha answered, the unsaid question floating around disappearing in seconds. "You, young lady, need to go and get something to eat. If Lithia wants you to stand guard, send her my way, and I’ll get that fixed quickly enough. Get some rest, don’t try to exercise, and don’t strain your stomach too much." 
 
    A quick nod and a salve were passed on before the warrior got her clothes back on and went to get something to eat. From the smell, Monty guessed that Tom had gotten something edible made. With the recent spending in energy, the old man nearly wanted to go see what there was to get. Yet, he decided to let that wait for a few more minutes, Bertha being more important. 
 
    "Is everything well in your end of the world?" Monty asked as he sat down on one of the chairs, standing up being much too pointless. Conversations were best sitting down anyway. 
 
    "It is about as well as it could possibly be," Bertha answered, looking towards her drawers with a smile. "That discount you managed to get out of the mayor allowed me to get some of the supplies I’ve been needing for months. If things go as I hope, I might even be able to further my research on [Healing Alchemy]." 
 
    "Oh?" Monty said. "I didn’t know you were interested in such things." 
 
    "When you reach a certain age, the need for a hobby becomes clear," Bertha surmised. "Especially one that can be done sitting down." 
 
    Monty could relate to such thinking, his old matchbox collection having been something he’d spent more time on in his forties than he was proud of. It wasn’t as vital as Bertha’s, however. 
 
    "I am glad to help then, I suppose," Monty said with a smile. "I had no clue that you needed more materials other than all those glass jars that you keep around." 
 
    "Those ‘glass jars’ have a habit of breaking the moment you put in the wrong component," Bertha said with an accentuated tone. "If I don’t have enough to last for a year, I can’t safely conduct experiments for a week. And, anyway, the smell does give me a few restrictions as well." 
 
    "Are the gasses poisonous?" Monty inquired. 
 
    "No. They smell of cured shit," Bertha answered with a blunt tone, causing quite the cackle to escape Monty’s mouth. The aged woman had a few chuckles as well after a few more seconds of keeping up the facade. "There is a reason my wagon is near the back, you know. These people have become accustomed to avoiding the fine scents of my research." 
 
    "I am sure it can’t be that bad," Monty said, thinking back to his own experiences with rotten meat. It had been terrible, yes, but simply breathing in through the mouth had been enough to survive. 
 
    "I invite you to take a deep breath while close to this wagon tomorrow," Bertha said. "If you don’t gag within a minute, I’ll give you a round of ale in the next town we visit." 
 
    "I didn’t know you drank." 
 
    "We’re in a caravan with people who don’t get to do anything but stare at grass all day. Of course I drink." 
 
    "I can’t argue with that," Monty said, wondering if the woman knew how to make a few pints. "Do you wish to join me at the fire? I have been working up an appetite."  
 
    "I think I’ll stay here. There is work to do," Bertha said, waving her hands around the place. It did look rather in need of a deep-clean but… 
 
    "If it’s about the high step down, I could try carrying you. I added a point in strength recently, and the results have been quite spectacular," Monty offered, making Bertha laugh. 
 
    "If I wanted to break my back, I’d do it in a more efficient manner," Bertha said, rejecting the mere motion of letting the old man try carrying her. "I suppose I have been working up an appetite. What did the fat man cook for us today?" 
 
    "I haven’t the faintest clue." 
 
    "Then let’s go see it with our own eyes." 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 24: A Push towards Power 
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    That wasn’t the expected message to see three weeks into the journey. Certainly not while night had fallen on them, the old man being in the gentle mercies of dreams. In fact… Monty noted that he hadn’t awoken when seeing the message, still right inside his own head. He clearly remembered lying down in the front wagon, using the soft pillow of feathers that Lithia had found for him a few days ago. What exactly happened between then and now, though, was something he couldn’t exactly understand. 
 
    "I hope that your new life hasn’t been too hard on you, Monty," a voice said from Monty’s front, the world blinking into existence within a single instant. Instead of a white void, a valley of grass and flowers came forth, two small chairs right in the middle of it. In one sat Monty and in the other sat Silas, the ghost seemingly having regained his body. 
 
    Looking at his extra-wrinkled fingers, Monty was sad to see he had been granted the same fate. Even in his dreams, his lower back reminded him of that one time he sneezed too hard. Ahead of him was a world of pure imagination, but removing a bit of aching was apparently too much. Some grumbling was in order when he got the time. 
 
    "I was told I wouldn’t live a week more three months ago," Monty said, trying to figure out how accurate that estimate was. Time was hard when no calendar was around. "Now I’m running around a world that shouldn’t exist. Hardship is something I will gladly traverse for… this." 
 
    Silas had a clear round of chuckles for that, the man seeming more than a little amused by Monty’s way to look at the world. Monty joined in halfway, seeing the possible humour in it. A world of war but flashy colours wasn’t something one should have been too positive about. 
 
    "It is enlightening how otherworlders look at their former placement in life," Silas said with a smile, though mentioning his own demise didn’t seem like the greatest topic to put pressure on. "It was a hard life to get through. I am happy you can take up the mantle without feeling unhappy." 
 
    The two sat in silence for some time. Monty wasn’t sure how long it was, the effect of the dreamworld making it feel somewhere between five seconds and five hours. How he even knew it was the land of dreams was hard to explain, the feeling and sensation of it all simply being unreal to the old man. Green might have been green, but he wasn’t looking at it with his old eyes anymore. 
 
    "Why am I here?" Monty finally asked, unsure of the purpose of the surprise visit. "I am not unhappy with the chance to talk to you, but… your previous visits haven’t been for anything that wasn’t vital to the caravan’s survival." 
 
    "All the previous visits were acts of desperation on my part—acts which I have been warned about not repeating too often," Silas said, clearly unhappy about that fact. "This visit, however, was one I took from pure opportunity. Merely being close to my old staff for long enough has allowed you to grow closer to it. And since you were already sleeping, I saw it fit to connect to you in this new way. It is rather exciting to look upon this creation, isn’t it?" 
 
    The field of flowers and grass varied in colour, shape, and size. They were nearly engulfed by a particularly large marigold before Silas swatted it away, letting it fly eternally into the sky. Monty watched it for a moment before letting the thought go. 
 
    "I can’t say I hate this new view," Monty admitted. Nature had always been one of his soft spots. And when it came to something so special as this? The new perspective was enlightening. "So… this is more a social visit than anything?" 
 
    "You could call it that," Silas said with a grin. "If you truly want advice about life, I am sure I can improvise. Try to eat more vegetables in your diet?" 
 
    "Shouldn’t I be the one giving out advice?" Monty questioned. "I’m a decade older than you!" 
 
    "I wouldn’t say that now," Silas retorted. "Time works a bit… differently on the other side of the curtain. Time isn’t as linear as it should be if that wording translates well." 
 
    It translated well enough to make Monty realize he was talking to a dead person. A person who had given his life for the sake of others. That dimmed the mood quicker than anything, the expanding rainforest around them getting back to its previous field of grass and wildflowers. 
 
    "Lithia does miss you," Monty remarked in a sombre tone, not knowing any other way to put it. "Almost forgot you were gone when she looked at me. So did many of the others." 
 
    "It’s a worry I’ve had since the start," Silas admitted, not happy with it either. "These people were meant for great things, but… their sense of loss isn’t letting them progress. Their senses have dulled, and they didn’t realize that the recent attack was coming because of it." 
 
    "Anything I can do? Any form of [Shapeshifting]?" Monty said, noting how the [System] put pressure on his words. So that form of magic truly did exist. Good to know. 
 
    "No form that you could learn in a short amount of time. You don’t have the talent for the art anyway," Silas shot down, though he looked regretful doing so. "Time is starting to run short for me. Come a bit closer now. I should be able to give you the push you’ve been wanting for a while." 
 
    Monty wasn’t exactly sure what the man meant but obliged, nonetheless. The heaviness of his body was like nothing before, however. Breath was forced out of his lungs the second he tried to stand. Yet… he stood no matter the pressure, refusing the idea of being shot down from such a feeble thing as pain. 
 
    Falling to one knee in front of Silas, he once again felt pressure on his mind. Yet the pain, the sensation of being crushed, didn’t remain in his mind. It spread to his body, slowly at first but increasing in speed until it swept over his skin like water. It was painful, it was a pleasure, and it was everything in-between. There was silence, and there was a bomb going off inside his organs. Flames burst out of his mouth and eyes, never stopping in their torrent. 
 
    Then it was over, Monty breathing steadily as his head rested on the soft feather-filled pillow. The field of grass and flowers were gone, replaced with the darkened night and the caravan sleeping silently. Snores could be heard coming from the other wagons, the crackling of fire being heard from the fireplace their food had been cooked on. Yet, the most important thing of all was the message that floated in front of Monty’s eyes. 
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    That was… weird. Three instead of the one he had been expecting. Monty supposed he had been granted two when he’d hit five but still. Not wanting to think too hard while the night still rained upon the people he hoped to protect, he merely did as he had planned to do so many nights before. Opening his status screen, he invested the first point in strength.  
 
    The effect granted from it wasn’t as strong as before, though the feeling of rising from his lying position without using a hold was greater than anything else the old man could have hoped for. And… he could stand without a staff. He couldn’t stand perfectly, and he most certainly wouldn't be able to walk at more than a snail's pace, but he could stand and walk unaided. The effect of that truth nearly made the man shed a tear, though he held it in for the time being. 
 
    Getting out of the wagon, Monty noted the issues in bending his knees with any form of finesse. The strength needed was there, sure, but the…dexterity wasn’t. Looking at his status screen, the old man found he only had six points allocated to that. Deciding to take a risk, he put in the two remaining points and allowed himself to sit in the grass without pain. 
 
    As the sun rose over the field, the old man continued to sit with a smile. The day was starting with a clear sky, and he couldn’t have been happier about it. His clothes were clean, his mind was ablaze, and his body felt better than it had felt in ages. He felt… energized. 
 
    Looking at the hilly area, the old man decided he needed a better view of the world. Alex, the hunter that had been tasked with being on guard in the latter half of the night, tried to follow along, but Monty made them return to their post. The chance to take a walk by himself, without pain and without breathless moments, was something he had dreamed of for years. 
 
    The caravan was far below him within minutes, the old man speeding up as he got closer to the top. There was no feeling that could be compared to what he felt at that moment. Being able to move like that would have made him burst into tears in his old world. But in this new one? He was forced to sit down in the grass once again, taking in the world like it was supposed to be taken in. 
 
    It was blissful, harmonious, and it was just quiet enough for Monty to hear the low rumbling in the air. Looking to the side, on the other side of the hill that the caravan was situated on, the old man once again spotted a wild group of [Bucks] running past. They clearly had no care for the recently levelled man, running past his lazing spot without a single swerve.  
 
    Monty would have looked on lazily if he didn’t know what came next, the growls in the air making him look at the location the animals had fled from. The light was still not fully present, letting the hill be shadowed on one side. And on that side stood a beast-like nothing the old man had seen before. It had the fur of a wolf, a body like a panther, and more tails than any creature should’ve had.  
 
    Looking for a moment more, those tails… weren’t tails. The creature had one on its back yet the rest were scattered across its back, simply lying low as it ran closer. Those things were limbs, the corded muscle on them clearly indicating the power they could wield. 
 
    The smart thing to do would have been to run down the hill and hope the creature would continue the chase for the [Bucks]. Looking at where the creature had tilted its head towards, however, Monty understood it had found a new fascination. 
 
    Sending off a [Smite] to make sure it understood that Monty wouldn’t let it do that, the old man tried to measure how high his chances of living through the morning were. They didn’t seem high. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 25: Bolt of Light 
 
    Looking at the rapidly approaching beast shouldn’t have felt as calming as it truly was. Monty sent out another [Smite], powering it just enough that it could survive the current range. The answer? The creature merely dodged to the side before continuing on. 
 
    It was smart. It had fixed its eyes on him. It was more than able to kill him when it got close. What else could be said? The only method of attack Monty currently had was easily dodged. Wait, no, that wasn’t true. It was easily dodged when the attack came from more than twenty meters away. 
 
    The answer was then to let it get closer before attacking, to which Monty thought it a terrible idea. But, looking towards the approaching beast, it was clear how little option there truly was in that. The beast was within ten meters in a flash, those tendrils on the back widening out and becoming a small wall as it got closer. The quickness was lowered due to the limbs, but Monty had no time to really appreciate it. Sending off an uncoordinated [Smite] at point-blank distance, the old man proceeded to lunge to the side, hearing the howl of a wounded creature. A smile came to his face. 
 
    The back had been blasted off, the midsection of the creature’s fur and flesh not existing anymore. The bolt of Light had been scarily effective. Perhaps the unwoven material truly did work like a shotgun… Monty had no time to speculate, the monster seemingly growing serious with the wound. Its irises widened before it jumped at him, front paws directed at him while claws stuck out. The man faked a [Smite], to which the creature preemptively dodged to the side, before he tried to get himself to his feet yet again. 
 
    Hitting the ground still hurt like hell, even if his body had accustomed itself to walking. Nevertheless, he was better than ever, and his body felt fine after a moment of [Healing Aura]. He didn’t extend it anywhere outside his own body, though, not wanting the creature to have any chance of feeling its effects. 
 
    Shouts were heard from down the hill, Alex clearly hearing the fight. Monty ignored it as he dodged another attack, sending an actual [Smite] this time. It hit one of the tendrils on the creature’s back, at the cost of another hitting Monty’s own. It was like a whip had been used on his lungs, the impact of the tendril bringing about a long set of pain. Air escaped his lungs, and pain filled his mind. His sight was turning red. 
 
    The bolt had travelled through the creature’s now-gone tendril and had grazed the head. One of the eyes was out for the count, leaving the creature with only half its previous sight. It seemed angry about that, though it was also wary about getting close once again. Monty was happy about that, being on his knees while not being able to breathe at all. Sending in a [Heal], liquid fell out of his mouth in an instant, and some part of his innards were weaved together once again. He tried to relax through it, but spasms riddled his chest. He nearly lost his dinner from the night before. 
 
    Seeing weakness for what it was, the cat-like creature attacked once more, going for Monty’s throat with its mouth. The tendrils were once more there, ready to hit him from all sides. Seeing that the hit was close to unavoidable, Monty still on his knees and unable to do much more than lean to the side, sent out a [Healing Aura] to prepare for the damage to his body. It might not stop the blows, but it would likely allow him to survive a few more seconds. 
 
     The old man was thrown back as the creature’s front paws hit his chest. His head hit the ground with a thud, likely causing some form of damage as the creature tilted its head to get a chunk out of his throat. Yet in that moment of pure pain and confusion, Monty sent out the [Healing Aura] to not only himself but also the beast. Instead of helping the creature with anything, it instead made the flesh boil like nothing before, the beast recoiling in fear and confusion. 
 
    It was weak to light. Not just the attacks but the Healing as well. That much was obvious the second that the Aura fixed the blurred sight Monty had been forced through, though his back still needed some time to work properly. 
 
    Retracting the [Aura] once more, the old man used the staff to rise from the ground. Ten or so meters away, the creature paced around. It clearly refused to let go of the possible meal but was also not in any situation where it wanted to lose more of its own flesh. Monty, in the meantime, just wanted the fight to end. He had found a plan for himself, and he wished to do nothing more but use it to the fullest. 
 
    The creature spent another few seconds running around, in which Monty was forced to use the staff to stay standing due to the back moving about inside him. It would have neared his body once more if not for the quite massive blast of [Healing Aura] that permeated the entire area, everything focused on the beast itself. The Mana the old man had at his disposal was plummeting, yet the flesh fell off the beast’s bones faster and faster.  
 
    It didn’t have time to flee, and it was too distracted to realize how to make it stop. Within ten seconds, the creature was dead, and the old man had no more energy to use on his broken body. 
 
    He wasn’t dying, and he wasn’t too injured, however. Only a slightly damaged spine that would need some rest and a [Heal] when he regenerated enough. Lying down on the ground, arms and legs splayed to the side, Monty felt at peace once more. Even more when a certain message popped up. 
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    One had to wonder what the requirements to level up were. Was it purely meant as an experience requirement, one needing to kill X number of creatures? Or was it more meant as a challenge rating, the user needing to accomplish a certain feat before it became acceptable to progress? Monty could certainly say that he had pushed hard with the low-level kills, having easily taken the life of more than a hundred birds in the last couple of days. The population wouldn’t have taken any serious hit, but he certainly felt he had taken more than the average down. 
 
    So… challenge-based level increases it was. Monty had to question how high in level that creature had been anyway. Stalking the night, able to make his insides bleed easily, it was all things no creature of a low level should have been able to do. And if not for the weakness to the light, Monty knew he would have lost without any chance. Those bolts were powerful, but a protected creature would have been able to take many more hits before anything could have occurred. 
 
    And that last-ditch cooking had certainly been full of risk. If the damage had been near-lethal but not able to kill in that same moment, Monty would have lost his life. Yet… it had made the flesh fall off the bone, leaving a near-perfect skeleton beside him. The [Cleric] wondered how much that would go for. 
 
    Off-handedly investing the point in Vitality, Monty noted the difference in his ability to breathe. It was minor but still definitely something he would need to pay attention to later on. Increasing the physical stats was certainly addicting.  
 
    Alex came running a minute later, along with a good chunk of the remaining warriors. Thalia was in the back, her larger physique not allowing her to get up the hill as easily as the others. Not like it mattered, however. Most of them stopped once they saw a certain old man waving in the grass, seemingly having a little morning nap next to the skeleton of a sizable beast. 
 
    "I see you all decided to get up early this morning," Monty commented with a smile, noting he had enough Mana in his tank to send through a [Heal]. Doing so, he felt something pop back into place. It took no effort to stand up after that, brushing off his pants for good measure. The people around him merely stood in silence. "Would any of you be so kind as to carry these bones down to the caravan? I think we might be able to sell them." 
 
    "Where exactly did you get these?" Lithia questioned, walking over to the remains first. "And how did you get them to be so clean?" 
 
    "Well, the flesh boiled off a few minutes ago. That’s what all those black drops on the grass are, by the way. I have no idea if they're dangerous, but it would perhaps be best to avoid stepping on them." 
 
    "Flesh boiled… What exactly did you kill?" Thalia asked as she finally came along. Getting a look at the bones, however, some ideas seemingly formed. "Oh! It’s a [Displacer]." 
 
    "Aren’t they meant to be more up north?" Lithia asked, looking at the bones in a new light. Picking one up, she examined the curves. 
 
    "Everything migrates. This one seems to just have travelled a bit more south than it should’ve done normally," Thalia answered, though the explanation clearly wasn’t up to par. "We might have to light more fires at night, from now on. These things can sneak up on us much easier than what’s safe for us." 
 
    "Are they really that dangerous?" Monty questioned, to which Thalia merely looked at him. 
 
    "If the sun hadn’t appeared, you wouldn’t have known where this thing was. It would have bitten your throat before you even knew it was running at you." 
 
    … Right. Getting the materials back to the caravan, Monty felt a newfound appreciation for the smaller things in life. One of those things was luck. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 26: A [Grey Lady] 
 
    It took another two weeks before they reached the town by the name of Ohovil. It had apparently been quite the town when it came to human traffic. It was primarily filled with merchants of sorts, buying anything humans had made and selling them on to the elven neighbours. It was a good system, one that held itself up for many years. 
 
    Then people died. Some lost their desire to stay in a town of the dead, some decided that stealing was better than buying fairly, and a few were corrupt enough to decide that human meat was more delicious anyway. A town of cannibals, murderers, and thieves. A town that had lost its touch with the world in merely four months, being burnt down just after, and now lay rotting as a testament to why humans needed to travel instead of settle. 
 
    All in all? It was a good place to stay for a few nights, picking up various plants that had been put in the ground. If Lithia was to be trusted, Monty could even find a few potatoes if he searched for a while. The soil was fertile and more than ready to grow. Asking why the ground was fertile, however, was best left for the sunlight hours. 
 
    "Something about the buildings just doesn’t work with me," Monty confessed to Thalia as they walked the broken streets, looking for the dinner of the day. A few rabbit burrows had been spotted close to the centre, but neither had any desire to use those as bait. Hunting those running around on the ground was much easier. 
 
    "Is it because they might fall down at any moment?" Thalia asked, looking up at a particularly skewed wall. A good storm would make it break, anybody on the street at that time meeting a certain death. "Because you shouldn’t fear that too much." 
 
    "Falling rubble isn’t what I am afraid of in this case," Monty rejected. "It’s more… this unnerving sensation. It’s crawling on my skin, you know." 
 
    "Could be because you’re so used to filled cities," Thalia said, suddenly throwing her spear a good twenty meters forward. It landed with a short squeak as a rabbit met its end, and they found a good appetizer for the night. "It isn’t every day you can get this kind of sight. Ramze at least had a few beggars on the sides at all times." 
 
    Monty wanted to reject the idea again. Explaining the [Mana-Sense] to someone that hadn’t been forced through the experience before wouldn’t understand. At random points, his vision flickered into that disgusting green felt during the [Lich]’s attempted murders. It was what had made the [Cleric] want to lose his lunch, it’s what made the dead rise from their improvised graves, and it had been what forced so many to relive their demise for eternity. 
 
    The flickers were never there for more than a moment, coming and disappearing like a wave of sorts. It was strong to be sure, yet it was never there long enough for anybody to feel the effects. The plants still grew easily, the animals weren’t harmed, and anyone who lived close by could sleep soundly every night. But those sensitive to the pulses of Eldritch? Monty understood why Silas might’ve never liked the place. 
 
    At least the caravan was parked on the outskirts, the waves being much weaker out there. That obviously meant that there was an origin point in the middle, that it would be strongest in a particular house or street. Monty didn’t doubt it, just as he didn’t doubt how little he would be visiting the place. 
 
    Rabbits were found and shot, either by Thalia’s spear or by Monty’s magic, before being brought back to the camp. A fire had been started without issue, though they had been forced to use wood from nearby buildings. The smell wasn’t particularly healthy, an [Healing Aura] being in order afterwards. The day of small pains was washed away, and the group could work without complaint. Getting everything ready for the night was important, after all, the group having developed a stricter routine of being ready to battle at any moment. Their recent encounters had created some level of paranoia, the shifting eyes telling a tale of lacking sleep. 
 
    Monty wished he could fix a weary mind, but there was little he could do. They all smiled, laughed, and danced in the waking hours, yet not one could have a night without some form of screaming. It was the kids most of the time. When it wasn’t? The others pretended not to hear, for they knew they would be granted the same boon soon. 
 
    At least the food was good. Adding taste to the soups had been a work in progress for a while, but Tom had truly shown his prowess. There was apparently a good reason he’d been hired as a [Cook]. It was mostly because he knew how to fight, yes, but he truly could work with rabbits when the need called for it. If only he knew how to balance the tenderness of the meat. Monty would be a happy man the day they decided to fry something instead of cooking it. 
 
    "Did your skill increase by chance?" Monty asked Tom as they sat down for the food. Another manned the fire, the cook himself needing to eat at some point. "Or were you just never able to find any good quality ingredients?" 
 
    "My food is always perfect… though some of it might not have been made perfectly," Tom agreed sheepishly. "It’s not my fault if somebody forgets to pluck all the feathers from a bird." 
 
    A few in the caravan cringed, blushing slightly in the corners of their cheeks. It seemed that the blame was on the head while the assistants were to blame for some of the incidents that had occurred recently. 
 
    "So it’s the ingredients," Monty answered since Tom hadn’t gotten around to it. 
 
    "The flavouring is important as well!" Tom retorted. "I was able to find this very fine pepper during one of the scavenges in the houses around us. It wasn’t too filled up but it had been sealed tight. Age might have worn down the taste, but the message is as strong as ever!" 
 
    While Monty might have disagreed with how flavouring worked, he could agree with the message. The food was great, it had a story attached, and he could certainly imagine how Tom had been able to find it. 
 
    The food was served with a smile, though the clean-up was much more tedious. Having been granted the ability of more refined movement, Monty had been assigned to help with various tasks. It was never anything too hard physically, though his body still yearned for the naps of olden days. Just because he could move didn’t mean he wasn’t old. Even he needed the staff sometimes. 
 
    The act of sleeping, however, was one of the few times in the day where he didn’t need the long pole of metal, letting it slip back into the ether before falling into the world of dreams himself. Or, that’s how it usually went. By the time most had fallen into a deeper slumber, Monty had been forced to stay awake long past the time he would have done the same. It was a curious issue, as it was entirely dependent on the fact that he was being held awake by the pulses of Mana. Pulses that were increasing in intensity. 
 
    The night had brought along a removal of suppression, making the frequency of each wave increase incrementally. The plants still thrived but most fell down a bit as if to hide from the green colouring permeating the world around them. 
 
    Not seeing much point in lying still without reason, Monty had to force his body out of the wagon once more. It was a time of tranquillity, the night, most of the world having seen it as a good reason to lay low for several hours. Not the Mana, however. No, it was thriving. Getting out of the wagon and onto the ground, the old man sighed deeply. The houses truly were pretty, even in the state of decay they were forced into. 
 
    That was about the time Monty saw his first ghost of the night. Why did the old man think it was a ghost? Well, it certainly looked like one, the grey, transparent body certainly giving him the idea. It was a younger woman by the looks of it, briefly making eye contact with Monty before walking right down the street. She waited by the corner, looking at the [Cleric] with intense eyes. Monty got the message quickly enough. 
 
    "Where do you think you’re going?" Alex questioned from the fire, having spotted the old man walking along quickly enough. "It’s a bit late for those misadventures of yours." 
 
    "You could also describe it as a bit early for you to be paying this much attention," Monty said with a smile, hoping for it to ward off the attention. It did not work. 
 
    "If you’re going somewhere, let me get Sam to take over my post. It’ll only take a minute," Alex said, knowing full well that Monty couldn’t simply leave anymore. If he did, Alex would be forced to do the same in the name of protection, leaving the caravan without anyone awake to warn the others. Playing on his feelings was certainly unkind to do, but it was scarily effective. 
 
    Sam was brought out of his sleep and forced into where Alex had been sitting moments ago as she and Monty walked down the street once again. The old man said little, and the archer did the same. Questioning the motives for a walk in the night wasn’t the most common thing in the world to do, and any explanation wouldn’t have made sense anyway. 
 
    At least the ghost lady had been quite patient, stopping at each corner to make sure that the [Cleric] followed. Since Alex wasn’t making any kind of reaction to the very much dead person in front of them, Monty had to guess that he could only see them due to [Mana-Sense] aiding the process. 
 
    The skill also allowed him to see where they were being led to, the strength of the eldritch growing closer with every step. They were being led to the very centre of it, to the place in the city where all the energy originated from. 
 
    It was obvious that was the case the moment more ghosts started popping up. None of them were in the street, instead looking from the roofs or insides of the buildings around them. While Alex never made mention of seeing them, the uncomfortable look on her face showed they still had some effect on her. A mild [Healing Aura] helped ward most of it away, luckily. 
 
    The origin wasn’t a street. It was a building like any other. That much was clear from the outside. The murmuring slowly coming into Monty’s ears… not as clear as he’d like it to be. Actually knowing what was being said would have been helpful. 
 
    The ghost lady stopped in front of the house before stepping inside through the open door. With the shivering Alex clearly not having any desire to go any further, Monty requested that she wait outside for a moment. The fear and crawling of skin were apparently enough for her to agree, not thinking about the reason she came along to begin with. 
 
    What was it like inside the house? Well… Monty began to wonder if the rumours of murder and cannibalism had been understated. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 27: Burn Butcher Burn 
 
    If Monty wasn’t seeing it all as some play made by the ghosts of old, his heart might have been racing. Instead, he watched it all with the curiosity one would have with a movie, never really taking it in. Yes, he understood that it had all likely happened at some point. The torturing, the men on pikes, and the large amount of skin flaying were all abhorrent in nature. Yet… the acts being repeated over and over, the victims screaming the same soundless way, made it all so unreal to the [Cleric]. 
 
    But, pain was pain, and what he could see before him was needless suffering in its highest form. Taking in a deep breath, he began to use [Healing Aura] once more. The eldritch hadn’t previously shown itself as weak to the Light, but those who had already met their demise certainly were. And [Ghosts]... there was only one way for them to be made. 
 
    Letting the aura linger into the edges of the building, all eyes turned to Monty as he fueled the spell with power. The [Cleric] once again reminded himself that he was looking at fakes, people that had already died. They were nothing but mere imagery. 
 
    As the ghosts stopped their murdering, thievery, and cannibalism, Monty wondered if his previous assessments were wrong. They might have died long ago, yes, but so had all those zombies back in Ondrl. Just because they were dead didn’t mean they couldn’t hurt him. 
 
    Looking around once more, the old man noticed the hands of the ghosts becoming visibly deformed to a point where they looked more like claws than anything else. Taking a moment to gather his thoughts, Monty took a deep breath before bolting from the slowly closing door. Not letting it stop him from getting into the street, he grabbed the hand of Alex before moving down the street at the highest speed he could. 
 
    "What did you do?" Alex half-shouted accusingly. 
 
    "I might have kicked a wasp-hive," Monty answered, his breath getting heavy as he found it hard to breathe in the cold. Why was it cold anyway? Even in the night, the temperatures had usually been quite hot. 
 
    The ghosts could fly. Walking through the windows, they took calm steps down towards the [Cleric]. Their bodies continued to decay, becoming more ghoulish with every step. Their mouths twisted beyond conventional norms, their eyes dropping down like burnt candles. They weren’t human. Had they ever been? 
 
    Increasing the rate of [Healing Aura], Monty was given a brief respite from the cold, though he could tell it would only continue. The heart of Eldritch was growing with every second. Being this close to it wasn’t doing them any good, the grass on the ground turning greyer with every second. If not for the power of the [Light], the old man feared they would have started to do the same. 
 
    "Run, you fool," Monty said, going as fast as he could while using the staff. Alex had finally caught on, perhaps finally seeing the brief bursts of green. It was flooding into the level of strength where the naked eye could see it once more. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    They ran down the street at a pace they both could manage. Even under the threat of death, the woman refused the notion of abandoning Monty. While appreciated, the old man did not like the idea of making them both die. 
 
    Yet that seemed to not be the fate of that night, the ghosts not continuing past the end of the street. They stared at the two, lining up as their forms became like puddles, features falling towards the ground at increasing rates. It made Monty nauseous to look at. 
 
    Seeing the ghosts stop at the border, the old man allowed himself a moment to breathe. His stamina had fallen just as much as his health had, both hanging lower than he felt comfortable with. [Healing Aura] was doing its job well, keeping him afloat, yet the thought of his Mana not being able to keep it up for much longer made him irrational. 
 
    "We need to get out of this city," Monty murmured before moving to return to the caravan. The Eldritch energy had localized itself inside the street so he could at least get himself a good night’s sleep. With the fumes his body was running on at the moment, nobody could really blame him for it. By the time they were back, the old man could barely remember his head hitting the pillow. 
 
    He couldn’t remember sleeping either, making the wooden spoon hitting his cheek all the more miserable. Thalia had awoken before him, needing him to step out of the wagon so they could assess damages. 
 
    "What damages?" Monty had to ask, not seeing anything on the inside that needed repairing. His pillow could perhaps use a few new feathers, sure, but that was something that could be handled later. 
 
    "The ones done to the wheels while we were sleeping," Thalia answered, making the old man think back. No damage had been spotted on those at all when he went to sleep, the wagon looking as pristine as ever. Deciding to actually investigate, the old man stepped out of his comfortable sleeping area before getting out of the wagon itself. 
 
    The wheel was there in its original placement but the wood had been broken at just about every point but the middle. There was nothing to truly salvage, the wheel-holder perhaps needing to be replaced as well. 
 
    "I suppose we don’t have any spares in the back?" Monty had to ask, still feeling desperate to leave the town as quickly as possible. 
 
    "If we did, we’d already be working on it with you still sleeping," Thalia retorted as the group turned the wagon over on its side. The thing had been utterly destroyed. Looking at the other wagons in the caravan, it seemed many had gotten the same treatment. "Whoever did this was eviler than anything. Nothing has been stolen. They just… destroyed all of this without a single person noticing." 
 
    It was like a mere ghost had done it. 
 
    "... I’m afraid I might know the reason behind this," Monty said before trying his best to explain the situation. Thalia did not look happy throughout it, calling Lithia over to have Monty repeat it to her. " My personal ideas about what [Ghosts] could do likely caused all of this. Sorry." 
 
    "By your description, I severely doubt those things were [Ghosts]," Lithia commented with a thoughtful look. "With how powerful they were and how their bodies apparently fell apart after being attacked, I have to guess they might have been [Wraiths]. They both originate from the fallen, though the latter is only held to this plane by hatred alone. They generate eldritch to some level, though not to the one that you described." 
 
    "Could the sheer number of them around have caused a cumulative effect?" Thalia suggested. 
 
    "Maybe… I honestly don’t know enough about the things to say for sure," Lithia admitted before looking at the damage once more. "But it seems like they want us to stay in the city. From that alone, I’d want us to just leave with what we can carry on us and hope to reach the elves but… I doubt we could make it on foot." 
 
    "We could send out a few on the horses and see if we could get the guards to come and get the rest of us," Thalia mentioned. "The [Abun Caravan] did it a few years ago." 
 
    "Those people also suffered very heavy losses when split up," Lithia retorted before sighing. "Monty, do you think you could damage these monsters with your spells? If we work hard, we could perhaps have everything fixed by midnight. We need to make sure that we can survive until then, however." 
 
    "If there is no other choice, I will do my best," Monty promised, trying to think of a way that he could let them survive for a bit more time. The pulses of Eldritch could still be felt heavily, yet it had no real effect on him anymore. The light was weakening them too much. "Actually… I know where the heart of the Eldritch lies. Since it’s weakened in the daytime, would it not be possible to burn it down now?" 
 
    “Having an open fire next to dry wood is already a very serious risk. Starting a localized building fire is… not the smartest thing to do," Lithia said, though thunder met her words. It would rain soon. "Yet, there’s your answer. If you can do it before rain starts to fall, we might have a chance after all. Get some of the less skilled woodworkers to help you. Thalia, go with him as well. Make sure he doesn’t die." 
 
    "That’s quite an extreme order, Liz," Thalia retorted.  
 
    "It’s one I expect you to hold to your heart," Lithia replied before walking along. Thalia sighed before finding the people they’d need. Monty waited on the outskirts of their improvised camp, trying to better sense the energy. It was pulsing, yes, but in those brief moments where it reached his ears, he could almost hear a word or two. It had been more obvious during the night, but straining his mind allowed him to nearly... The thought wandered too far away. 
 
    The group was made, and Monty was pushed along before he could really decipher anything notable. There was a ‘please’ in the start, he was sure of it, but nothing else could be understood. The words were too scrambled. 
 
    Walking down through the city, they were quick to find the street that Monty and Alex had fled from the night before. It looked outstandingly ordinary, nothing special popping up except for the slightly stronger pulses. Nobody in the ground other than Monty could even feel it. 
 
    "So which of these do you want us to burn down?" Thalia asked, already having brought along some oily cloth. They were normally used to start the fire for the fire pits during dinner times, yet they worked just as fine when needing to burn down a house. 
 
    "It would be the fourth on the left," Monty answered, noting that the door still remained open. It was dark inside the house, yet… he could see a certain woman from the day before. "Give me a moment." 
 
    Monty was about to step into the house before Thalia grabbed him by his collar. The old man would have previously fallen if not for the increase in his physical stature. 
 
    "Lithia ordered me to make sure you were alive by the end of the day," Thalia repeated. "That means you won’t be going into a house apparently filled with [Wraiths] alone." 
 
    "... How about you join me then?" Monty asked, seeing the loophole for what it was. "If there’s something inside that can kill the spectrals without us starting a possible city-wide fire, shouldn’t we at least consider it?" 
 
    "Now that is reasoning I can use when Lithia scolds me," Thalia answered with a grin before looking over to the others. "Start dousing the outer walls with the oil. If we come out of the door running, start it up without question." 
 
    The two journeyed inside after that, the others preparing the place to be burned down. The smell of the oil was disgusting, but it would help in the long run. It was the inside that was important either way. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 28: Screams of the Dead 
 
    No [Wraiths], [Ghosts], or anything close to that description jumped out at them as they entered. The halls of tortured spirits were entirely empty, no glowing, transparent lady to be found either. Monty wondered if it had been a trick of the light until he looked around once more. 
 
    "Who is that supposed to be?" Thalia asked, looking the same way that Monty was. Wait… she could see her? 
 
    "Are you attuned to any magic at all?" Monty had to ask, breaking eye contact with the grey lady. "Anything that would make you able to see this normally?" 
 
    "I am about as proficient at seeing Mana as I am fighting with a sword. I’ve never tried it and likely never will," Thalia said looking over at the old man. They both realized just how bad it potentially was now before looking back at where the transparent woman had stood before. 
 
    She was gone from both of their visions. Monty noticed the door behind where she’d stood, however, seeing the message easily enough. ‘Follow me,’ had been the game they’d played the day before and was the game they would play today. 
 
    Thalia followed along easily, letting them both see the stairs down to the basement. It was dark in that place, Monty’s eyes unable to adapt. He would have used the [Light] to make it easier to see until he remembered the last reaction to his spells. Thalia was nice enough to make them a torch, though the fire wasn’t as good as what a mere spell could do. 
 
    Nevertheless, it allowed them to travel downwards. The place itself stunk of the rotting meat that they had both gotten used to from their time in Ondrl. That place had been filled with it. Now… one would have to question why it was the same here. No [Undead] flew at them just yet, and no bodies could be heard moving around. Swinging the torch around, the walls stared back at them. There was nothing down here. 
 
    Except for the patterns in the floor. Monty had excused it as moisture falling down, but a few more seconds of looking made him recognize it as something the occult would create in their spare time. 
 
    "Do you have any idea what this is meant to be?" Monty asked the woman beside him. Thalia got down on her knees, letting the torch get closer to the lines so she could see it better. She almost opened her mouth to answer before the torches' heat ignited the lines, the [Ritual] bursting into dark flames. 
 
    The smell of rot strengthened, and a feeling of dread seeped into Monty’s old bones. It took no real communication before they both went towards the stairs. The door into the first floor had closed on them, but Thalia merely kicked the door off its hinges. [Wraiths] began to appear through the floor from below, grabbing at their feet with clawed hands. Each time they touched Monty’s skin, he felt his body turning to ice. It was without equal in its pain, the old man starting out the treatment of [Healing Aura] immediately. The howling began soon after. 
 
    But then they both came out of the building safe and sound while the others started up the fire. Thalia threw her torch inside the front door for good measure, the floor catching fire quickly enough after that. As the rain warned of its entrance, the fire began to catch alight. It burned brightly by the time that the first drop reached their heads. 
 
    In minutes, the fight between the rain and the fire was radiant. The outside of the building might not have had visible flames, but the windows and doors threatened to unleash the fire within. Howls could be heard in echoing walls, the others hearing it as well. They damaged the people, though Monty’s [Healing Aura] held them in the green zone of health. 
 
    It took twenty minutes for the cloudburst to stop, letting the sun once more shine upon their heads. The house was still on fire, though the outside had become too wet to spread by much. It was all contained within, letting the [Wraiths] slowly die. 
 
    "Is there anything we should be doing?" Thalia asked as they watched it. 
 
    "I think the only good thing to do will be to wait for it to die out," Monty answered. How long did housefires last anyway? 
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    A good hour. There was no stopping it once it started, but they had to make sure it didn’t spread around. By the end of that hour, the place had crumbled in on itself, wet embers being the only thing held up. The first and second floors were gone entirely. The basement? They had no idea. 
 
    Getting a few shovels from the caravan, they shoveled away the destroyed materials, letting them see into the basement from above. The pillars below had mostly survived, though the floor had caved in on the sides. The [Ritual] was still burning brightly, however, untouched by rubble and anything else. 
 
    "That can’t be good," Monty said. Picking up a rock, he tried to throw it at the burning lines. It was swatted away in mid-air. Sending down a [Smite], it definitely got closer, though it was stopped in a similar fashion. 
 
    A bucket of water was stopped as well. The [Ritual] had been set afire by accident, but it clearly couldn’t be stopped the same way. The [Wraiths] had all disappeared, however, making the old man decide to get closer to investigate. The stone staircase was able to be seen in the sunlight, letting him and Thalia get down without being afraid of stepping into the darkness. 
 
    "We should have just burned it down without going inside," Monty had to confess. "Then we might not have had this issue." 
 
    "Life goes one way or another," Thalia replied. "Being angry about what’s already done won't change it." 
 
    That was certainly one way to look at their failure. When they were close to the alighted [Ritual], Monty was more than able to sense the small pulses coming from it. Those carvings had been the source the entire time, though the building burning down had weakened it considerably. And… it was getting weaker, the energy of the sun clearly doing some work on it. Did the [Cleric] even need to do anything? 
 
    ‘Please end it,’ a woman’s voice said from the side. Monty looked around but found nobody. Thalia hadn’t heard anything, clearly confused by the old man’s surveying of the area. 
 
    "Something I need to know?" 
 
    "That lady you saw before? I think she just asked me to destroy the ritual," Monty said, not sure how to feel about it. 
 
    "Somebody who very likely wanted to kill us is asking for us to kill them instead?" Thalia questioned, seeing the same perspective as Monty. "Are we sure that this will actually kill them?" 
 
    "The energy is dying out quickly enough, even when we aren’t doing anything," Monty answered. "While we could try and accelerate the process, there’s plenty of daylight to make it die by itself." 
 
    The answer was obvious enough. A lack of energy would mean death in some form. Getting out of the basement once more, ignoring the shouting heard from the grey woman, the group settled down in the sun. They waited for a long while, the sun standing on its tallest when the ritual finally stopped, the flames having died out by themselves. 
 
    There weren’t any messages from the system. Nothing implied they had killed anything. The energy was just gone entirely. Perhaps it had escaped somewhere, or maybe it was just never alive to begin with. Monty couldn’t say for sure. Getting back to the caravan by dinner time, the people had been able to fix the wagons faster than initially thought possible. The air had apparently lessened in pressure, the people able to work without having a weight on their back. The old man didn’t have to question why. 
 
    "Did you get them?" Lithia asked once they returned. "We saw the fire." 
 
    "They’re gone… we think," Monty said, looking upon the new wheels on the wagons. "It would be best to leave as soon as we can." 
 
    "Give it another hour and we should all be out of this town," Lithia promised with a smile. "Get some food. I don’t think you’ve eaten this whole day." 
 
    Monty hadn’t, his stomach seemingly forgetting to ask for it. How peculiar. Sitting down and getting the food, the man couldn’t say he felt any more filled. He hoped that sensation wouldn’t last for long. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 29: A Fowl Man 
 
    They had left the town behind several days ago, but Monty still couldn’t throw the feeling of uncertainty. He wasn’t weak, still able to walk around without issues. It was the sensation of everything around him being muted, colours never as vibrant as before. He could still discern everything in its entirety. It was… not the same. 
 
    The old man was decently sure he was cursed. He was similarly sure that a [Heal] did nothing to cure it. He had pulsed Light through his body with a ferocity that could have killed those not born to wield it, yet it had done nothing but give him a headache. Was it time-based? If so, Monty couldn’t help but yearn for it to be over. He even missed the taste of Tom’s food. 
 
    "I still can’t believe you figured out how to mess that place up so quickly," Thalia said as they rode on, the plains seemingly never-ending when mixed in with the hills. They had been going in between two particularly steep ones, stopping Monty from seeing too far ahead. At least they seemed to lessen in height further on. "We have visited that place every year for the last five years, but not once did Silas ever mention undead running around in there." 
 
    "Perhaps he saw the threat for what it was and decided to merely leave it alone?" Lithia suggested, giving Monty a glance that told the old man he should have done the same. "They certainly didn’t seem keen on having any business with us until a certain somebody decided to try and kill them all." 
 
    It did make sense, Monty supposed. Going against a threat that would most certainly put the caravan in danger wasn’t the smartest thing in the world. And if the old man had known of the possible consequences beforehand, he would have most certainly ignored the grey lady walking around the city. Still… he was curious how that had worked, the other [Wraiths] having been contained inside the street itself. Something to ponder on later. 
 
    "I wouldn’t be surprised," Monty answered honestly, noting that the horse in front of them seemed a bit tired. Starting out the daily routine of [Healing Aura], the group settled into a quiet calmness, the [Light] bringing a sense of serenity into their minds. Monty only wished that he could gain the same level as before. 
 
    Sitting down in silence allowed time to pass quickly once more, the hills by the side evening out and becoming flat again. The distances could be seen, and the features inhabited made the old man’s heart flutter. 
 
    "I don’t think I’ve seen that many trees in a long time," Monty had to comment. The last time he’d even been close to a forest had been years back when he could still hike without feeling his knees hurt. "Are we going into the wooded areas?" 
 
    "Yup," Thalia confirmed, letting the old man grow happy once more. A change of scenery would be grand. "There are a few more powerful beasts in the plains a little north of here. Cutting through the small forest will allow us to avoid all the worst ones. And it should allow us to meet up with Fowl for a while. Last I heard, he actually got some of the [Elementals] under control." 
 
    "[Elementals]?" 
 
    "It’s best… if you see for yourself," Thalia confessed. "There is no real good way to describe them without seeming crazy. Or, well, crazier than the guy who is talking with them for a living." 
 
    "Don’t spoil it!" could be heard from inside the wagon. "You always do this!" 
 
    "I ain’t giving him any details!" Thalia shouted right back, a grin on her face. "But… if you really want me to, I could give him something to work with." 
 
    A ‘don’t you dare’ and a few other shouts soon followed, the two squabbling like one of them wasn’t steering the direction of a literal caravan. Monty supposed this was entirely regular, though his mind was more distracted by the possibilities that lay forward. The forest was getting closer, and he couldn’t wait to see what it had in store for him. 
 
    An hour later, he learned the answer was water. A lake, even, one large enough that swimming from one end to the other would be a journey best left for the more advanced swimmers. Monty considered his chances of getting to spend a few hours fishing. He had always wanted to try that. 
 
    "The water is about as safe as you’d hope, at least when staying close to the shallow parts," Thalia explained as they rode along, noting the larger number of ducks on the edge. Their mouths were weirdly curved. "We get to wash clothing, get our skin cleared up, and actually have a few days where we don’t stink to the ends of the earth." 
 
    Truly a dream worth fighting for. Right in the middle of the wilderness, it was grand to see such a blissful display of nature. The birdlife was wild, swimming around and digging for small bits of feed wherever they could. A few larger animals were relaxing in the sun, a small lizard balancing precariously on a smaller tree. It paid no mind to the moving caravan as if the people simply weren’t there. Monty appreciated it. 
 
    "So where is this Fowl guy?" Monty had to ask, still not seeing any signs of human civilization. The old man was able to see plenty of life, sure, but anything intelligent was clearly still out of reach. 
 
    "Give it a few more minutes and we should be able to see that tent of his," Thalia replied, soliciting Lithia to once more complain about the potential spoilers, the [Bard] having gotten back to the front wagon without either realising it. 
 
    "Why are you taking out your lute all of a sudden?” Monty questioned. "Is it really a good time to practise? Not that we don’t enjoy your musical talents, but you normally do it while we are on solid ground." 
 
    "I am getting myself warmed up, thank you very much," Lithia answered as if the question had been offensive. "Getting something out of this stop is one of my highest priorities." 
 
    "I don’t see how using your fingers on strings well is going to help with that," Monty confessed, looking at the silent playing with a small smile. The young woman truly was determined in her craft, though the stress on her face was just as clear. The old man hoped that her efforts would show the results she was dreaming of. 
 
    The caravan moved along, and the tent finally did become clear. It was a primitive one—a massive piece of leather falling over a few poles and forming a roof. The walls were quite open, allowing both wind and eyes to travel through without issue. Though… nobody could be seen. Monty was about to question such when a sound from the lake took his attention away. 
 
    It could have been explained as a geyser at first, water spewing high into the air while making steam from below. Then the form of a human body became clear at the top, clearly enjoying the experience with the amount of laughter emanating from them. Floating down at a slower speed, the apparent geyser reformed itself into a massive colossus. It shrunk at the same pace as the man’s descent, the head never being far from the human. When the two finally reached the ground, a glance over at the caravan was had before the greying man before them waved his hands high into the air. 
 
    "Do join us, all of you!" the man shouted gleefully. "Staring from afar won't do any of us any good. Especially you, Liz!" 
 
    A small groan was heard from behind Monty as they moved forward. The old man had to say he was amused. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 30: [Water Elementals] 
 
    Monty was a little unsure of where to put his gaze. On one hand, the man in his forties in front of him did look rather polite, putting on some smaller glasses so he could see better while saying all the young ones’ names by heart. On the other hand, there was a massive monster made of nothing but flowing water a few meters away, clearly able to throw anybody very high into the air, which would very much kill pretty much all the people in the vicinity.  
 
    It was a hard choice, really, though the old man was forced to focus on the other human that was shaking his hand warmly. 
 
    "I would have welcomed you back to my little slice of this world, Silas, if I wasn’t completely sure that you weren’t the one currently in control of your body," the man said, not letting go of Monty’s hand after the appropriate time spent shaking hands. It was only when the old man retracted his forcefully that there was any real reaction in that regard. "So, what’s your name? I don’t believe we’ve met before." 
 
    "You can just call me Monty," Monty replied, trying to figure out if it was socially acceptable to wipe his hand on his robe. The other man had been rather wet, though as much should have been guessed beforehand. Being thrown into the air by a literal amalgamation of water would at least cause some kind of moisture to form on the body. 
 
    "Well, Monty, I am glad you could join us on this fine day," the man said with a small bow. Monty just nodded in return, not feeling like causing permanent damage to his back that day. "You may call me Hans, Fowl, Hans Fowl, Doctor, or whatever else you might be able to come up with. More than a few have named me after the sounds birds make when happy, sad, extremely annoyed, and hungry, but I do support your opinion if you would rather use names inspired by cats. They are popular in the current age." 
 
    … Monty didn’t know what to say. The old man, in all his wisdom throughout the many years he had lived, had never met a single person able to make him shut up that quickly. It wasn’t due to fear or anger, no, he was just utterly incapable of making a response that would make sense. Birds? Cats? Monty had just wanted a name! 
 
    "I think I should try that for you," Thalia offered, coming in from the side and making the two older men shake hands once more, this time at an appropriate length. "Monty, meet Doctor Hans Fowl. He’s a critically acclaimed [Elementalist] whose work has helped save the lives of many throughout the years. Fowl, meet Monty. He’s an [Otherworlder] who joined our caravan a few months back in a rather… desperate situation. He is mainly a [Cleric], though he also has a side-job of making life in the caravan as stressful as possible." 
 
    "A man to my ideals then!" Fowl exclaimed, shaking Monty’s hand for a third time that day. It never did seem to stop, the rapid shaking making the old man’s arm feel like rubber. "A [Healer] is just what we all need, and I am happy that one with such an extravagant personality joined up with them." 
 
    "I wouldn’t say I was the extravagant one," Monty said, trying to decide whether or not to [Heal] his arm. There wasn’t any direct damage, but it would certainly be numb at some level soon enough. "But, I am happy to meet you, Fowl. Truth be told, I am not too well-versed in the birds and cats of this world, but I am sure I can make some guttural noises towards you if the situation does require it." 
 
    "You even know how to jest!" Fowl replied, his smile growing ever wider. "Something tells me we are going to be the bestest of friends!" 
 
    They were certainly developing into something. Was that something positive or negative? Monty liked to think it was a mix of both, though the main parts were in some third direction that no human mind should’ve been able to comprehend. Feeling a desperate desire to not interact with the man for just the briefest of moments, the old [Cleric] was once more reminded of the massive piece of living water hovering just next to them. It was curious how easily one forgot about it. 
 
    "What is that supposed to be exactly?" Monty asked, pointing a finger at the… thing. "We saw you getting blasted into the air a minute ago. Aren’t you hurt by that?" 
 
    "I assure you, good sir, that I have been thrown into the air more times than you have jumped over a lake backwards," Fowl assured the [Cleric], though said [Cleric] felt anything but that emotion. Could the air so high up have caused some form of brain malfunction? The man did say it had been happening often. "Their method of communicating with me is rather different from what they normally do as a species, making some of their words be rather… forceful in appearance. I can once again state, however, that not once have they harmed me more than what I couldn’t heal through a few days of bed rest." 
 
    "So they’re intelligent enough to have language," Monty said, that single fact being the sanest yet also least interesting thing he’d gotten out of the doctor’s words. The old man held onto that part of the conversation desperately, afraid to dive into the untreated psyche of the other. 
 
    "They’re more intelligent than all of us combined," Fowl corrected, looking onto the large amount of water as if it was his own baby. "I am on the cusp of a breakthrough that will allow me to feast on every single fact they’ve gathered since the dawn of time. I just know it!" 
 
    "Haven’t you been saying that every time we’ve been through here for the last seven years?" Thalia asked with a smile, clearly reminiscing about the last times she’d heard those words. 
 
    "This year is different!" Fowl replied with the pride of a hundred lions. "I have basic sentences down perfectly now. Everything they say, when very concise and with no difficult words, is perfectly possible to translate in mere seconds!" 
 
    "Oh really?" Monty had to ask. That… was actually impressive. The old man had always known he would see other races, but he’d guessed most of the ones they’d be able to talk to would be humanoid. That a larger bucket of water could talk was just… not what he had expected. "Anything interesting going on right now in their talking?" 
 
    "Well, we would have to give it a reason to talk," Fowl said, looking around for a moment, mumbling for ten seconds straight before grabbing Monty’s hand and dragging him towards the flowing water. "Tim! This is Monty. Say hello." 
 
    The water elemental grew larger as the two humans walked closer to it, its edges floating around at an increased pace as small amounts of steam began to make the air foggy. Monty was ready to [Heal] himself or Fowl should the need arise. 
 
    "He says ‘Nice to sea you,’" Fowl told Monty, a grin on his face. "Do you get it? It’s like ‘nice to see you’ but you replace ‘see’ with ‘sea.’" 
 
    "... This is a lake. How does it even know about the concept of an ocean?" Monty questioned after trying to wrap his head around Fowl somehow understanding the flowing water enough to understand puns. That puns could even be translated, to begin with, was entirely impossible to understand from a logical standpoint. 
 
    "When you wait around for a few thousand years, everything connects to the ocean somehow," Fowl answered with no real trouble. "There’s a small underground tunnel at the southern part of the lake. It lets everything float out really nicely. And it also lets all the information flow in as well, letting the elementals living here keep up to date on all important elemental news." 
 
    Monty looked over at Thalia. Thalia looked over at Monty. They both understood what the other was thinking, though one cried for help slightly louder. 
 
    "Fowl, I think Lithia wanted to show you some of her newest growth in skill with her lute," Thalia said, budging in once more. "A year's worth of practice has done her well." 
 
    "I will most certainly believe that!" Fowl just about shouted. "Lithia! Show me what you got this instant! I haven’t heard music in four weeks, and I am dead tired of trying to make the ducks understand proper rhythm."  
 
    The man ran along with a speed unmatched by all. There was clearly some strength in those steps with how the dust could flow into the air with no warning whatsoever. Though, it left Monty alone from the odd, eccentric man, so no qualms were truly had about the slight case of coughing. 
 
    "Is he alright mentally?" Monty asked the larger woman next to him. He was beginning to understand why Lithia had wanted to see his reaction without any explanation. 
 
    "He’s more than alright," Thalia assured him, though she clearly understood what he meant. "He’s likely the single smartest human on this plane. I wasn’t lying when I said his research into the [Water] element has saved lives. His findings in the field of liquid healing are being taught by the elves in their main city." 
 
    "And what about the current research? Does it still hold the same prestige?" 
 
    "It’s… rather complicated," Thalia had to admit. "Sometimes it seems like he has all these [Elementals] under his thumb. But in others? It just seems like he’s shouting at these weirdly passive monsters. Most of the time it’s the latter, actually, but you should hope he gets them all rounded up at some point during our stay. When Fowl gets serious, he can do some very great things." 
 
    A great man who had decided to traverse another path for the fun of it. That Monty could respect. 
 
    "Don’t ask him about ducks, though. That’s the type of rant that you would be smart to avoid." 
 
    Other parts weren’t respected as much. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 31: Blasting the [Mind] 
 
    Meals were always better when one had enough spices on hand. And, as it turned out, having an expert [Water Elementalist] on hand to manipulate the liquids into its perfect temperature while a [Cook] made sure the consistency was right made for a delightful meal. It was something Monty would most surely pay money for, the taste being extravagant enough for four stars. Maybe even five. The old man could say he’d ever tried something that high quality. 
 
    "I am glad to share some of my supplies if you are in need," Fowl said for the third time that evening, seeming keener on giving away than anything. "The people of Fekla still support my endeavours. They just send me anything I might be in need of so you can take whatever you please." 
 
    "I assure you we don’t need anything other than your promise of doing your magic tomorrow afternoon as well, Hans," Lithia retorted, still not seeming interested in the deal. Perhaps they’d tried it before without any benefit, or perhaps they were simply happy with what they had already. Since Monty had seen their stocks not too long ago, he guessed towards the latter. Even a few weeks out in the open wasn’t enough to make them run low on anything essential. 
 
    "Using my Mana is a delightful treat for myself, I must say. Being able to use it to benefit others is not something I would ever require compensation for and much less refuse to do," Fowl assured the [Bard]. Lithia had actually shown off her skills an hour before. 
 
    As it turned out, there were many songs Monty hadn’t heard from the woman just yet. It went from the slowest songs one could ever bear to what could only be explained as an incredibly complex weaving of the fingers, the digits never staying in place for long. How any human had the dexterity to move around with such grace would forever confound the old man. He had trouble grasping his staff when moving about. 
 
    The feast ended not too long after, people having gotten their fill of the day and hurrying off to sleep soundly. As it turned out, Fowl’s place was one of the most secure places to be on the plains, the man having gotten the place warded for nearly all land-based dangers. Nothing worthy of staying up would sneak up on the people easily. Anything dangerous would be detected beforehand as well. 
 
    Monty stayed up, however, not yet feeling his eyes go heavy. There was some feeling in his body that hinted at his need for rest but that never truly went away. It was always there in the back of his head, begging him to lie down for just a while more. Monty understood it was just his old body wanting the silence it deserved, but there was no chance he would give in while he still could resist. 
 
    "Is that spirit one of your companions or would you mind if I plucked that one off?" Fowl asked in his happy tone, though it did sound a bit calmer than his usual eccentric nature. 
 
    "What do you—" Monty was about to ask but had to stop himself, a gasp ringing out from his throat as a force went through his back and grasped at what felt like his heart. His veins popped for a moment, his face going purple, and then it was all quiet once more, the man feeling more… open than ever. His eyes quite literally felt like they had been opened for the first time in weeks. The fire, looking so dull only seconds before, was more vibrant than anything else possibly could. "What was that?" 
 
    "That was me fixing a minor but very serious chemical imbalance in your brain that was caused by the continued habitation of a pesky spirit that seems to have latched onto your soul sometime in your journey," Fowl explained as if it was the most casual thing in the world. In his palm, a small grey ball of light emanated, clearly trying to fly off but being forced to stay. "This one looks to have been fractured through many years. Most that are that old should have turned into [Wraiths] but this one didn’t for some reason. How curious." 
 
    Monty looked at the grey light, reminded of the voice he’d heard back when he had sat by the [Ritual]. It had come from the grey lady, he’d known that from the moment the sound entered his ears. Yet he hadn’t seen her at that moment. There was a chance he knew why now. 
 
    "I angered the spirits in Ohovil by accident," Monty said, still unsure whether or not what he was seeing was true. The light all around him just didn’t stop being so bright, so… glorious. Was this how everybody else felt? "They came after the caravan, but we destroyed the [Ritual] that was keeping them here." 
 
    "You can never just destroy such things. They always remain except under very specific circumstances," Fowl objected, the grey-haired man knowing more about it than the [Cleric] could ever hope to. "You might have caused the main circuit to hibernate, but some part of it is certainly still running with power. This little thing here shows that." 
 
    "It has been inside me all this time?" Monty had to ask. 
 
    "Not inside you, per se," Fowl said, confusing the old man even more. "It’s just like your soul isn’t exactly inside your body. You can’t just dig into your heart and find the soul just lying inside you. The actual location of your Mana, soul, and whatever else that’s mythical in any sense of the word is actually in a different dimension of sorts, entirely uninterested in using your body as anything other than a gateway, that being the part of the body that can channel your [Sanity] while also…" 
 
    The man looked over the old man who had a dumb look on his face. 
 
    "Right. Have to choose my words for the audience. I understand," Fowl said, speaking more clearly than he had done the entire day. At least the smile was just as genuine. "That trick I did on your body won’t last, you know. I blasted your dopamine up a level and made a smaller spell to keep it generating at that level for the next few weeks. The efficiency should fall, but you should also be at Fekla by then. Somebody there should be able to help if not cure you entirely. Maybe Joseph will do it if you ask nicely." 
 
    "Who’s Joseph?" 
 
    "Not important right now," Fowl said. "What is important is that we get over to my watery friends so that we can get that spell of mine powered up to last more than the first ten minutes." 
 
    "Didn’t you say before that you made it last for several weeks?" Monty questioned, not understanding it now. And did the man say he would be using the [Elementals]? 
 
    "I simplified a few decades of magical theory and some parts overlap with common terminology. Sorry," Fowl said, clearly not sorry in any meaning of the word. "Tim should be around somewhere here still. He’s good at doing brain surgery." 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    "How much trust are we putting in these [Elementals] again?" Monty asked. The old man was unsure if he wanted to stay so close to the water now. "Because I am not sure a bucket of water has the finesse that I am looking for in a [Surgeon]."  
 
    "Tim isn’t a [Surgeon], he’s a wild beast with a water [Affinity] high enough that he can suck out all the liquid in both our bodies, swap them, and make sure we don’t die during the process," Fowl said as if that was going to make Monty dread the oncoming waves less. "Surprisingly, that's also what makes him incredible when it comes to doing non-intrusive power-ups of my spells. While the actual amount of power he puts in does vary according to his mood, it should be more than enough for our purposes."  
 
    The waves from the lake began to strengthen in one area, all the water nearby gathering up to a single point before sprouting two metres upwards. With a pull, a head, torso, and legs and arms grew. It was a crude but clear human figure. It had no face, yet the quiet foreboding was without equal. 
 
    "Tim says ‘hi,’" Fowl translated. At some point, Monty really had to ask if the man understood what they were saying. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 32: A Wise Teacher 
 
    As they stood still, the [Water Elemental] growing ever closer to their position, Monty watched the man let go of the grey light in his hand. It tried to fly away, to escape to some place the living would have no chance of finding. A stream of water made sure that ideal was never met, the grey light sucked into the [Elemental]’s body like it never existed at all. 
 
    "Is that necessary?" Monty asked, watching as the elemental stood before them with no movement at all, almost like a very fancy statue one could find back in the old world. 
 
    "If you want something done by them, you must give something that they find interesting," Fowl explained with a smile. "And to be quite honest with you, that little grey parasite in your head is the most interesting find for those elementals in the last few decades. Such a refined soul is something few of them get the pleasure of digesting." 
 
    Not trying to understand the very dreadful implications in that sentence, Monty instead watched closely as the other man drew liquid from the waters again, joining up with the elemental in rapid motion. They stood like that for a few seconds before the man was once more thrown back onto the ground, this time landing on his feet. 
 
    "I was asked to make sure you stood still throughout the entire thing," Fowl said, brushing off a few droplets from his coat. "So… try not to move your neck too much. I would rather not wipe away brain matter today." 
 
    "What do you—" Monty began before a feeling of being pushed within came forth. The dull pressure was immediate, it was strong, and it nearly made the old man collapse without regard for safety. However, the warning about lacking security nets made the man hold his ground, standing still as the pressure continued without equal. 
 
    It felt like blood was leaving his eyes. It might have been tears. Monty wasn’t sure, not able to move much of his body. The pressure on the back of his head was making it hard to move anything, actually, the connection to his eyes likewise going dark a few times. Yet, as quick as it began, it was over in a minute or two, leaving a very tired man wondering just what had happened to him. 
 
    "Is it always like that?" Monty questioned, going down on one knee while his hands grasped at his staff tightly. He felt like he had run a marathon, his lungs burning hot. At least there wasn’t any need to vomit this time around. 
 
    "If you mean ‘the feeling of nausea when a creature of the depths manipulates one of your most vital organs,’ then yes. These beasts are powerful but lack… elegance. Nothing you can be too sad about, though. They certainly seem to have done their job perfectly with you! There nearly wasn’t any blood," Fowl said with a jovial tone. How the man had a way with words. He could say the most screwed up things while still making it seem so much more messed up. "I will tell you right now, however, that this procedure is something I only need help with once a year or so. Most of these issues I can do myself." 
 
    Feeling at his face, Monty noted the still-wet blood on his lips. Being handed a towel by the other man, the [Cleric] did his best to get it off. It would do no good to let the others see that amount of blood anywhere on him. What would the kids think? 
 
    "I can’t say I thought of you as a [Healer] when I walked into this camp of yours," Monty mentioned, handing the towel back to the doctor. With a wave, all the grime and dirt fell off it. Magic was certainly something the man had. "With that display of defence when thrown so high into the air, I honestly thought you were more… assistance-based?" 
 
    "Well I do assist all who come by," Fowl acknowledged. "So you aren’t entirely wrong." 
 
    "But I am mostly wrong," Monty retorted with a smile, feeling the last remaining shards of the headache disappear. 
 
    "A bit more than that, but yes," Fowl agreed with the same level of a smile. "When you reach my pinnacle of power, it is… easier to display characteristics that might fool some into believing you specialise in whatever task you’re currently at. Raw power and skill are something so few have nowadays." 
 
    Raw power and skill. That was something Monty could believe in, moving away from the lake to sit by the fire once again. His mind was alive, but his body was freezing. Being so close to water all the time sure was deadly during the night. If only he had been able to just burn the wetness away. 
 
    "Still," Monty pushed as they got seated, "just making a small bit of water in the air and using it to float down is something I would have never guessed was a spell in itself. Did you learn it from some texts?" 
 
    "I learned it at about the first second I found a need for it," Fowl confessed with a smile and a scratch on his head. "During my first year around this camp, those pesky kids that you all call [Elementals] weren’t too fond of me. They’d shoot with enough power to kill a beast and force the lake into mighty waves in the hopes it would make me run away in fear. It never did. I found it endearing. That made them get creative, though. They lulled me into a false sense of security, letting me get very close before they just swooped me high into the air, high enough to see the many plains that come forth after the trees." 
 
    "And then you learned it on instinct?" Monty said with an awed voice. 
 
    "Not really," Fowl said. "It’s more that I understood the basic ways of how to use [Water Shield], a spell that allows me to summon a shield of, you guessed it, water. When flying down towards my death, I was reminded of the fact that you could let that shield float along wherever you wanted it to, at least when it was ten or fewer metres away from your main body. And since it could stop projectiles, what would stop it from… stopping me?" 
 
    That was less interesting, Monty had to confess, though the application of such a radically different spell made him wonder. 
 
    "It worked, in some sense of the word. I had to increase the Mana flow to the spell, adapt my thinking into letting it push against me to decelerate, and figure out how to acclimate to always moving it downwards as well. The last point was the most important, I can assure you. At my first attempt, I broke my spine from the sudden hit and just continued falling when the spell fizzled out. If left unmanipulated, the wall will just hang in the air. Very important. Don’t make that mistake," Fowl requested, rubbing at his lower back for a moment before continuing. "When I hit the ground safely, the [System] rewarded me with the new skill [Water-Walk]. It’s technically been found previously but not in the way I used it. And, well, the way I applied it certainly wasn’t used as well. But that’s not important. The thing you need to focus on is that I merely took one skill, used it in a way that isn’t normal, and the [System] decided it was weird enough to make it an entirely separate entity." 
 
    "Is that how you usually learn new spells?" Monty asked cautiously. The stereotype of mages staying in towers and reading scrolls suddenly seemed slightly outdated. 
 
    "Oh, no, of course not. Life-or-death situations are a large part of how I learned to use many of my most vital spells, but they are most certainly not the method you should strive for," Fowl said, rejecting the idea of the old man doing such a thing. The [Cleric] breathed a sigh at that. "Danger might help the instincts kick in, but it can also go wrong and leave you sick for many days. Or, I suppose it could work but also leave you damaged beyond quick repair. It’s a mix of things, to be honest with you." 
 
    "Right," Monty said, trying to get in all the information. "Thank you for sharing. I think I might be able to grow a bit easier after this." 
 
    Fowl stared at the old man for a few seconds before some chain inside his head finally connected, eyes widening and realisation setting in. 
 
    "Right!" the man exclaimed, standing up with enough speed that Monty nearly fell over moving his head intact. "You have to remind me about the fact you’re an [Otherworlder] sometimes. This all makes a bit more sense now. Silas would always ask me weird questions when we got together so I might have fallen into a strange sense of acceptance for how weird you were acting, but this makes much more sense." 
 
    Monty looked at the man, trying to understand how one could talk so quickly while still being understood. 
 
    "People do seem to be having issues lately," Monty agreed. "From my brief conversations with Silas, I have to agree that he was quite unique." 
 
    "... We’re gonna get back on just how you talked with a dead person multiple times without having a shred of [Darkness] on you, but for now I have to pull this topic out," Fowl said before putting on a class-act smile once more. "You seem to be in need of a teacher to teach you the basics. Would you mind if I filled in that role?" 
 
    "I… I don’t know what to really say," Monty had to admit. 
 
    "The most common response I’ve gotten in the last two years is a strong ‘yes’ of some sort," Fowl advised sagely. 
 
    "Then I suppose I must follow the masses and accept," Monty said, shaking the man’s hand for the fifth time that evening. "... However, I must confess I need sleep before we—" 
 
    "Oh, yeah, no, that makes sense," Fowl said before the old man could even finish. "Have a good night of rest. It should give me enough time for me to map out how we are going to go about this." 
 
    The old man couldn’t say he felt entirely sure about his answer, though the lack of muted colours was still quite refreshing. At least he could look at it positively and perhaps learn more than just the first few spells he already had at his disposal. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 33: Start of Training 
 
    "Are you sure that was a good idea?" Lithia questioned Monty as they sat around eating the first meal of the day. "It might have helped you, yes, but it still had the risk of a wild beast messing around with your head. Who knows what kind of damage it could have done?" 
 
    "I assure you I feel fine, Lithia," Monty said for the fourth time that morning. In fact, the old man felt more than fine. Having been granted more hours for the effect to settle in, Monty was granted the ability to feel himself like never before. Instead of grumbling about getting out of the wagon and into the world of the living, he had a smile on his face the entire time. The daily rituals of eating and stretching were just another positive instead of something he was required to do. He was feeling more and more at peace in the way he acted, and his body was loving it. "My health hasn’t fallen, nothing hurts, and I’ve already healed myself using [Healing Aura]." 
 
    The old man had actually been using [Healing Aura] on every single person in the entire camp, letting the energy slowly seep into the bodies. It was a daily habit, and one that he intended to keep up. Not a single person had been sick in recent weeks, never having any small pains either. Bertha had even asked that he do it in the evenings as well since it allowed her to fall into a napping mood so easily. Monty did his best to always oblige the woman, though he didn’t have time the night before. Perhaps the old man should apologise at some point. 
 
    "Not all ailments hit you directly, Monty," Lithia said with a serious tone. "Our physical abilities seldom fall on our [Status Sheets], yet the older ones always have trouble carrying the same as the youth. The [System] never shows us the entire truth." 
 
    "... I will try and remember that," Monty amended, realising he might’ve relied too heavily on those numbers to make sure he was physically fine. It was a simple fact but not one he had thought about too much. He had been granted a blue box that apparently knew everything about him, and he’d just assumed that it was always monitoring every part of him and letting him know of any changes. That some parts wouldn’t be displayed accurately in some form forced him to consider that there was more to the system than first met the eyes. How was [Health] even measured anyway? 
 
    Getting through the rest of the morning meal, the old man moved on to meeting up with Fowl. The rest of the caravan was apparently spending their time relaxing, letting the small pause in their journey be used in relative comfort. Not watching out for predators was a luxury they didn’t have much of, so the ability to lie down in the grass was seemingly not ignored for long. So many were just napping. Not Monty, though. He had the training to get to. 
 
    The doctor was off by the lake once more, chatting with one of the elementals in his strange ways. Water ran across the air as if it was pure electricity, jagged edges showing at every curve, and rippling being seen as a constant state of being. There was no pattern, no sense of rhythm, and the constant change in forms made it hard to understand just what was meant to be happening. Then it all fell apart, and the man turned to Monty, a smile on his face once more. 
 
    "Good to see you up and well, old man. I trust that your head works as fine as usual?" 
 
    "It works better, actually," Monty corrected with a smile of his own. "I don’t feel as tense as before at least. Is that one of the side effects?" 
 
    "It’s an effect commonly found when sleeping a healthy number of hours," Fowl answered without losing a single second. The man was more than able to keep up with the conversation. "I had Tim here prepare our lesson for the day. Or… lesson, lesson, whatever you might call it. We are gathered here today to make sure you can do more than blast and heal wounds. Now, tell me, what skills do you have that might interest me in any way whatsoever? And here’s a hint. Every skill you have is interesting to me." 
 
    Well… that was nice to know. Monty opened up his [Skill Screen], noting how long it had been since he felt the need. He usually just remembered what he had where, really. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Skill-Name 
  
      	  Rarity 
  
      	  Description 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heal 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
      	  Allows the user to heal an specific target 
  
      	  15MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Smite 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Sends a bolt of [Light] at an enemy. 
  
      	  20MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light-Mastery 
  
      	  Very Rare 
  
      	  Allows the user to manipulate the Light Magic with more skill. 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana-Manipulation 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Allows for the user to manipulate [Mana Currents] 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Puts out an Aura close to the user that heals any entity nearby 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana-Sense 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Allows for the user to sense [Mana Currents] 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Reciting it to the doctor, Monty was allowed to look on as Fowl spent a few minutes debating with himself, sending a few blasts towards the elemental as well. 
 
    "You have a good base to start from at least. [Mana-Manipulation] and [Light-Mastery] should aid us in teaching you a few skills before it actually gets hard to come up with something. [Mana-Sense] can be used to make you learn [Identify] if we have the time, though the [System] will likely only grant an inefficient version of it. [Smite] is something we can perhaps try and get an upgrade for as well if you of course have… Monty, how much Mana do you have anyway? Just in total." 
 
    "One hundred and forty," Monty answered after a quick look. "Is that good?" 
 
    "It’s good enough to work with, though I might have to lend you some energy along the way," Fowl answered, not really helping. "Let’s just get started with the most basic way to use [Light]. As you might have guessed, physical constructs aren’t the most complex things to do. [Smite] is just you making a sharp box and shooting it towards somebody at high speeds. The actual cost from that spell is mainly just the high explosive movement as well, the construction of the mass easier on the mind. Try it now. Make me a box to sit on." 
 
    Not really seeing any reason to disobey, Monty began the mental twists needed to do such a thing. A box made of Light… that was something. Thinking through the mechanics granted by [Smite], the old man could indeed see the step at which the physical part was created. Taking out that specific area of the process, Monty repeated it in front of his eyes. 
 
     The actual first construction was just as thin as the regular bolt so that couldn’t be used for a box to sit on. Letting it disappear, the old man tried once more, this time getting a much larger and wider box. Though… when he pushed his fingers on it, it collapsed inside itself without a thought. Pushing more energy into the third creation, making sure the Mana was actually weaved into it instead of merely forced on, Monty was happy to see the creation sitting on the ground. Fowl made it one step better by sitting on it cross-legged. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Light-Mastery] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    "I had not expected an upgrade so soon," Monty had to say out loud, giving Fowl the information the [System] had just told him.  
 
    "It's to be expected when you play with the spells more creatively," Fowl answered with a shrug. "So few see the point in making affordable, temporary chairs. Now, the usual technique to master after this is to make this look more like an actual chair and less like a box, but your current skill in [Light-Mastery] will suffice for now. Instead, we have a new task. Make me a thin wall. Just a metre or two wide and just as tall." 
 
    A barrier. That was about as easy as anything, Monty having already semi-mastered making physical objects through the [Light]. And with the addition of the new upgrade in skill, he became able to form a nice, thin barrier. It floated a bit off the ground, held to a certain position by the [Clerics] will. It was beautiful.  
 
    "That should do it," Monty said, removing the small bit of sweat on his forehead. It really was quite the endeavour, but he could be proud that he had made such an— 
 
    With a flick of his finger, a droplet of water was thrown towards the barrier at such a speed that it dived through the [Light] and flew into the water. The connection to the barrier was destroyed in a moment, and Monty had to wonder what he’d done wrong in life to end up in this situation. 
 
    "Try that again but make sure it doesn’t get destroyed so easily," Fowl said with a grin, still sitting on the chair Monty had made for him. The [Cleric] had filled it with enough energy to last, but he wondered just how long that exactly was. A minute or an hour? 
 
    Not wanting to fail just yet, Monty started up the process once more. With a mental push, the barrier formed yet again. Before it fully formed, however, the old man did his best to fill it with energy, reinforcing the sides to whatever level he could. By the end he was forced to draw a deep breath, holding his knuckles on the staff until they were white. Yet, at the very least, he could relish in the fact that— 
 
    Another droplet flew by, shattering the barrier without a single sign of effort. Monty saw the slightest quiver in Fowl’s lips, the man clearly trying to hold in his laughter. 
 
    "Did you not hear me the first time? It just needs to survive a single drop. Not too complicated a task, if I do say so myself. Which I do." 
 
    Monty did not get angry. Anger due to taunts was something the younger generations did because they hadn’t yet realized how stupid it was to be angry. Yet… there was a slight chance he emptied his own reserves at that moment, letting the third attempt be reinforced to a level where a jackhammer should have been unable to do anything towards it. 
 
    And, low and behold, the droplet came once more, hitting the barrier with a resounding thud. But no matter the vibrations that came with it, the feeling of discomfort soon settled, and the two people were left with a drop of water slowly falling from the still-standing barrier. Monty made a sigh of relief at that, the [System] seeing it as a time to praise. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Light-Barrier] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 34: Quick Improvements 
 
    "That was quicker than I expected," Fowl said as he stood up from his seat, the box made of [Light] promptly vanishing. "A skill learned in only twenty minutes… Your [Affinity] to the light must be higher than I expected." 
 
    "Is that a good thing or a bad thing?" Monty asked, unsure of the world around him at this point. 
 
    "It’s something," Fowl said with a grin before putting an arm around Monty’s shoulder. "Sorry for the behaviour a minute ago, by the way. One of the more prominent ways to entice you to use your full deposits without being explicitly told is through taunts. If you want any positive reinforcement from this, you took twice the amount of time most people do before they lash out. Your patience is truly matching your age, whatever that age might be. Has to be at least sixty." 
 
    "I will take that as a compliment," Monty said, diverting the talk back to the subject at hand. "So it’s a teaching method meant to jumpstart the progress. Wouldn’t it make sense to keep at it then without telling me?" 
 
    "Some think that’s a good idea, yes," Fowl semi-agreed. "Do I think it’s a good idea? Well… I have found that the anger diminishes after the first success. If you get it in your head that being angry at your surroundings will make you progress in skill, it could lead to some bad paths in your future. Using anger to channel Mana is not something anybody with chemical balances should ever try their hand at. And especially not a human at that." 
 
    ‘Never try to use emotions as a catalyst in spellcasting.’ Noted. It wasn’t like the old man had thought it possible anyway. What use were emotions when clear thought had shown results before? 
 
    "Then what’s the next goal?" Monty asked, happy to be taught. They had the entire day to work with, but he was sure he could learn some more quickly. 
 
    "Filling you up for a second round is the obvious goal," Fowl said, putting a hand on Monty’s shoulder again. A feeling of warmth was quick to spread through the old man’s body. Looking at his [Status Screen], it seemed like his regeneration had increased to a full point every second. In mere minutes, he was full and ready to fight once more. "And… that should do it." 
 
    "Is that something everybody at your level can do?" Monty asked, feeling for the Mana within. It was as clear as normal, with no effects felt from having it sent from another person. Curious. 
 
    "Everybody that spends enough time in a library, yes," Fowl said before doing a quick stretch. "For our next batch, I think we should make sure you can actually use that barrier for something. You can stop one of my very basic attacks when you fill your entire Mana-Capacity into the barrier, but that just doesn’t work for either of us. When making sure you can use a spell right, you have to make sure you are being efficient. You have to get the same result while using less Mana. It might seem hard, but it is possible. Now… let’s do that for the next few hours. I expect at least three upgrades in that skill of yours." 
 
    There was nothing more to do than get to work doing just that. Setting up a barrier, again and again, Monty was forced into the idea of making it efficient. What was there to make it efficient again? Well, it was the mana cost that needed to be reduced, so the mana usage needed to have fewer leaks. Or maybe it was the weaving that he was doing wrong? 
 
    Focusing on the latter idea first, the old man noted that he was doing the same method as the weaving already in place. He did it in the same pattern, the same build, just scaled up to accommodate for the larger amounts of material. Yet, that begged the question of the current set-up truly scaled well. It worked fine enough at the lower level of usage, but the amount of effect wasn’t that great when more was added. The effect could nearly be described as logarithmic, decreasing severely after a few more steps. 
 
    A new method was required, making the old man spend most of his first two hours on that. Fowl knew little about how the [Light] worked other than the basic details, making Monty have to experiment on most of it. It at least allowed him to get a much more in-depth idea of how to make the weaving work. 
 
    As it turned out, adding layers to the original method created a lot of empty space in the pattern. Some holes were never filled, leaving weaknesses that could only be fixed through more and more layers that only added to the problem. At some level, Monty doubted energy would even matter much, one big weakness found at every location. The new weaving method, though? It was better. Much better. 
 
    To stand against Fowl’s hits, only a fourth of the original amount was needed. It wasn’t enough, sure, but it was more than a start. The next step was to make sure that the weaved material kept that state. Monty was forced to merely observe the construction for a few minutes before it became obvious, yet it was clear that minute amounts of the construct just… floated away after a while. With how little it degraded per second, there was nothing to worry about at the start. Yet a minute or two of such a thing made the barrier much more brittle and costly, the upkeep only increasing as more disappeared. The walls meant to keep in the energy were also disappearing, after all. 
 
    So with the new iteration of forcing the barrier to stay more sturdily together, the costs were halved once more. It wasn’t the best, still requiring one-eighth of Monty’s total Mana, but it was about as good as the man could go at the current moment. If anything, he imagined he had done a pretty decent job. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Light-Barrier] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Light-Barrier] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Light-Barrier] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Light-Barrier] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Well… four in a row was certainly not seen before. Monty supposed he did need to pay attention to the [System] more often, lest he let the notifications pile on. It was a shame there wasn’t anything about [Light-Mastery], however. The old man had hoped for an upgrade in that direction. 
 
    "[Otherworlders] really need to get researched more. Too few of you to randomly sample, but qualitative analysis is clearly required," Fowl murmured to himself, looking at Monty with a sharp eye. "The late age you started on this art is clearly a handicap, but it’s allowed to be swerved around so easily through a high affinity. Is the [Affinity] high because you come from another world, or is the selection process for becoming a [Otherworlder] just so strict and rare that all that come through have such extreme talent?" 
 
    "I’m talented?" Monty questioned, more than a little confused. 
 
    "More talented than the average [Cleric] could hope to be when first starting out at least," Fowl said. "You’re the best beginner I’ve had the pleasure of working with, though I can’t say there’s much more I can show you which is entirely new. The basics you did before just need to be repeated with every single skill you have until they stop improving, after which you need a new angle to work from. For now, though, I believe I mentioned something about getting you the upgraded version of [Smite]." 
 
    "Indeed you did," Monty agreed. It was great to hear about getting a more powerful version of his only real attack. There was something great about that bolt, but it didn’t truly work against people who could see it coming. 
 
    "While I might not know too much advanced stuff, I know the basic premise behind the upgraded version," Fowl said, clearing his throat to begin the next lesson of the day. "First, you send out a tether of Light mana up into the sky, the actual height not really mattering at the start. The higher, the more powerful they say, but that also comes with extra cost and… whatever. The point you need to gather the Mana at is just above where your target is. Here comes the more difficult part. You must transform the Mana into a very unstable version of [Smite], one that can fall apart at any second, before sending it directly downwards towards your target. If done right, it should be a near-instant hit. It’s meant to be like being struck by the sun itself, hence the reason why it’s called [Solar Strike]. 
 
    [Solar Strike]. That was something Monty would work with. Choosing a random patch of grass twenty metres away, the old man gathered the Mana like requested. Sending it up into the air, Monty thought fifty metres to be ideal enough. It was just below his limit in total range and should have been high enough to be powerful at some level. Sending out Mana as well, the old man began to funnel as much as he could along. He didn’t put in his full capacity, opting instead for three-quarters. It was still just above a hundred Mana, however. It had power. 
 
    Power that was unleashed the moment the next step began. Making a bolt was easy enough. Making an unstable bolt pointing downwards? Also easy. Making the bolt stay in the air while Monty made sure it was positioned right? Now that was downright impossible. The attack flew downwards in an instant, the old man unable to see it even land. 
 
    There was a harsh light, a bang that made him wonder if his hearing was gone or if everything had just decided to become silent, and then some muttering from Fowl. 
 
    "Talented or just an outright beast? You better give this one some power to work with, Joseph." 
 
    Monty wanted to ask what the doctor meant when a [System] notice came along. In a single attempt, the old man had done what previously had taken him an hour. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Solar Strike] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 35: The Grind 
 
    The celebration for learning the upgraded version of [Smite] was a round of healing for everybody's eardrums. The spell was as powerful as it was loud. The patch of grass that Monty had aimed at was entirely burnt, but everything around it was blasted aside as well. Even if one wasn’t hit directly, there was no chance anybody close by would be in fighting shape. 
 
    The old man wasn’t too deterred by the damage done though. Even with the slightly painful sensation he felt whenever he tilted his head, Monty had no desire other than to go through his entire Mana deposits again, blasting the bolts of light into the ground once more. The emotion filled with exhilaration was something else, the power of such a spell making his body shake. It was glorious. 
 
    Explosions, even when in such rustic form, were something his old heart could beat for at any minute of the day. Not that it did, however. Fowl had seen enough after the powered attack, ordering the old man to spend the rest of the morning resting. Being force-fed Mana to regenerate faster was apparently not something intentional for the inner system, and prolonged exposure to such things could cripple the old man even further. Not wanting any of that, Monty was quick to get down and rest while serving himself the second portion of his lunch. 
 
    "You’re eating more and more every time I look," Tom said, clapping Monty on the shoulder and sitting down beside him. "You could eat me down under the table in a contest now if you really wanted to." 
 
    "Now I highly doubt that, Tom," Monty commented, looking at the man’s rather wide stature. Even if a lot of it was muscle, they didn't slack their stomach with low body fat. "You seem to be quite the heavyweight at such a competition." 
 
    "Keep saying things like that and you won't want to know what you’re eating," Tom warned with a friendly tone before bursting out in laughter. Monty did the same, though he held himself upright. "Then again, I’d rather not know what spurred you on to making us all wake up from our lovely naps." 
 
    The wide man had been one of many who’d dozed off in the grass, encouraged by the warm sun to make sure they had enough rest to last them a few weeks. With the snoring still heard in the background, Monty doubted he’d truly disturbed many for more than a few minutes. 
 
    "Fowl wants me to learn as much as possible while I am still here," Monty said, hoping that could explain the need for disturbing the peace. "Doing that with smooth and small steps is not the most efficient method." 
 
    "I would object to that saying there," Tom retorted in an instant. "The slow learning is the most efficient… but it is also the slowest path you could ever take. Going full-out from the start is how you learn the required parts. Everything else can be learnt later." 
 
    There weren’t any truer words than that, Monty supposed. With his spoon at the ready, the last bowl was consumed, its contents running down his throat with extreme speed. No time to taste the thing itself was had; the old man instead just hoped the energy would come faster. If there was one thing he couldn’t accept, it would be his body eating itself while there was still plenty of food to go around. 
 
    The doctor wasn’t doing any more direct teaching after he learned that last spell, practice being the new focus. And since the [Cleric] could learn it without assistance now, there was really only one thing to do from that point. Sit down a few hundred metres away and fire a [Solar Strike] every few minutes. They were only small ones, not able to do much harm at all. But the old man wasn’t hoping for damage anyway. No… he was going another route. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Solar Strike] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Efficiency was the way into every trade, and spell-casting was certainly one of them. Weaving the energies into making it stable wasn’t the purpose of the current training, however; the spell was never meant to be more stable. Unlike the ordinary [Smite], Monty had no aspirations to make the spell contain itself until it reached its target. It was quite the opposite, really, the intention being to make it lash out as much as possible. It could kill with a touch, so why not make sure it covered as large an area as possible?  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Solar Strike] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Really, making a structure that splintered evenly was the real challenge. Making a weave around the outside that didn’t fracture in one place but all places at the same level were downright impossible. Doing it much like a fractal became the solution. There were only four places it would break at the start until each of those four places was broken up into another four. And those sixteen places were then split once more, repeating the cycle until the [Cleric] had a nearly-perfect cylinder. It obviously wasn’t the most perfect it could be, the inside not having the evened splinters that one needed to aspire for, but the old man left that part up for later improvements. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Solar Strike] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Then came the ideas about making it splinter at different levels. The need to hit the ground hard was clear, but what about all the flashing lights as it descended. There was clear potential in blinding and deafening everything else with the harsh thunder-like strike. But, the costs of such a thing were extreme with the initial spell, so Monty delegated more resources to the last process in the spell. Expelling so much energy when most of it wouldn’t hit the target wasn’t too grand when the possible consequence was to only leave a beast half-dead. And even when at death’s door, Monty knew that anything with claws could still cut flesh easily. It was better to make sure a target met its doom than to disorient those around. If he needed a [Flashbang], he would make it with the help of [Light-Mastery]. 
 
    … Now that he thought of it, the old man wondered if he could actually get a skill just for that. There were no attempts to try it that day, but he certainly knew he would do it in a combat situation later on. Being blinded himself was a very clear consequence, but he could perhaps do it in a controlled environment of some kind. First, though, he would need some sunglasses and a good pair of ear-muffs.  
 
    "I see that everything is going great here," Fowl noted, walking along at a leisurely pace. The man seemed entirely relaxed. "Running low on Mana yet?" 
 
    "I am just about empty, actually," Monty answered. "I was planning on taking a break. Is there something I can help with?" 
 
    "Not really. I just figured something out," Fowl said, sitting down on a small chair that hadn’t been there a moment before. "You [Otherworlders]... have a good reason to be killed." 
 
    "Excuse me?" Monty said, not sure what he was hearing. 
 
    "You're dying. You are being shot with a bow, blasted to pieces with a [Fireball], burnt to death at a stake, or maybe even have your throat slit in your sleep. So many of those before you have met brutal fates without warning, and I finally understand why," Fowl ranted, taking a deep breath and emptying his mind. "You are just too powerful in the long run. Those at the top don’t want to take chances with you." 
 
    "Those at the top?" 
 
    "You have to have realised that some of us don’t stop growing in power," Fowl pointed out, small particles of water flowing between his fingers with extreme grace. "Some can live longer than you imagine, some can control it all without any of us realising, and some have such a profound effect on the world that we look at them as lesser gods. And… they are afraid of you. They want to kill you." 
 
    Monty stared at the man, unable to find any words to say. 
 
    "How am I expected to take this?" 
 
    "I would have cried," Fowl admitted. "It’s not every day you get a death sentence. Or it will only be such a thing when word gets out about what you truly are. Even if you feel it’s wrong, I encourage you to act like Silas in the elven cities. It will save your caravan much trouble and possibly even their lives." 
 
    The old man swallowed the spit in his mouth. Looking at the sky once more, it showered him with light and warmth. He had to remind himself just what kind of world he was sitting in. It seemed he would have to take up acting. 
 
    "I’ll see what I can do." 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 36: [Flashbang] 
 
    They were back on the road by the next day, everything prepared for without issues. People had a lack of desire to leave, truly, but the need to deliver their parcels to the elves had similar importance. They had to fulfil this task, and they had to do it quickly. It wasn’t like they could stay with the good doctor forever, no matter what Fowl said. 
 
    "Plenty of people spend a few weeks lazing in the sun here!" the doctor assured them. "Nothing wrong with trying to double the previous score. The next shipment should include some ice cream." 
 
    While the promise of sugar delicacies had been quite the strong factor in making them wait until after breakfast to leave, the group had been without a choice in the matter. Lithia had sent out the order, so they would all follow. Monty had been one of the first on the wagons anyway, ready to head out without issue. He, among all others, felt the happiest moving along. 
 
    Fowl had been a great host. There were no questions about that, the man offering them everything he had at his disposal. No, it was the wisdom he offered as well that brought the old man so much worry. The promises of death and destruction for the sole reason of being alive were not going well on the man’s mental shields. He had been brought into a world of fantasy, but never had he known just how grim it was. 
 
    It made sense. Those in power would of course want to stay in power no matter the cost. If that meant making a few people fall, then was that really so hard? Monty had killed more than he’d like to have in the recent year, people who had been breathing the same air as him and enjoyed the same food. He felt no real guilt for his actions, knowing that they would have gladly done the same to him. 
 
    And those in power were the same. To them, he was just another threat. A threat that could in enough time challenge them with power to match. If they knew he could threaten their lives, why let him live? With how paranoid the old man had been in recent days, he would’ve likely reached the same conclusions. 
 
    Not that he had that extreme paranoia anymore. The effects of the spell were still in full swing, the old man feeling a jolly emotion throughout the day. The sky was still as clear and pretty as it had been the day before, the food still tasted full as it should be, and the birds close by ran their mouths in that annoying way they always did. It was great, it was what he had seen a hundred times before, and it was what the old man hoped to experience a hundred times more. 
 
    But the advice given to have a chance at that was worrying. Lithia had said since the start that he needed to hide his true self, hide the fact he came from another world. It made more sense now, of course, but the requirements to fulfil such a task were slowly dawning on him. With the skin of another man, one who had visited many, and helped twice that number, there was no telling how he could get out of the situation without confessing he was another person entirely. 
 
    Really, there was only one method to let the lie stay in place. It was a suggestion Fowl had made the day before they left. Monty, in all his grace, would need to act like he wasn’t the man he was and instead become the [Cleric] by the name of Silas. He had the staff, he had the looks, and he had enough mannerisms of an old man to make it believable. He lacked the knowledge of the world, sure, but that could be excused by appearing more distant. Greeting people with a smile, a nod, and a handshake should be able to get the old man through most of the interactions. The [Light of Mumur] would prove his identity somewhat as well. 
 
    "Did Silas meet many in Fekla?" Monty asked Thalia as they rode on into the plains, already out of the forested area and back into the world of grass and hills. "Anybody I would have to know the name of?" 
 
    "Not really," Thalia said, seeming to think about it for some time. "He sat by us as we lit fires most of the time since his knees didn’t allow him to move around so much. He had a few older friends at the inns, some of the shopkeepers would strike up a conversation with him when we visited, and… just about every person at the temples would try and go in for a hug." 
 
    The more the woman talked, the less the old man expected he could memorise everything. So many names, so many descriptions, and so many call-outs that needed to be remembered with perfect clarity. Appearing confused at seeing a face could only be excused so many times as eyes not working. Since Silas wasn’t known as a forgetful person, expecting the old man to be demented in only a year’s time wouldn’t be good. 
 
    At least Monty would relish in the chance of him never meeting most of them, the old man not planning on spending much time outside the caravan itself. He had a new way to practise his spells, and he would do his best to do just that. Having been granted new ways to think and act, Monty knew for sure that there was so much more to discover. The methods to let the [System] grant him knowledge had been discovered, and his old mind wasn’t too fond of letting such a discovery go stale. He would push for as long as his Mana allowed. 
 
    At the thought of his energy reserves, the old man felt a slight sting in his sides. Having slept soundly, the man was allowed to feel the full effects of using a shortcut to regenerate mana. While there hadn’t been any obvious signs at first, his inner pathways had been strained by the infusion of energy. It wasn’t serious, and it wouldn’t hamper him too much, but he knew for sure what would happen if he allowed it to stay that way. 
 
    Day turned into night, and night turned into day. Most of the time was spent riding the wagons and resting in them so the horses could get a break while also eating. The people did the same, of course, though most chose to spend time preparing supplies and whatnot. Thalia and a few others spent their time hunting, though their current supplies didn’t require much to do that. The preservatives granted by Fowl made it possible to store the meat for twice as long, making a few longer journeys out in the wild all that was required.  
 
    It also let Monty stay behind to work on his spells—a hobby that he was very happy for. Having been shown the perfect route to take in his work, it allowed him to figure out the hidden mechanics of so many spells. [Mana-Manipulation] and [Mana-Sense] showed their worth, the ability to see the inner workings of his other spells being so marvellous. While there was some understanding granted by the system, being able to both see and feel it at the same time made his comprehension of it all skyrocket. 
 
    There was no stone left uncovered, and the [Solar Strikes] were fired daily, each being a little more powerful than the last. The old man still spent most of his days letting them be weak enough to never kill, though this was mainly so he could fire multiple weaker ones than just a few strong ones. He was meant to learn how to not waste Mana, not to figure out how powerful he could make one of them. 
 
    Though…. he was sure he could make it very powerful by now. Sure, it would require more Mana than he was comfortable using at once, but he had a very decent chance at blowing up a small house now. Was this the secret that he had waited so long for? Instead of trying to perfect the spells granted at the start of his adventure, he instead needed to make the [System] grant him new and more powerful ones. Thinking back on it, the older [Cleric] had asked him if he had [Restoration] yet. That was likely the more powerful version of [Heal]. When he had the chance, he needed to ask for a demonstration of that ability. With how many times he had upgraded [Heal], there was no telling how easy it would be to take the final step over to the next version. 
 
    Putting that aside, however, there was one spell that the man had waited a long time to try out. It had been one he thought about while still at the lake, sitting and practising the [Solar Strike] over and over again. The man had noted how powerful the light and sound were, though it was a waste of energy in an attack meant to cause harm more than anything. So what if there was a spell designed for the opposite? To cause maximum disorientation in the form of sound and light though the actual damage was minimal to non-existent.  
 
    Eardrums could be shattered, and eyes could be damaged, yes, but anything close to a [Smite] in the stomach could do something like that. What Monty wanted to do was create a spell that he could throw into a crowd of people and incapacitate them without killing a single one. The idea of a [Flashbang] was born from that, and he had a good idea of how to do it. 
 
    [Solar Strike] was the skill that seemed the most complex out of anything the old man could use. [Light Barrier] was something much harder than [Heal] or [Smite], sure, but it didn’t have the multi-stage deployment required of the former skill. It was advanced, yes, but it was still in the beginner’s realm. [Solar Strike] was divided into three or four stages, depending on how advanced one wanted it to be. 
 
    The first stage was the preparation where the user would send out Mana and locate the perfect spot to set up the next couple of stages, having it float about thirty metres in the air. The second stage was to pump Mana into the area with a good measure of attention put into not letting it leak out. The third step was to form it into the unstable bolt that the old man knew and loved. The fourth? Well, that was the step he liked the most. That was letting the energy fall towards the ground. 
 
    In that single instant where it would fall, the energy would somewhat splinter before hitting the target. [Light] would sprout into the air, making night turn into day for the briefest of moments while imitating the cracking of thunder. The next part where it hit the ground in a show of heat and Mana was also important, though the first part was what interested the man the most. 
 
    The bolt itself didn’t cause the expulsion of energy. That was instead how the outer edges were weaved together. The unstable parts caused it to some level, and a very unstable [Smite] was able to show the same manner of effect. Monty did his best to hone that part to create the spell he dreamed of. 
 
    Making a repeated set of bangs and flashes of light didn’t sit well with the rest of the caravan, and some had complaints more often than not. It didn’t help when the old man moved a few hundred metres away from the caravan either, the sound still travelling without issue. If Tom was to be believed, the spell was able to imitate the sound of legendary battles, the reverb of swords hitting shields being the first thing to stumble into their minds. Monty wasn’t sure what to think about that, though he enjoyed one thing more than any other. It worked. 
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 Chapter 37: Focusing the Beam 
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    The skill was quick to level, the only requirement for really doing so being that Monty repeat the feat from before over and over again. With the right amount of weaving, he could disorient at different distances to different levels of effect. Being more proficient at this skill didn’t mean being able to make it powerful but more along the lines of being able to wield it without a hint of energy wasted. By the end of the first two weeks, Monty was able to tell exactly how powerful the spell needed to be to make a bird fall out of the sky while also only making those around complain about the noise. 
 
    "You really need to use your other spells sometimes," Thalia commented when Monty came along on one of their hunts. Having birds to practice on wasn’t easy when just being alone, after all. Those feathered creatures had a strange habit of avoiding an area where loud sounds had come from, forcing the man to tag along so he could travel to the many different nesting areas. 
 
    "I am using the other spell as well," Monty replied, showing off slightly by sending a weak [Solar Strike] onto the top of the larger tree. Whatever bird had been nesting up there was dead on the spot, its larger body falling onto the ground in a few seconds. "What is that creature anyway?" 
 
    "An [Eagle] of some sort," Alex answered, looking closely at it. "Maybe I could have given a better answer if the feathers weren’t half-burnt." 
 
    Monty felt the wave of annoyance at that, promising to let up on that spell as well. He was focused on letting himself learn the new skills, and he had no real issue doing so with the creatures around the place. Though… a screech in the air made them all look up. 
 
    "Could it be that this [Eagle] had a mate?" Monty inquired slowly, trying to discern the size through the clouds. The bird was high above, yet its figure wasn’t that small in the distance. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    "From a guess, I think it might’ve had a mother," Sam offered, drawing his bow out in anticipation of a fight. "Why is it always when we bring you that we meet dangerous things?" 
 
    "He’s our magnet, Sam. At this point, it’s best to just try and reap the rewards," Thalia answered as she got into position as well. To his right, Monty saw Alex draw her bow in much the same manner, making him feel a little insecure with his lacklustre preparation phase. He… just stood there with his staff like always. Spell-casters didn’t have any fancy poses they really needed to get into. 
 
    At least the scene ahead was something, the bird diving under the clouds and giving them a good view of it. The wingspan was massive, though the wings themselves seemed… sharper? Some of the feathers seemed unusually pointy. 
 
    "It’s one of the ranged attackers," Sam warned, the others creating distance between each other as a result. It was only a few metres, but it was best to not group up. "The feathers should be the projectiles." 
 
    Really? Monty looked closer, squinting with his old eyes as the bird got closer and closer. And… truth be told, he couldn’t see how such things were meant to be fired off. They stuck out, yes, but how exactly could a bird possibly fire feathers of all things? 
 
    With an extra power flap of its wings, Monty got the answer pretty quickly, the feathers flying at them all in an instant. They were faster than the bird itself, their thin structures making it nearly impossible to see. Monty had no dreams about physically dodging them. So he didn’t. 
 
    Setting up a larger [Light Barrier], the feathers fell uselessly against it. That wasn’t good. The old man had expected it to only barely hold up against them. How weak were those attacks again? 
 
    "Don’t waste your Mana yet, Monty," Thalia warned as the two others in the group began to fire arrows at the creature, "just give us cover." 
 
    The old man had no objections to that, letting the [Light Barrier] stay in place. He moved it every once in a while to make sure the feathers didn’t reach around the corners, but he was otherwise very distant in the fight. There wasn’t much for him to do, the bird being weakened over time. 
 
    Arrows were hitting their mark, and the bird could barely fly by the end. It tried to flee, but a thrown spear through its left wing made it dive-bomb into the grass. It survived for a minute more until Thalia slit its throat with a knife of all things. 
 
    "That was easier than it usually is with these things," Thalia mentioned, removing some sweat from her forehead. "I levelled up from that." 
 
    Congratulations were uttered and shared, though Monty focused on his own [Status] first. No notifications had appeared about any spells being upgraded. Perhaps he hadn’t used them enough just yet? 
 
    "Should we continue, or is that bird big enough?" Monty asked, looking at the size of the thing. It had to weigh more than he did, the wingspan being measured in metres. It had to be eight metres minimum. 
 
    "I won’t be able to carry the bag with that one as well, so we should head back. It isn’t like there are any clear trees nearby other than the one we just looted." 
 
    Going back to the caravan was without issues, though Tom was rather annoyed at the large amount of meat they brought along. A larger bird didn’t bring the best taste if the man was to be believed. Monty had no real understanding of why that was so, making him move along to practice once more. 
 
    Sitting down beside the fire, there was one spell that the man had spent a lot of time on yet had never gotten a skill for. He’d first used it during his first night with the caravan, that being the small ball of light. He’d used it a lot during his afternoon walks and whenever he needed to see during the night. Yet… not once had the [System] decided that was enough. 
 
    Watching Tom prepare the birds for the stew, the old man pondered why that was so. The practice of making light was already something he’d mastered. He could make the night turn into day and had done so multiple times. Back in Ondrl when they were being besieged by the many undead, he had created a light bright enough to draw their attention away for several minutes. Was that not enough? 
 
    The [Cook] had another remove the feathers by hand, not wanting to do it himself. Everything handed back was delicately cut about, organs divided into different bowls and the meat cut out so everything fit together. Nothing was mixed. Everything was exactly where the wide man wanted it to be. 
 
    … Maybe that was what Monty needed. Feeling his lungs fill with air once more, he looked up at the falling sun. It would soon be below the hills, not seen again before it rose from the other side in the morning. It needed to shine on the entire earth, after all. No parts were excluded from that large bulb of light. 
 
    It was kinda wasteful, however. The ball shined out in all directions, but it only really needed to hit the plane Monty was on. Going out into space did nothing to keep him warm, all the energy sent those ways being for nothing. 
 
    Rather ironically, it was like a bulb had turned on inside the man’s head. During the skirmish at Ondrl, he had expended massive amounts of energy towards the spell, yes, but he had never been efficient about it. He had sent just as much Mana towards the sky as he had towards the ground, never thinking half it all was having no effect on the undead. The old man understood that efficiency was how to upgrade the spell could it be used to attain it as well? 
 
    There was some proficiency required to make something only light towards one side, Monty supposed. It was actually a very large amount of proficiency, making [Light] avoid one side of itself being harder than it was likely meant to be. When having open air, it made sense for the light to travel through. But the man had no ideals about that happening, not wanting anything to be wasted. That meant finely controlling every strand of [Light] expelled. 
 
    Beads of sweat rolled down the old man’s forehead as he tried to do just that, making it light in a specific direction rather than everything at once. It was simple to grasp in theory, but damn it was hard to do in practice. Curving the energy and making it understand the needs of the man was without equal yet… Some wall broke inside the man’s head after several hours, and the man was able to conjure a working [Flashlight].  
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    At some level, the man would have imagined [Flashlight] to be a very common skill. With how simple it seemed, he wouldn’t have been surprised to see the [System] deem it as utterly un rare as he saw it as. Yet seeing the [Very Rare] tag planted on the side, he couldn’t help but imagine how few truly had it at their disposal. Perhaps it just wasn’t very useful. 
 
    …  
 
    How thin could he make the beam? 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 38: Advanced Banditry 
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    The answer to the old man’s question was ‘not as thin as one would hope.’ Monty had hoped to be able to light up a small point in the distance without expending much energy, yet he was never able to hone in the light by too high a degree. There was a slight feeling of warmth when standing in the light while he was trying his hardest, but there was nothing more than that. His dreams of making a laser pointer and beyond would have to wait. 
 
    Other dreams also needed to be put on hold after another week of riding, however, as the signs of other humans surfaced. Or, at least they seemed humanoid when they had first looked down at them from the top of the hills. 
 
    "Who are they supposed to be?" Monty had asked Thalia when first encountering them. "Scouts from the city?" 
 
    "I would have guessed bandits looking to steal everything we own, but I like your idea better," Thalia had answered, giving a nod to Lithia as well. The caravan had been on high alert ever since then, preparing themselves for a skirmish. With how many times they’d been ambushed, there wasn’t a single person among them who would blink before they had made sure no such thing would happen again.  
 
    There was the chance of an encounter, and every adult was ready to fight with their life on the line. Even Bertha had brought out her smaller crossbow. While it hadn’t looked too deadly, the old woman had assured Monty that a slight scratch would have any man on the ground in pain. The old [Cleric] had avoided getting too close to the tip after that. 
 
    The bandits never got too close to the caravan in the first couple of days where they were spotted. They would look upon them a good kilometre away, likely checking for any weakness. The road would sometimes be blocked by rubble, but that was moved out of the way every time without the bandits coming at them. It had the group quite anxious, however. 
 
    So when the group of criminals waited patiently at the road, fifty-odd people standing around with their weapons out without having a care in the world, the caravan had to breathe a sigh of relief. They were making the ambush obvious. 
 
    "Which of us should go out and meet them?" Thalia asked Lithia, the woman being the leader of the caravan and all. While they all liked to make independent moves, actions that required the possible movement of the entire caravan were all left up to the woman in charge. 
 
    After waiting for a few seconds, Lithia looked at the old man. 
 
    "Monty, Thalia mentioned you blocking a feather attack from a bird a few weeks ago. Do you think you would be able to do the same with arrows?" Lithia asked, forcing the old man to consider the possibility. He had been able to survive Fowl’s attacks without expending too much energy. An arrow should have about the same strength as the feathers, though there would be more… Thinking about it a few times over, the man had to conclude that he could, giving the answer in the form of a nod. "Good. Thalia, I’ll go with Monty to see what they want from us. If I die, you’re next in command. Monty, you’re going to let me do all the talking and protect me if things start to go wrong. Don’t attack, but make sure they don’t surround us before the others can come in to aid us. When we seem to be organised, make sure the others aren’t by any means." 
 
    That was the plan going into the meeting. Monty and Lithia jumped down from the front wagon when they were about a hundred metres away from the criminals, walking the rest of the way. As they got closer, however, Monty noticed one thing above all else. 
 
    "Elves," the old man muttered. It might have sounded harsher than he meant it to be, though that was due to his lungs working overtime to make it possible to keep pace with the woman by his side. "Never thought I would see them so soon." 
 
    "This can help you adapt to their looks then," Lithia commented before going quiet once more. Monty did the same, silently looking around. Most of the people nearby had melee weapons. He knew for a fact he had spotted bows previously. With only one larger hill to their right, that was the most likely place to them. They could have dug a few inconspicuous holes, but that wouldn’t be a great position. If things became serious, the man would defend mainly from the right. Ranged weapons were the biggest danger, arrows easy to miss when the sun shined bright.  
 
    As they got nearer, the facial features of the criminals became more pronounced. Monty had first seen the elongated ears before the eyes became clear as well. Their faces were slightly longer than the average humans, their bodies, in general, appearing lither. Muscle was still densely packed with some of the ones that wielded axes, however. Monty did not doubt for a second he could lose his life to them all. 
 
    "Is there anything I can help you all with?" Lithia finally said as they got close enough to talk without raising her voice. They still stood a good twenty metres away, but it would work. "You seem to be blocking the road, so it would be great if you could move out of the way." 
 
    "An astute observation from one born quite as low as you," a more nasal voice came from the elf in front, a few chuckles being heard all around from that. He was a bit taller than the others by about a head’s height and carried a sword by his side. It was still in its scabbard, but a calm hand did rest on it. "Our esteemed group hopes to see a donation of goods from you. We expect it to be about… let’s call it half of everything you own. In return, we will not harm a single one of you and promise to never do it to you again." 
 
    The elven group was driving a hard bargain, one that required some thought. Lithia exemplified the actions of a strong and wise leader when her response started with the raising of her middle finger. 
 
    "How about we don’t take everything you own, including your lives, and you let us pass through without issue?" Lithia offered with a smile. "We have rather important business to attend to, and we would rather not deal with such low-classed as you." 
 
    Criticising social classes was apparently in high demand locally, the others seething at their teeth at such criticism. The leader of the criminals didn’t seem too angry by it, however, almost like he was expecting it from the very start. 
 
    "Well, well, my lady. If you do not wish to cooperate, I am afraid the fines will include all of your belongings, including the lives that you all hold so dear. I believe we saw some children running around a few days ago as well. They will make fine additions to my side of the trade." 
 
    That was about all the warning they got, those around the leader starting to approach as the archers on the hill showed themselves as well. Monty decided to start it up with a strong approach, sending a powered [Flashbang] into the leader’s face. That was instant blindness, the man pressing down his eyes while screaming. Those close to him did the same, with a lot of the other criminals distracted by seeing their leader go down so quickly. It wasn’t like the spell could have been avoided easily. 
 
    The archers weren’t as distracted, though, sending out a volley of arrows instantly. Some would have gotten Monty in the throat if not for the [Light Barrier] that was summoned with haste. It wasn’t the most powerful in the world, nearly cracking under the last arrows that hit it. Monty was forced the strengthen it more than he’d like to, else the next few would have reached them. 
 
    Lithia was already out with her lute, inspiring the people coming from the caravan to assist. It was a quick melody, the woman discarding the instrument in favour of a sword only a few seconds later. And it was a sword that came in handy, the weapon allowing her to get one of the approaching criminals in the throat before he could wind up a swing with his axe. People were too distracted by pain. 
 
    Retreating slowly to avoid arrows while also not being overrun by the criminals, Monty and Lithia did their best to survive. The bandits were wary, luckily, their leader still down for the count. Monty wanted to send out attacks of his own but found the task of reinforcing the barrier too time-consuming. He should have upgraded it more while he still could, the cost of keeping it up increasing with every arrow sent towards it. 
 
    Tom was one of the first to come along to help, bashing in the skull of a criminal without another word. His weapon truly was too powerful, though the moments after a swing made him too open. After only a few blows, one struck his knee too hard. Monty was forced to send out a [Heal] to make sure he wasn’t struck down at that moment, forcing him to ignore the barrier for one second too long. 
 
    It collapsed for only a moment, yet that moment allowed an arrow to pass through and get Monty in the stomach. He recreated the barrier just after but was unable to do much else. The arrow was stuck in him, having passed through the layers of cloth like it was nothing. His abs were spasming, trying to tighten but failing due to the foreign object. The pain only made it repeat indefinitely. How he wished he could stop the pain momentarily. 
 
    The archers were taken care of by Sam and Alex—a few well-placed shots stopping any ranged attacks. After that, it was only a matter of time before the tide turned and the criminals had to start retreating. They never truly fled, knowing they would be shot in the back. Instead, they fought like animals, taking blows gladly in exchange for crippling another. Thalia was hit in the shoulder, a good chunk of her muscle hanging out in the bare air as only a half-dodge had allowed her to keep the arm at all. She was out of the battle quickly after that. 
 
    By the end, Monty had to disorient the criminals further by sending out a few [Solar Strikes]. Those close to it died easily enough, the sound working its magic as well. The caravan was used to the flashes of light and sound, but the criminals saw it as a sign from the gods themselves to retreat. They were slaughtered without issue after that. 
 
    The moment the last one fell, however, they were forced to take into account the damage they had suffered as well. Nobody was dead, but they were getting closer to that state than anybody wanted. Monty had to look down to the side and wonder just how he was going to get through it. An awfully large amount of blood was starting to darken his clothes. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    It was when the man noted his legs giving out that he began to wonder if he was going to survive. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 39: Increased Power 
 
    It was when Monty noticed a strong odour that his eyes shot open, his nostrils feeling like they had been dipped in concentrated mint. He was about to exclaim as such when he noted how utterly painful it was to move his lungs. 
 
    "Listen to me, you big fat oaf," Bertha began, holding Monty’s head as the sun almost made him close his eyes. A slap made him open them again, no matter how blurry everything was. "I am going to pull it out, and you are going to start [Healing] the wound the moment that I do so. If you wait more than three seconds, you will die of blood loss. You got that?" 
 
    Nodding despite the pain it caused, Monty created an overpowered [Heal] the moment he felt it torn out, pieces of his flesh hanging onto the barbed tip. He sent in another [Heal] when his vision darkened again, allowing him to get through it. When Bertha stopped looking worried, he stopped healing himself. Finally able to look down, it became apparent just how much blood he had been losing. 
 
    "Your ability doesn’t regenerate much in the way of blood, so don’t sit up for a while," Bertha cautioned as the old man nearly tried to disobey before she finished talking. "The others are in semi-stable condition, but I need your help with some of their wounds. Can you use [Healing Aura] lying down?" 
 
    "I can use it with my hands behind my back," Monty retorted with a grin, feeling a sense of peace as he started the spell. Slowly spreading it to encompass the caravan, he felt serenity in its purest form. However… the [System] was nagging him. Letting the pressure fade, a blue screen filled his vision. 
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    Well, wasn’t that just great? Not feeling like he had too much choice in the matter, Monty allocated the new point to intelligence. It wouldn’t hurt to regenerate slightly faster. How much faster was that anyway? It had been too long since he looked at that screen of his. 
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    … As more people filtered into the wagon to be hit by the [Healing Aura], Monty noted how close he had been to dying not so long ago. He didn’t feel scared from that fact, though the pain was still rather memorable. The feeling of an arrow piercing his skin so easily wasn’t something he would call a fond memory. When he got the chance, he knew he would need some hard leather to put on or something. Feeling naked in a fight wasn’t the best in the world. 
 
    "Did anybody die?" Monty asked when Thalia sat beside him, the wound on her shoulder closing up fine. It had been half-stitched by Bertha to not give it more damage, but the heavy lifting would be done by the old man. Having it heal properly was the most important thing. 
 
    "Not a single loss on our side, though you might need to take one of the [Mana-Potions] we saved up for times like these," Thalia confessed, not sounding too worried. "It’ll cost us more than we usually make from these trips, but it should make sure nobody has to walk without a leg for the rest of their short lives." 
 
    That made the man sober up quickly as any feeling of peace was stopped by emotional dread. He had no expectations of having been able to stop them from being hurt. They were all adults. They knew what they were getting into from the start. Hell, he had known what he was getting into as well and had still done it with a smile. Being angry at them for not thinking of their possible deaths was idiotic. 
 
    He was instead angry at them for not thinking about being left alive but only barely. Living as a cripple forevermore was not a fate one thought about, but it happened more often than any realised. Happiness could be drained so much more from it than mere death could cause. One could lose themselves quickly once they realised they could never hold their child again. Getting up from the small bed, ignoring Bertha’s complaints about it, Monty got out of the wagon to look at the damages himself. He had enough energy to heal, and he wouldn’t let their wounds grow old before he did. 
 
    "Good to see you walking so soon, Monty," Tom greeted from his seat, a fire having been started. They had moved while he had been under. It couldn't have been more than thirty minutes, but they’d already gotten so far away from the slaughter. Had they even taken the gear from the dead? “Everything feeling alright?” 
 
    “I won’t be climbing trees any time soon,” Monty confessed with a sad tone, making the other man bark out laughter. That caused some very sickly coughing afterwards though. The man had blood in his lungs. Bruising? Sending out another [Heal] to the man, Tom seemed to regain some colouring on his face. 
 
    “Not going to do that again, I tell you,” Tom said with a smile. “The others are over there. If you feel fine enough to waste Mana on me, spend the rest on those poor fools. Couldn’t even dodge a blunted blade, those idiots.” 
 
    The man tried too hard to sound casual, but Monty knew he was worried. The old man was too, walking over to the area with haste. Alex seemed to have lost a few toes and a piece of his foot, a few others having similar injuries. Most of the injuries weren’t too serious, but some were looking paler by the second. Turning on [Healing Aura] to the highest, Monty made each get injected with more energy than ever before. 
 
    Skin regrew over wounds, muscle going back into place. One had his eye pop back into the hole with a loud pop, another coughing out more fluid than any person should have been able to contain. It was disgusting, and it was monstrous to go through, but every single person looked healthier afterwards. 
 
    "Should have guessed they wouldn’t grow back," Alex commented as he waved his finger where the three outermost toes had been on his left foot. Smooth skin had closed up the hole, but none of the bone or flesh had gotten back. It wasn’t a wound anymore, but there would be permanent issues with balance. 
 
    "I might be able to help in the future. For now, I am afraid you might have to live with this," Monty admitted, not happy about it in any way. 
 
    "That’s fine. It’s all a part of the adventure," Alex said, swaying a little as he stood. "At least I do not need to think about footwork. I don’t have two anymore. Just one and three-quarters!" 
 
    Laughs were had among them, though Monty couldn’t get himself to join in. Someone brought him the [Mana Potion], which he downed without another thought to help the others get to that same level of health. By the end, they could all stand without issue, making it possible to continue the trip to Fekla. Few wanted to elongate the time needed to get there. 
 
    And it wasn’t like there was much time left. Within only a few days, the branches of a certain tree became noticeable. 
 
    To be precise, the [Mumur Caravan] was within sight of the [World Tree]. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 40: [World-Tree] 
 
    Monty could remember reading about trees back in his old world. The massive monuments of nature, layer after layer made of wood, would grow through many years without stopping. Some could be hundreds or even thousands of years old, yet they would always grow. They never stopped. They had no mind able to make such a change possible. 
 
    But neither could they stop reaching their limits. The old man couldn’t remember the exact reason that the trees were unable to keep up growth, vaguely remembering it as something related to water not reaching the top, but he knew for a fact that they all succumbed to age after a while. Height and gravity were the two biggest enemies ever suffered by nature. 
 
    That was the main reason that the tree that split the skies should have been impossible to see. As the days passed and they rode ever-closer, it became more and more daunting just how massive the tree was. It had no sense of ending, the roots in the ground not able to find solace in digging into the earth. They weaved across the massive lake that the tree stood in, creating a beautiful showing of wild nature, the size of which was more than just gargantuan. It was out of this world. Out of what should have been possible. It was god-like. 
 
    Maybe that was why they called it the [World-Tree]. Monty could see why anybody would think of it as deserving such prestige. The trunk was more than a kilometre in width and able to take on more weight than every lifeform on the plane weighed. It radiated power, life, and everything in between. 
 
    [Life]. Not life. The tree had more magical than mundane to its nature, the power radiating not coming from its beauty alone. No, it was more than formidable in Mana as well. As they got closer and closer to the water, the [Cleric] could feel his mind being bolstered. The [Light] was more sensitive to his desires, responding before he could even think. Mana regenerated more quickly as well, and it didn't cause any pain. The old man felt blissful. 
 
    "And… there’s the city," Thalia said as they rode along the water’s edge, getting closer and closer to some of the roots that had neared the waterline. Well, calling them roots anymore would have been half a lie, the thick wood had been remade in the image of housing. Windows sat on the outside, allowing light to stream in without issue. Doors were at ground level, letting people in and out to look at the various stalls placed around. And, just in the middle of it all, there was a bridge going further into the lake. "It’s quite extravagant the first time you look at it." 
 
    Extravagant? Monty would have put it in prettier terms, not fully able to express what he felt at that moment. The blend of nature and civilisation into one made his old heart grow jealous. It was what he wished he could have seen before. Fruits were growing on the buildings, for the sake of the [Light]! 
 
    "Don’t tell me they hollowed out the inside of the tree," Monty murmured as they neared the bridge. After waving politely at the guard, one of which shouted the name ‘Silas,’ they were allowed onto the larger structure without issue. The ride towards the main trunk was just as extreme as any other part of their journey. 
 
    "The elves wouldn’t mind hanging you for implying they’d ever hurt their most treasured land area," Thalia said with a snort. "No, they didn’t hurt the [World-Tree] in any sense of the word. And, to be quite honest with you, I severely doubt they would if they were able to. There’s more than enough to go around if you haven’t noticed." 
 
    The implications of that answer weren’t fully settled into Monty’s head before they reached the main body of the tree. The roots had grown more prevalent around them before they hid all sunlight, replacing it with the soft glows of various leaves, fruits, and flowers that were hidden around the area. If Monty didn’t have [Mana-Sense] turned on, he would say that the very air was lighting up as well, its magical potency too high to stay unlit. 
 
    Breaths were had, the wind flowing into the man’s lungs with no hesitation. It had no taste, nothing that would imply it was different from the standard according to his normal senses. But the moment he looked within, he could see the effects that his surroundings were having on him. Old wounds that [Heal] hadn’t taken care of were slowly mended, the aches not serious enough to take care of were removed, and the feeling of belonging was quite literally forced upon the man as his mind connected with all others in the smallest sense of the word.  
 
    He could hear no thoughts, no emotions, and no ideas from anybody other than himself, yet he knew loud and clear that he was among them all. There were hundreds, thousands, and millions of them all around the place, all calling out to each other without meaning to. And the old man was calling as well, louder than the average if not loudest of all. He was searching, after all. 
 
    "Silas!" shouted one of the elven guards as they finally reached the larger tree and off the bridge. "I am happy to see you return once more. Joseph talked about you coming just a few hours ago." 
 
    There was that Joseph again. Smiling at the man, they rode past before Monty could open his mouth. Was it impolite? Very. He felt the need to stop the horses and ride back to apologise immediately, yet he knew that just couldn’t be done. They had a job to take care of, and it would be done above all. 
 
    "Do you know where to take the letter?" Monty asked Lithia as they got further with the caravan. A larger part of the area was for travellers of all kinds, including the animals they brought along.  
 
    Caretakers freed all livestock from the wagons, tagging them with a magical signature to identify them when they needed to leave, before letting them run free in the massive plain of grass that had been created just for them. It was a holy place for all, including for creatures not able to reason. The old man liked that more than he would admit. 
 
    "While not as obviously marked, these people do have something close to a bureaucracy. The real leaders are over in Morozov, but that would take several months of travel from here," Lithia said as she, Monty, and Thalia walked without the others yet again. Tom had been put to the task of getting enough supplies for the rest of their stay with the elves, though the wide man had complained about the lack of meat options. There was a lacking amount of intelligent life worth eating, apparently. "The [Leader of Light] should be able to get the message over to the Elven royals in under an hour, as long as we can make them understand or even just get to talk with them." 
 
    "And how do we do that?" Monty questioned. Lithia looked a little uncertain at that. 
 
    "Well… that’s where you come in." 
 
    That’s about the time Monty realised how little he liked Lithia’s attempt at planning. She was a brilliant leader when the situation called for it, able to keep the people calm no matter what, yet the woman was also utterly unable to make the old man accept the role he had to play. He wasn’t a good enough actor for what was required of him. 
 
    "Silas! Good to see you again, my friend," one of the guards said as the small group walked along. "You need to visit when you get the time. Arion has grown since you last came around." 
 
    "I promise I will when my current matters are over with," Monty promised, trying to forget the fact he had never seen this man’s child before. He was sure the little sapling was beautiful, however. "I believe you could help me along, now that I am thinking about it." 
 
    The three humans had found themselves in front of a certain temple, that being the one worshipping the [Light]. Lithia was sure that the one they sought would be within. The only thing that stood in their way was getting inside—something only done during special events or during times of emergency. And leaders of a caravan rambling about a [Lich] was apparently not enough. 
 
    "Ah, you are trying to get inside?" the elven man said with a calm smile. They spent a few moments admiring the intricate woodwork done at the entrance, various figures dug into it. Or maybe the tree had merely formed it after being requested to do so. The old man wasn’t sure anymore.  
 
    "You are quite right, young man," Monty answered with a warm smile. "Would you mind opening the door for us?" 
 
    "I can do you one better than that, young man," the elf said as if it was the most modern saying in the current decade. "Joseph is in his office right now. I’ll link up the path so it leads you there." 
 
    "Oh…" Monty began, looking over to Lithia to see if that was a fine outcome. When the woman looked back in a way that implied they had no way to refuse without being weird, the old man continued. "That would be very nice of you to do." 
 
    "It would be my pleasure to help," the guard said before gently straying his hand across the wood beside him. A large door opened in response, leading further into the tree. Light was present on grand levels, yet there was still a larger sense of foreboding. "Do visit soon!" 
 
    "I will!" Monty promised, hoping he could avoid it in the politest manner possible. Going into the hallway, the three tried not to look back as the door behind them closed. Walking further in, more than a little stressed, Monty was the first to find himself in front of a new door, this one seeming more… normal. It wasn’t the standard open design of the elves, instead looking like something he would find in a regular human home. 
 
    Opening the door, it at least went together with the sight he received. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 41: Joseph 
 
    There was a small window in the corner of the office, some manner of natural light flowing in from it. The rest of the place was lit by the lights on the desk and that which sat in the ceiling, lighting the room with white light. Everything else looked rather mundane for a human space, the floorboards slightly uneven and the desk looking hand-made. Yet when one realised that it was all inside the [World-Tree], it became a little more… unnerving. 
 
    "I have been expecting you for a few days now, Monty," a younger voice said from the chair by the desk. A bright-faced youth who looked no more than thirty met the old man’s gaze, a calm smile on his face that matched his eyes. "I hoped you’d come sooner, but your encounter with those bandits truly wasn’t as pre-planned as many other events that have happened in recent times. Come and sit down now, all of you. Standing around for so long will do nothing but hurt your knees." 
 
    Monty glanced at the others for a moment but sat down without further question. Through [Mana-Sense], he could see the true powerhouse on the other side of the desk. There was no chance that the old man was even close to matching the other’s age, the youth on the face clearly not matching the flesh within. 
 
    "Am I to guess you are the one called Joseph?" Monty asked, unsure of how to really talk. Was he meant to be polite, fearing, or as casual as possible? Silas was meant to have known that man quite well, after all. 
 
    "Almost every other human in this massive tree prefers to call me Joe, but, yes, that is indeed my name," Joseph confirmed with a shrug, putting away a few papers and leaving the desk open and empty. 
 
    "Are you the [Leader of Light]?" Lithia asked from the side, already ready to show the letter. 
 
    "No, that would be my boss who runs around with that title," Joseph replied, though not with any malice. It was apparently quite a common misunderstanding. "However, I do take his mail when the need requires it. Would you allow me to read that message in your hand? I wasn’t able to [Scry] its contents while you rode here, so I have been growing quite curious." 
 
    There was some level of hesitation at those words, the mere fact that they had been spied on enough to give out minor paranoia, but the letter was handed over quickly thereafter. Joseph handled the paper with its deserved carefulness, making sure nothing was broken as he skimmed over the contents. 
 
    "... If this is right, and I have no doubt it is, I believe we are looking at the start of a war, one which the demons could have had the upper hand at easily," Joseph told them when he finished, putting the paper through a few flashes of light, nodding at the apparent results. "This person by the name of Isolde doesn’t seem to be the main identity within the conflict, the others within her group likely being the true leaders. We’ve had suspicions for many years about their existence, but we have never been certain of much. While I am not sure we can do much on short notice, I will thank you all for letting our nation have any notice at all." 
 
    "We just hope it’s enough," Thalia confessed, her face solemn as they all sat. The man in front offered some sweets but all were refused. "The power of that [Lich] was enough to kill one of the few human cities left. If this continues, I’m not sure the human race will live on into the next century." 
 
    "I am afraid I share your fears," Joseph said with a sigh. "I’ve spent most of my life here, with the elves all around me, but my human side really does wish the best for them all. There isn’t much I am allowed to do. The elven army is already running thin making sure we aren’t ambushed, so there is little chance that I will be able to make the royal army assist us." 
 
    "There has to be something that can be done," Monty said. "Some miracle we can do? Something that will make the cities protect themselves?" 
 
    "We have tried our best to do just that in many recent years," Joseph replied, his smile trying and failing to return. "I have cashed in many favours to grant the humans the trade deals that helped make them what they are today. However, I don’t believe there is much else we can truly do in such a short time frame." 
 
    Monty was about to go into more detail in his questions, hoping for more information, when Lithia spoke up with a raised voice. 
 
    "Wait," the woman started, making the room fall quiet. "Are you telling me that you helped with the initial [Human-Elf Trading Manifest]? That contract was created over a hundred years ago." 
 
    "I believe we’re actually coming close to its one hundred and tenth anniversary. The recent years have been too hectic for me to count," Joseph said, not refusing the very wild claim made by the leader of the caravan. "But, yes, I did help in the beginning. Making sure you could all live on in relative peace has been something of a dream for me." 
 
    "But that would have to make you over a hundred and thirty years old!" Lithia retorted. 
 
    "I am afraid it’s past that point a while back," Joseph confessed, sounding a little embarrassed about his advanced age. "I am one of the few in written memory who have been favoured by [Lito] directly. One of the effects is a very… slowed ageing. I am still mortal, but time is not a weapon very effective against me. A blade would be more effective." 
 
    "Lito?" Monty questioned. 
 
    "It’s the name of the god you’re under," Thalia supplied. When the old man seemed surprised at her knowing about it, she could only sigh. "It is very basic information, Monty. A [Cleric] should know the name of the one he worships." 
 
    "I am sure that the [God of Light] doesn’t mind. If he is devout, he can show his work in any form he pleases," Joseph said to calm the nerves. "But, yes, the title I bear is quite uncommon. It might even be rarer than the one you have as well, Monty the [Otherworlder]. There are not many who have seen one in front of their own eyes, much less those who still remain on this plane of living. Keeping it hidden might be the best advice Hans could have given you." 
 
    "So you truly are a friend of his," Monty commented, thinking back to the many times Fowl had mentioned the other human. 
 
    "I would rather call him an acquaintance of sorts," Joseph corrected, though both old men knew how one interacted with that nuanced doctor. He truly was in another realm of the world. "But, I digress. For now, the number of resources that can be put towards protecting that part of the country will be minimal at best. If we see signs of devils attacking from that side, I’ll be able to sway them into reinforcing the human towns. Before that? I will be ignored before everything else." 
 
    "But if they get attacked first, it won't matter if you help or not," Monty countered, though everybody knew the youthful-looking man had already known it beforehand. 
 
    "Then what needs to happen is that they need to survive it," Joseph. Putting his hands on the desk, he looked into the old [Cleric]’s eyes. "I am not allowed to leave this tree until the minute that they are at its doorstep. You, however, are free to leave whenever you wish. I don’t expect you to take on anybody close to the [Lich] you saw before in the state that you are now, Monty, but I highly encourage you to grow beyond your wildest dreams in the off-chance that you might be able to do just that." 
 
    "The dangers are too high," Monty was quick to object. "I can’t let the caravan get down there and have a chance at—" 
 
    Lithia put a hand on Monty’s arm, stopping him from speaking. Looking at the woman with a confused expression, he was met with a saddened look. 
 
    "Monty, there is nothing we can do to stop it. Once the others catch wind of what’s going to happen, they will refuse to do anything but return. They will fight to their death if it means their families will survive another minute. You need to understand that you can’t stop what is to come by just running away," Lithia said, though she might’ve had the same ideas as the old man at the start. 
 
    "You can help stop it, however," Joseph offered. The old man had to look back at him from that. The small, reassuring smile was clearly crafted through the decades to be as perfect as possible, to make others trust the man as much as possible. But… looking into those eyes, Monty was shown nothing but pure conflict. "I can help you reach closer to the power you need. I can’t give you more than a slight push, lest I break the rules that were written in the earth so long ago, but I can give you more than you’ll ever need." 
 
    … Was there even an option at this point? The elves were going to war soon, the attacks would likely follow. Since one settlement had already been wiped out, it wouldn’t make one have to think that the others would follow without intervention. Truly, there was only one action that could be done without being frustrated. 
 
    "Just help me as much as you can," Monty said after too many seconds of thought. "Please." 
 
    Joseph smiled, once more trying to seem reassuring. Every attempt to do it worked with less effectiveness. It was all… breaking down more and more. That wasn’t good. And the oldest in the room clearly saw as much. 
 
    "I have a variety of supplies that might be useful to your caravan in the future," Joseph started with a hurried tone before looking at the two women. "I need to divulge information that only the practitioners of Lito are allowed to know. If you would be helpful and move these supplies to your caravan in the meantime, it would be highly appreciated. However, if there is—"  
 
    "Yeah, yeah, you don’t need to say much more," Thalia cut in, rising from her chair. Lithia did the same quickly enough, looking over to Monty as they left. "Make sure you’re at the caravan before nightfall. I don’t want to send out a group looking for you." 
 
    "I will be back before you know it," Monty assured, not knowing if he was lying or not. As they left and the door closed on them, the lock tightening instantly, the old [Cleric] looked back at the other man. "I assume you already know what I need to ask of you." 
 
    "Of course I do," Joseph asked. "It’s not every day that I see one with such an extreme [Spectral Affliction], much less one that didn’t kill you." 
 
    Getting up from the chair and putting his hand on Monty’s palm, the world began to turn brighter and brighter. By the end, the old man nearly felt blind, yet he was likewise able to draw out a sigh.  
 
    His day of death was once more in the distant future, the parasite eating his brain from the inside out gone entirely. Now… making sure he kept it that way was next. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 42: The Answer 
 
    There was something exhilarating when it came to sitting in full health. Monty hadn’t truly noted how great the benefit of the [Light] was inside the tree before his mind was completely off the affliction forced upon it previously. The spell that Fowl had put onto it had almost disappeared entirely, yet the complete removal with the help of Joseph was more than perfect. He felt more alive than ever yet again, and the tree was helping make the effect so much more pronounced. 
 
    "I had a similar reaction when first being carried into this tree," Joseph said with a bit of laughter, clearly enjoying the old man’s reaction to the sweet air. "I might not remember it myself, but it was as if the heavens sang at my arrival. As a mere babe, I was nothing but a smiling wreck for a week straight, though the effect didn’t persist too long after that. There is a point where the mind simply chooses to see the air as normal, the Mana inside stabilising at this level. This increased power is quite formidable, but you need to watch out when you step outside again. Being hit by the normal air will hurt more than you realise." 
 
    "I will keep that in mind," Monty said, noting it down mentally as he sat with a straight spine. "You spoke of a boon just before. Is there any chance that you could explain further?" 
 
    "The boon is something I am still unsure about, even when sitting here in front of you," Joseph was quick to confess, turning in his chair just a little. "Since I know how much Silas loved his staff, I thought it prudent to accelerate its growth even more. Yet… there are some issues with doing such a thing. Your connection is already strained as it is, the power in it growing but not having enough time to stabilise. Trying to increase anything artificially would only damage more than it would improve." 
 
    "So that’s off the table of options," Monty summarised, feeling it was fair. Being more damaged in the long-term wouldn’t do him any good. "What else is there?" 
 
    "Quite a few options, actually," Joseph began. "My second option was to increase your physical stats. One of the tricks granted to me through my position is my ability to… increase the power of a being just a little more than normal. It can only be done safely once, however, and I see Silas has already done it before me. Since neither of us wants you to spend the next year or two bedridden, I believe we will forgo that option as well." 
 
    It was becoming harder to smile at the different options. 
 
    "Then I wanted to aid you in getting to the different parts of the world quicker. We have had a human-tuned [Teleportation Key] in our store for many years now. Since very few of us are human, and even fewer are trusted with such a rare artefact, I wouldn’t have minded giving it to you. Yet, in my clouded judgement, I nearly forgot the more… expensive costs mana-wise to travel. With your current level, I decided that it wasn’t meant to be just yet," Joseph remarked before a small glow on his face formed. "Then I decided to take another route. Instead of increasing your physical and mental abilities or increasing the gear you had at your disposal, I decided it would be more than provident to increase one area you haven’t seemed to make any progress on." 
 
    "And what would that be?" Monty asked. 
 
    "That would be your title. While [Nomad] does provide great bonuses when it comes to travelling and staying in good health while on the road, it has no real increases when it comes to your [Affinity] with the light. Your actual connection to your magical area is dangerously low for an [Cleric] of your level. Tell me, how many times have you [Prayed] in the last week?"  
 
    … Prayed? The dumbfounded look on Monty’s face likely said more than it should have. 
 
    "Right. Perhaps I was more than lucky in deciding this to be your boon. Monty, as the rightful bearer of [Light] for all humans to come, I grant you the title of [Holy Nomad]. Use it well, and use it with will." 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  [Title] has been changed! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your new title is: [Holy Nomad] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The [System] came along without fail, letting the man know of the change instantly. Monty tried to look into what the title actually did to help him, but he could find nothing but the extra adjective on his status screen. 
 
    "I do thank you for that but I haven’t the slightest clue what benefits I have gained from this," Monty confessed, trying to search through the screens again to no avail. "Is it something I am not meant to see?" 
 
    "It is more that you can’t see it without first having a skill at your disposal as well," Joseph confirmed. "The [Holy] prefix allows you to gain a higher [Affinity] with the light element by having it be granted to you by Lito. This does not come free, however, as you are expected to spend some of your free time [Praying] to him. In what manner you do this is free, but there is an expectation that you are respectful during its duration." 
 
    "... That's it?" Monty asked, not sure how else to phrase it. "I just need to send kind thoughts to this being and I will be granted affinity?" 
 
    "That is the trade that we humans have done for the last many thousands of years. I don’t think Lito would see any reason to change it now," Joseph answered with a small smile. "Since I’ve given you this boon, I believe we must part ways for now. I have a letter to get sent to the elven capital so we can stop this war from starting too early. Expect a message to come for you soon. During your stay here, there is one thing I was hoping to let you attempt." 
 
    "And what would that be?" 
 
    "The [Mana Hatchery] in the roots. Since you need levels, I see no reason why you should not get the chance to increase your power while helping us cull the many monsters that wish us harm." 
 
    Nodding to the higher-ranked [Cleric], Monty left the room and found himself outside in the hall once more. The guard had been replaced in the meantime, and the colouring on the flowers had changed hues as well. The old man wondered what that meant as he stumbled down the road. 
 
    Around him, people sent him either glances or kind smiles. It was sometimes both. He did try and repay most of them, sending a smile back most of the time. Some even struck up a conversation, letting him know what had happened to their families whilst he was gone. It was rather interesting to hear, Monty never needing to truly fake his attention to the topic. However, as the light began to dim, he realised that the threats of sending a group out to search for him were real, and he did his best to hurry back before Thalia would set them up in smaller parties. 
 
    That meant hurrying down a few stairs, walking quicker than ever down the streets, and nearly baring into more elves than the old man could count. They truly were too tall for their own good. Monty felt like a child next to some of them, though that might have been due to his back working against him. 
 
    “Finally felt like coming back? I would have imagined you trying to take a nap in the chair,” Thalia commented as the old man got within sight of the wagons, seeming more than a little out of breath. And maybe that was because Monty was just that, his lungs forcing air in and out as his heart pumped without mercy to make the muscles stop screaming. It was an eternal loop of pain, but damn was it a great sensation to feel again. Hurrying about to such a degree was something the old man hadn’t tried in fifteen years. If his physical form continued to improve, he would perhaps even consider cardio. It was good for one who travelled so much, after all. 
 
    "Getting the last agreements over with took some time," Monty said, climbing into the wagon. "Did you know that this place had a [Mana Hatchery]?" 
 
    "I have heard rumours that smaller batches of the guards were being trained, yes," Thalia answered. "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "... Could you explain to me what a Mana Hatchery is? It seems to have slipped my mind." 
 
    The laughter ringing out in the night was not answered with kind tones, though it all had some level of mirth injected. 

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 43: Mana-Hatchery 
 
    [Mana Hatcheries] were a stable of the world, made not out of malice or greed but of basic nature. It was the byproduct of the powerful, the side effects of that which gathered too much. Maybe it was even the way that the gods wanted to balance the world to make sure nobody had too little pushback. 
 
    The [World-Tree] had always been infected with an [Mana Hatchery], the downmost roots occupied with a rather massive one. It came about when the Mana wasn’t used and was instead shared in excess, feasting on the extra boon of energy granted so freely. It never moved away from its spot, always staying in place just to consume. But… creatures began to appear as well, monsters made of nothing but wood, twigs, and leaves walking around below. Some would even wander closer to the top out of mere chance, attacking those unfortunate enough to not see them coming. 
 
    Not having any reason to allow them to roam, the guards would regularly send the newly hired apprentices to cull the population, making sure those close to civilization wouldn’t have a chance of hurting the population. It was a great way to strengthen the guards while also making the way of life more peaceful. Power protectors allowed for less chance of successful invasions. 
 
    But the guards didn’t always need to visit anymore. The ones that had grown powerful enough to take the creatures close to the top of the roots hardly culled the monsters for their own self-gain. And since so few guards needed to be hired anymore, nobody saw reason to go further inside. That meant anything deeper in the roots could be taken freely. 
 
    [Mana Hatcheries] were as ruthless as they were kind, and they would create magnificent boons to anybody that killed enough. It could be anything from gear, books, or maybe even a secret lost to the world. Anything that the old no longer needed or could use was swallowed up and given to the next generation—willingly or unwillingly. And… Monty was granted the chance to try it out for himself. 
 
    "Remember to actually stay in the back, Monty," Tom said with a grin as the man picked up his mighty weapon. The older of the two merely made a few good-natured grumbles, allowing them all to outpace him. 
 
    But even when one was granted the chance to step inside one such place, safety was still the most important trait of all. Risking one’s life to progress was mighty fine when nobody needed to depend on one, but the moment one’s death would mean the death of many, things started to become more serious. Working in smaller groups was the requirement now. 
 
    There were four in the diving group—Monty, Tom, Alex, and Thalia—doing their best to succeed. Tom was in the front, his mighty warhammer striking down on anybody who got too close. His wide form and even wider voice range were more than able to make the creatures of wood gather around him, striking at his body until the time they died. Few of the hits were actually successful, though, their slower speed allowing the small man to dodge most. 
 
    When he couldn’t? Then Thalia was there to assist, striking her spears into the creatures and throwing them off before they had the chance to do any damage. It would give them a breather, letting them regroup to make sure they weren’t surrounded. In the back, Alex would assist as well, using her bow when the moment allowed it. One wouldn’t have expected it, but the creatures of the tree did have some quite clear weak points in their bark. When an arrow pierced it, they could do little else but wait until their heads were shattered. 
 
    Monty was in the back the whole time as well, standing close to Alex as he watched for any threats or any situation that would require him to step in. Since they were all in the group together, they shared the experience semi-equally, yet the old man still wished to be more directly involved. Watching for threats on the walls and the ceiling was a dull task, even if it was a rather important one. 
 
    A very important one at the rarest of times. Before many could react, a whip-line vine shot out from the left wall, trying to reach towards Tom’s neck. Thalia wouldn’t have had a chance at deflecting it in time and Alex’s arrows could only fly so fast, making it a requirement for Monty to use a [Smite] to cut through it from a distance. 
 
    His aim had gotten much better in recent times, the bolt landing true and the green vine severing at the base. There was nothing more than a nod from Tom as they continued deflecting the blows of the small [Treants]. Those beasts were normally giant, yet they only stood at two metres each. While still strong enough to rip off the skull cleanly, they had a habit of being too slow to get a hand around Tom. On the off-chance they did… Monty was sure he could help. 
 
    If the need called for it, he was semi-sure he could raise a barrier anyway. The old man had been able to form them on command in further distances recently. They weren’t as powerful, and the cost was a bit higher due to the waste when putting them up, but they could save a man from a normally lethal hit. Monty saw the extra cost in points as acceptable. 
 
    The two [Treants] still standing were turned into one as the legs of one were turned into broken wood, and a few stabs from Thalia made sure it wouldn’t take more steps. The last one was far easier, leaving the group with an empty hallway once more. 
 
    "I need a moment to get my breath," Tom stated as he sat down. The armour he wore had been procured from the elves, the various gear gained in their recent fights having been sold and traded. It did look rather heavy, however. "The work of the youth is harder than I remember." 
 
    "And it will only get harder," Thalia promised with a smile. "If you truly think that hammer of yours is too large for you, we could get you a shield and mace instead. Perhaps your arms could handle the strain then." 
 
    "My arms are as thick as trees, woman. It’s my lungs that are the problem," Tom argued, clearly not having any issues with his stature. "Not enough air in this place." 
 
    Not feeling like arguing that they were in the healthiest air on the plane, they moved on without issue. The entire way down had been an endless series of various hallways and rooms, large and small to varying degrees. Grand halls had been seen a few times, and the tightest of corridors had followed without any pattern. At least the group knew they could backtrack without issue. 
 
    "How long have we spent down here?" Tom questioned as they walked up a few stairs and down a few more. The geometry of the place was maddening. And the pain being caused to the people’s legs was only the beginning. "An hour?" 
 
    "I think we reached the two-hour mark a while ago," Alex offered, clearly doing better than everybody else. Even when the old man had less armour than the woman, he was still unable to keep pace with her agile step. Just how little was this journey taking out of her? "Perhaps we should start to backtrack soon." 
 
    "Not just yet," Thalia retorted, a wicked smile on her face. "We haven’t met anything challenging yet. Isn’t that what this whole thing was about? To be challenged, to gain power, and to perhaps even get something we can sell off?" 
 
    "I think it was that second one," Monty answered. They had plenty of money to buy supplies, and being challenged wasn’t truly their objective. Living a life of relative comfort and no danger was a dream they all really needed to have at some point. "The other two should be avoided if possible." 
 
    "No, she’s got a point," Tom said, agreeing with the larger woman. "We came down here to reach new heights for the sake of our people. Who would we be if we came up without anything to show for it?" 
 
    "This is a test run, Tom. Getting up with our lives intact is the only requirement we have for now," Monty said, trying to sound wiser than he was. They had plenty of time to try again and again. Taking risks wasn’t worth it. 
 
    "That’s maybe your requirement. I require a worthy fight to leave on!" Tom said, raising his hammer to the skies. Or… Monty supposed it was the ceiling. He hadn’t seen the sun in quite a while. Was that why most of the elves were so pale? 
 
    A shambling of twigs, wood, and whatever else lurked ahead came around, the volume of such increasing with every moment. Monty stared into the larger hall in front of them, noting the chance that something was likely living there. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    "Try not to shout next time," Alex pleaded as she drew up her bow. An arrow was fired before the other three even saw what came about. What it was was something they all had to question when the main body came into frame, however. "Monty, we might need your offensive abilities in a moment." 
 
    "Of course, we won’t," Tom rejected, though the man wasn’t charging in. The old man could understand that. Would charging truly be wise? 
 
    The beast was a shambling mess, with no legs to be seen. It had vines sprouting from just about every area of its body, the long tendrils whipping in the air. There was something that looked like a heart in the middle of it all, a beating rhythm easily spotted. Yet with the metre-long tendrils and a mass greater than a ton, nobody was sure how to go about getting to that heart. 
 
    "I support Alex on this one," Thalia said as the beast approached. It was slow to move towards the group, though the scene of the vines gripping into the wood underneath like it was mud did cause some stir among the group. "Monty, hit it whatever you think will stop it from moving." 
 
    That was something the old man could do. Gathering up what Mana he had in excess, the [Light] began to focus ten or so metres above where the hulking creature moved along. [Solar Strike] was only truly effective when put at twenty, but the ceiling was in the way. Hoping it wouldn’t matter as much as he feared, Monty sent the spell off and watched the result with some manner of hesitation. 
 
    The bolt fired down onto the vines, the green stalks burning off with rapid speed. Yet… more simply grew out of the mass, replacing all that was lost. A rumbling began as well, a heavy bass emanating from the beast. It had been hit and it knew who’d done it. The speed increased. 
 
    And the vines grew only longer, thickening with every second. Monty doubted for a moment they could be destroyed with a [Smite] before Alex did just that with the use of an arrow. Hearing it sail through the air without a care, it cleanly separated one from the base. It grew yet again, but the potential to damage the beast was clear. 
 
    "Heal me when it hits me," Tom requested as he moved towards the hulking mass, Thalia following along with her spear in hand. A few of the vines tried to get them from the side, but the larger woman stopped most before they could get close. Those that made it through hit hard, though not enough to make the two fall to the ground. Monty was quick to [Heal] them both, the energy from the spell spreading around their bodies slowly. Any hits they suffered in the meantime were taken care of as well. 
 
    A warhammer swung onto a flesh-like version of wood was always destined to leave a mark, the fluids flying into the air as it hit, causing some manner of disgust. The creature wailing, the piercing sounds going into the ears with a painful efficiency. Monty was forced to do nothing when a particularly large vine got Tom in the side, throwing him to the side like a bag of potatoes. 

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 44: A Reason to be Ruthless 
 
    A [Heal] was sent instantly, but the old man doubted that much could be done in a short time. They needed to stop the fight. A [Smite] was sent out to distract the creature as Thalia got some distance to protect herself. Without multiple targets, a hundred vines were quick to swing towards the woman. One hit would be painful. The ninety that would follow would be enough to kill without issue. 
 
    The spell hit and didn’t damage as much as Monty wanted it to. Even when powered to an extreme degree, the spells hit the skin and bruised, yet never caused what the warhammer had done with so little. It was frustrating, the resistance to the [Light] perhaps being the reason behind the group’s demise. Monty couldn’t sit by and watch it unfold. 
 
    As the vines began to strike again, the old man forced energy into the [Light Barrier], making it take all the blows that would have hit the woman. It allowed Thalia to strike her spear deep into the creature, hitting some part that made it try and retreat. Yet its lacklustre speed was what stopped that from ever happening. With an opening made on its side, Alex was quick to pepper it with as many arrows as she had. It was a pincushion by the time it fell, the massive number of smaller injuries stacking up after a mere minute. 
 
    Its death wasn’t received with satisfaction as the group instead checked up on a certain small man. Seeing a person fly through the air was not something Monty had expected nor wanted to see that day, yet he was not one to decide that. If there was one thing his heart bloomed at, however, it was the swearing that was put into the air by that aforementioned small man. 
 
    "I gained my first level in seven years and did it on my back. What a bloody disgrace. Would have been better to get it on the toilet," Tom complained loudly as he was helped up by Thalia, the woman clearly holding in a grin as she looked over the man’s body. The chest plate needed repairs as soon as it could get them, the left part shattered to the extreme. Monty sent the man another [Heal] before starting the treatment of [Healing Aura] for all of them. He thought it best if nothing was allowed to be put to chance. 
 
    "Relax yourself, Tom. We all got something out of it this time," Thalia said, doing a little jig with her swinging spear. It looked quite marvellous, though the old man didn’t think it was the time for such shenanigans. "I got myself a level as well. Thirteen is such a lucky number for me." 
 
    "Thirteen? I’m fourteen! Take that, you child!" Tom retorted with a showing of his mildly broken teeth. Monty did his best to look away as he finally gave a glance to see what the [System] was bugging him about. 
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    …Well, wasn’t that something. Two hours spent walking around fighting truly did grant some benefits. While it was strained over several different skills, eight upgrades in total were still something the old man felt the need to celebrate. Now if only he could get out of the place quicker. He was already feeling dread for the long walk ahead. Their travelling around the place had made them get quite far inside, and the old man knew for a fact that they wouldn’t be trying to find shortcuts in the maze just yet. Retracing was the best choice at hand. 
 
    Yet that was put aside as clattering was heard from behind. Looking back, the group found the corpse of the beast gone, a series of smaller items replacing it. There were a handful of silver coins, all of which were put into the prepared bag without a word, though the other pieces of gear were intriguing. 
 
    "You use this when firing a bow," Alex noted as she picked up a peculiarly shaped piece of leather, putting it in her hand. It fit her perfectly, through her eyes widened just afterwards. "... I think this might be [Enchanted]." 
 
    "I wouldn’t doubt it," Thalia commented as she picked up a steel-like tip. It looked like something close to what her current spear had on its end, though it seemed more dulled on the front. "It will sell for a hefty price, no matter what." 
 
    "You aren’t going to keep that?" Monty questioned, confused about why the possible upgrade would be refused. 
 
    "I see no reason to," Thalia said, putting the tip in the bag as well. "It’s about the same quality as what I have right now, but it won’t do much else but make me feel unbalanced. Best to avoid the hassle and just save the money for the caravan." 
 
    Not pushing further, Monty looked at the last item on the ground. It wasn’t some enchanted hammer or anything, instead looking like a very small book. It easily fit into the palm of his hand, the outside made with fine leather. Opening it up, Monty couldn’t understand a single word. 
 
    "Do any of you have any idea what this is?" Monty asked the group. 
 
    "A small book?" Tom suggested though the rest had likely guessed that as well. "Why do they even make them so small? Nothing can fit on the pages." 
 
    "It might be a decorative piece," Alex suggested. "Does it say anything inside?" 
 
    Looking again, Monty couldn’t say he saw much else but pure nonsense. It was like a child’s drawing had been printed into every letter. Hieroglyphs made more sense to him. 
 
    "Nothing I can read," Monty answered. Letting the others try their hand at it, they had similar results. Deciding to perhaps ask somebody on the outside, all four ventured back through the place to leave. The guard who’d allowed them inside helped them out without comment, merely stating the time they were expected the next day. Nearly four hours had been spent inside. 
 
    Heading over to a shop to sell the spear tip, they were given enough money for dinner and then some. Monty tried to get a price on the small book as well, but the shopkeeper had no idea what it was either. It certainly didn’t seem worth much, but it had been granted by the [World-Tree]. It had to be worth something. 
 
    Moving away from that for now, they returned to the caravan in good spirits. Some form of food was had, Tom getting around to cooking while not stopping to brag about his exploits—the man was apparently quite the storyteller when he needed to be. 
 
    "It swung me into the wall before I even knew I was in the air!" Tom told the children by the table, the younger ones gasping at the revelation. "I was not one to falter so easily, however. No matter how hard that filthy monster was, I was even harder. I swung with my mighty hammer and slew the beast right then and there, rewards falling upon me as we all knew I deserved." 
 
    "Should we stop him from—" Alex began as she walked over to give Thalia and Monty a portion of the food. However, she was cut off before she could finish. 
 
    "I see no reason to even think about it," Monty said in good spirits, looking upon the youthful faces filled with attention. The last time he’d seen such a display of focused kids was when they’d found that massive snail on the road three months before. There was nothing better than this. "The children are loving every second. Why ruin their fun." 
 
    Alex turned back to the show for a few seconds before sighing. 
 
    "I am letting the adults know the truth though." 
 
    "I would’ve said it myself if you hadn't," Monty said with a nod to the smiling Thalia. She was enjoying the story as well, even if she had been there to see it for herself. The old man didn’t doubt she had been more worried than anybody else when Tom had been hit. The look on their face, that of surprise and fear, was not something that could be faked. She truly did care about the man, even when their fights grew childish. 
 
    Enjoying the food and the stories, the old man felt the urge at some point to move along and meet up with Bertha. Monty had promised to do such a thing the moment that he got the chance, and now was as good a chance as any. Getting onto the wagon, the old man found her in the process of… doing something. 
 
    Explaining the mess of half-filled vials, multi-coloured smoke in the air, and the gas mask on the aged woman’s face to anybody that hadn’t been there at that moment was outright impossible, Monty unsure what to call it even as he stood in place. Thinking about it some minutes after, it was likely due to a large amount of inhaled smoke. Bertha had been wearing the mask for a reason. 
 
    Upon Monty’s full arrival, however, the process was put into stasis. The vials were sealed, the table emptied of any projects, and the woman turned to the old man waiting by the entrance. 
 
    "Well, sit down now. I won’t have you destroying your knees out of politeness," Bertha ordered, Monty being quick to fulfil the command. Sitting down on the bench, a few popping noises came from his mildly strained back. “Was that wound of yours any problem when moving about?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Monty assured the woman, feeling at where the arrow had gotten into his stomach so many weeks ago. It still felt sore at times, but all the tissue around had truly healed. "I think it’s all phantom pains now. Nothing to worry about." 
 
    "Pain at any level is something I worry about, even if you refuse to do the same," Bertha said, opening one of the cabinets and taking out a small tray filled with vials of red liquid. "I was able to prepare these while you were gone. I want you to take them the next time you go into that horrid place." 
 
    "What are they?" Monty asked as he picked one of the vials up. The red liquid inside had a soft glow to it—nothing enough to light up more than his fingertips, but there were clear levels of power inside. 
 
    "It’s a [Healing Potion], though not the strongest one you can find," Bertha said, clearly unhappy about the latter part. "You tried out the other half of the basic [Elixirs] not too long ago if I remember correctly. That [Mana Potion] had been with the caravan for nearly ten years." 
 
    "Ten whole years?" Monty repeated, feeling the pieces settling into place. "That explains the foul smell that one had. I nearly wanted to spit it out when that liquid first hit my tongue." 
 
    "Actually, the ageing should have lessened the taste if anything," Bertha corrected with a grin. Looking down at the vial still in his hand, Monty did not dare to think about what it tasted like. It was more than enough to kill a man, that much he knew. "Don’t be such a baby about such a small thing. This red gold will save your life on the off-chance that you reach a time where you can’t [Heal] another. I need to be sure that none of you will die stupidly, so take the rest as well and distribute them equally. I don’t want anything damaged that a [Healing Potion] could fix." 
 
    Looking at the potions with distaste, Monty pocketed them with the promise of making good use of them. He knew he would need to eventually. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 45: The Forgotten Boon 
 
    Small books were perfect necklaces, Monty had come to find. Spending days wearing it around his neck, the old man was quick to forget the decoration ever existed. The time of light was spent trying to go deeper into the [Mana Hatcheries], and every pause was spent trying to recuperate. There wasn’t time for much else, the festivities and banter put on hold to prepare. Tensions had started to brew in the large tree they stood in, and the elves weren’t looking happy. It seemed that news had reached the ears of all. 
 
    The old man lived with that fact well enough, having known the chances of full-scale war to be high. The chance of invasion without any prior warning would put any country on high alert. It would make them erratic. If somebody hadn’t decided to start attacking before the other side could, what would life truly be? 
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    Progress had continued as the days in the deep increased. Most of the increases were had in the earlier days, but a few did trickle in at the end. Monty wasn’t sure how much more he could get out of the training. The ones that helped dive had changed around a few times. He and Tom had been the constant, Thalia and Alex swapping with others when the chance showed itself. The entire caravan needed to increase in power, and fighting was the easiest way to do just that. The old man was only happy that most could handle a spear decently well. By the end of their routine, most in the caravan had a few extra points to spend and more than enough confidence in their skill. 
 
    A change in their daily life occurred not too soon after the first full rotation, however, as a guard gave an extra message. 
 
    "Joseph wants you to visit when you have the chance. He has news for your future." 
 
    It was certainly a cryptic message to be given, the guard who gave it walking away not soon after. The old man hadn’t even been able to ask for more information. So, left with nothing but to follow through with the request, he walked down to the man’s offices. The guard at the front hardly needed to be spoken to before the door opened up, letting Monty traverse down the hallway he remembered from before. 
 
    Inside Joseph’s office sat the man as unchanged as anything. The documents on the desk were different, and a few new books had appeared by the side, but everything else was in the same place. Even the slight flaws. Maybe the oldest of the two simply liked it that way. 
 
    "I am glad you could make it so quickly," Joseph said, standing to shake Monty’s hand. The smaller man needed to hunch over the desk to reach the old man’s hand. There wasn’t much in his physical appearance that made him seem imposing. 
 
    "There was nothing of grave importance at that moment so I saw no reason to come when I received the message," Monty answered, sitting down in the chair. Even when made of wood, the shape made his back relax in just the right way. "I assume you have news from the capital?" 
 
    Joseph grimaced, clearly hoping to skirt around that fact with some pleasantries. Monty was not as fancy in his sways, utterly blunt when compared to political talk. It was a gift in itself. 
 
    "The… leaders of the nation were not happy with these developments. The letter is as real as possible. Their own [Clerics] confirmed as much in front of their eyes. It’s been touched by creatures darker than anything we’ve thought still lived on the surface of this earth. And that they are all together as one, communicating in between like a group, worries too many. The demons having this ‘hand of corruption’ is the worst part, however. It’s what led many to decide that action needs to be taken," Joseph said, detailing the events that had occurred in recent days. 
 
    "And what actions would those be?" Monty asked, curious as to what the elven nobility might have thought of. 
 
    "All reserve military has been activated for one. There is not a single soldier not getting ready for duty at this moment. Those who are old are ordered to return to their posts. The country might not be ready for war but is making an effort to be just that within the next six months," Joseph said, sighing loudly. "Too many are angry that we destroyed the bombs all those years ago." 
 
    "What bombs?" 
 
    "Nothing you should worry about," Joseph said. "I tried to plead for the human cities’ case, but few listened. We have support to assist them if they are attacked, as I predicted, but the number of soldiers we are allowed to send out of the country at the current moment is close to zero. Everything is being prepared to defend our own borders. They refuse to spend a single ounce of effort on anything outside it." 
 
    It was as predicted yet again. The priest in front of Monty had seen his fair share of politics to have foreseen it all so well. 
 
    "The letter you gave us isn’t too detailed, and many have required that more information is known," Joseph continued. "A group of highly skilled persons have been tasked with finding out the true sources of the message. I can’t tell you much else about that. I hardly knew until I listened in on a few whispers. And… that is about everything that has happened in recent days. Do you have any questions?" 
 
    "I do, actually," Monty said, trying to be as polite as possible. "Does this mean that we are going to get… no help with the human cities until an attack occurs?" 
 
    "I am afraid so. The elves wish for the humans to live as much as anybody, but they watch over their own backs first and foremost. There is little that can be done against that," Joseph said. "I did contact Hans when I had the chance. He wished that you were in good health." 
 
    Monty quickly thanked the man for the news before he continued. 
 
    "The old man retired a decade ago, but I believe that I can get him out if the need calls for it. Hans has never been one that enjoyed others suffering around him," Joseph said with a sombre expression. "He is ready to leave if the time calls for it, but he has told me that he will stay with his research until the last minute. While you might not like this stance, I have to respect his wishes as much as possible." 
 
    "Oh no, it’s perfectly alright with me," Monty assured the man. "Forcing people into war is something I… don’t support. Trying to make them do things they don’t wish to do, don’t believe in at any level, is something I am strongly against." 
 
    Joseph smiled at that, the old man clearly having said something that amused him. Whatever it was, however, was left up to the future Monty to figure out, it never being said aloud. 
 
    "You are very optimistic when compared to those you travel with," Joseph observed. "That is good. Do keep that trait of yours up for as long as you can. The optimists are far and few in this age, and I would hate to lose the remaining few." 
 
    "Keeping up good spirits is one of the few things I can do well," Monty answered with all the grandfatherly love he kept inside his old chest. His bushy beard and wrinkled eyes were more than enough to win most over, even if he never meant to. 
 
    "Yes, you have had the habit of making the children laugh recently," Joseph said. "You, along with your cook, have apparently raptured the minds of many youths. Your abilities to tell a tale would have the skalds of old filled with jealousy." 
 
    "I do it as well as I can," Monty said, trying not to be too happy about the compliment. "Having an interesting tale to tell is half the battle." 
 
    "And you have been getting up to many interesting things as of late," Joseph continued on behalf of the old man. "You’ve gotten nearly halfway through the [Mana Hatchery], and you have travelled a path so few have done there. Some of those paths have been left to grow for nearly two hundred years without a single [Enlightened] stepping onto them, you know." 
 
    Two hundred years was a long time. Monty noted how rarely the elves went so far. Were they simply afraid of what they would find, or did they just have a little reason for it? 
 
    "But I must move along the conversation to another topic entirely, that being your training to improve," Joseph said. "Monty, I believe you’ve forgotten to utilise the boon I gave you." 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 46: Pray 
 
    The title of [Holy Nomad] was not something one would see as the most prestigious of titles, but it was apparently quite rare to be given. That wasn’t just because Nomad in itself was rare, no, the title of Holy anything was something so few would ever be given. Those worthy of the light and powerful enough would be granted a much more unique title than that single prefix, but those weaker ones were usually not favoured enough to be given such extra attention. It was only due to Monty’s exploits and the gift of being granted another chance at life that he’d had the chance to be given it at all. That could also make one a little stressed when it came upon the old man’s mind just how little he’d used the actual part of the skill he needed to do. 
 
    "I… did earnestly forget," Monty said. After the first talk with the man, his mind had been on many other things, so few included the need for him to sit down and think about this deity for a few hours. Time was not something he had in excess lately, and he needed to realise that. 
 
    "I have no doubt of that being the truth, Monty," Joseph said reassuringly. "In my younger years, I could go many weeks without it ever crossing my mind. The people around me merely assumed I did it constantly and saw no reason to check if I was truly devoting the time required to do it. By the time I actually began, it was a much more… casual manner. I didn’t sit down and pray for hours at a time. I didn’t pray for a single minute without doing anything else, actually. When I was taking a walk I would send a quick message of gratitude along, perhaps thank Lito for the food tasting well or for helping make the energy that the [World-Tree] runs on. It was the small things. And while such a method might not be the most viable or efficient, I found it to be the one which I was most comfortable with. And, in truth, I was hoping you would try either of them out right here right now." 
 
    "You want me to… pray?" Monty asked, feeling a little put on the spot.  
 
    "That is what people in our profession tend to do," Joseph said as the wall to their side opened up, leading to a small gathering of pillows and more soft chairs. "I find it hard on my back to do it though, so I normally pray lying down. I do advise you to try it out. It can be very comfy." 
 
    Don’t fall asleep trying to pray to the god of light, Monty noted as he moved from his current chair and over to the next one. As he walked over to the pillows, he swore he could hear some mild music through the walls. Yet the moment he focused, the sound was as gone like the wind. How peculiar. 
 
    "Do start whenever you are ready," Joseph said, lying down on the soft bedding. "Do poke at me if you have reached some conclusion. Until then, do your best." 
 
    Then the man was gone, having delved into the land of dreams. Monty looked at his form for a moment, utterly unsure how one so young could have mastered the abilities of napping. Then he remembered that the man in front of him was more than double his age and decided to let it go. 
 
    Praying… how that thought confounded the old man. He hadn’t done much of it in his youth or the later years of his life. Maybe he never saw a reason for it, or maybe he just never thought of doing it. Was he meant to grasp his hands together? Joseph had said he could do it any way he wished as long as the intent to pray was there, yet it felt weird, nonetheless. 
 
    Trying to relax, Monty tilted his head back into the soft pillows, feeling the back of his skull disappear into it without a moment of waste. It was very comfy, almost enough to make him fall into the realm of sleep as well. He didn't though. 
 
    Sitting with his eyes glued to the ceiling, the old man did his best to focus. He wasn’t trying to go off-track at every step. His mind was simply failing to latch onto the simplest of concepts. He knew how to direct a message in his own head. He’d done just that countless times with Silas—had sent the man feelings and intentions rather than mere words half those times as well. He was perhaps not a master, but he was certainly not a beginner either. He was skilled enough that he should have been able to pray. 
 
    The only thing holding him back was himself. 
 
    … That was enough to get the gears turning. Closing his eyes, Monty looked within to focus himself. He wanted to give Lito, the god of light, a message. What was that message meant to be? Gratitude? Monty certainly was happy that he’d been sent to this world, happy that he had been allowed to experience so much, and he was more than happy about being able to meet so many wonderful people in such a short time. He treasured the memories gathered in recent months, whether that be the faces, the talking, or the smiles he’d been allowed to witness. His previous life had been devoid of all that by the end, the only sound he’d ever heard being the soft beeps of the machines keeping him alive. To hear the laughter of children again… it touched him deeper than he could ever admit. 
 
    He knew that Lito hadn’t caused all of that—most of what he’d seen and experienced were gotten through Monty’s own sweat and toil—but he knew he would have never had the chance at it if not for the mercy of the god, if not for the chance given at the start. Lito might not have pulled Monty through the fires, but he had given the old man the lighter to start it up. And oh, how it burned so brightly, the embers going strong long past the day it was due to stop. If the old man’s wish was fulfilled, it would last another life as well. The chance given would not be wasted, would not be taken for granted, and he would not fail in his dreams. He would live on successfully in the name of Lito, the god that had given him light once more. 
 
    And that was everything Monty had to say for now. It was all broad strokes, the old man never thanking him for anything too specific. But that hardly mattered in the end. Monty knew he meant it all, knew that he had been moved by the deity no matter what, and knew that the tears in his eyes were as real as the ones he’d shed so many years ago. He was grateful. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Pray] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    "That was quite the beautiful speech, Monty," Joseph said with a soft clap to the old man’s shoulder. "I might not know what you said, but the [Light] shines upon you with happiness. You have made many proud." 
 
    Monty smiled, feeling the Mana inside him bolster to the extreme. The energy was at his fingertips once again, the increases in sensitivity and density incredible to feel. The old man might have been new to the entire profession, but he truly did understand why so many worshipped the light. Its warmth was better than anything the sun could ever hope to show, the compassion outrivaling the very earth he stood on. 
 
    There was nothing better than this. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 47: An Introduction to the World 
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    Progress with the new skill increased rapidly in those first few days, the boons granted from channelling it too great to pass up. Monty was perhaps not one to see the act of praying as vitally important, yet the way his mind moved along while doing it made him consider how lucky he might have been in his profession. 
 
    There were no obvious effects on his status screen. No panel popped up in front of his eyes to say that Lito had granted him extra Mana or just more health in general. It was never like that. Instead, things just felt… slightly easier. Things came to the man’s mind more naturally, his Mana responded with grace not sensed before, and the emotions he felt were more peaceful than ever. He was getting closer to serenity per day. 
 
    This was not to say that things were outright easy forever. As the days passed, the caravan grew more restless. Spending their time honing their skills before venturing out again was fine and all, but doing it for so long was impossible in their free-spirited lives. These were people who had refused the notion of living in cities. Why would they be content hanging around in the [World-Tree]? 
 
    That was why, after saying goodbyes to most of the guard and Joseph, they headed out once more. All the gear they had gained through their journey had been sold off without issue, they had filled up on supplies easily, and all their bodies were as healthy as the day they got them. Truly, the world was bright that day. 
 
    Or maybe the group had just forgotten how utterly blinding the sun was when looking directly at it. For whatever reason, the larger populace of the caravan had mild headaches for the first few hours after getting out of the tree—one that Monty’s [Healing Aura] couldn’t fix no matter how hard he tried. Sometimes the brain just refused to let such a grave mistake go by unfelt. 
 
    "Where are we going now?" Monty now as they travelled alongside the lake once more. They hadn’t gone directly back the way they came just yet, instead moving east alongside the lake. It was quite beautiful, even in the morning when the light had not yet fully peaked over the hills. 
 
    "Our round of the year is done, but one must start once more," Thalia said with a grave voice, trying to imitate some old man somewhere. "We’ll move over to Stas, a smaller city north of here. It has a small boating company that we have prior deals with as they’ll help us move through the main elven river down to Nushir. After that, we’ll be going around Et’thun since it’s currently occupied by some nasty folk and then down to Zresz to get across the great lake down there. At that point, we’ll either take a quick run north once more to visit Broikt, one of the largest goblin cities out there, or we will go directly south until we reach Kanedrid. And after that? Well… then it’s past Nogrela so we can get to the bridge, a few months of travelling west to Zahlom, and after that, we should be exactly where you originally joined our caravan. Pretty easy to remember, right?" 
 
    Monty had to spend a few tries blinking the gathering tears out of his eyes, his body having reflexively yawned while the woman had explained their route in such intricate detail. Just how many rounds had they done over the years? 
 
    "There is… a lot to unpack there," the old man said, trying to find a good place to start. "How long does that usually take?" 
 
    "With the horses being fast, we’ve been able to do a round in about one and a half years on average. We did it in ten months once, but that ended up killing one of our horses, so we never tried to do it quickly afterwards. Our slowest round was… three years? Though that was mainly because we went even further up north, past Broikt, to check on the blooming trees. We had heard they would be worth a lot, and our caravan had been quite money-deprived that year. Never trust those goblins too much, by the way. They do anything to get competition out of view." 
 
    "Goblins," Monty repeated, his eyes staring into the woman’s eyes. "Those things that are green, short, and more than a little greedy." 
 
    "I don’t think any of them would like you describing them in that way," Thalia said with a quirked eyebrow. "But I suppose you aren’t entirely incorrect in your assumptions. They’re smaller than dwarfs on average, height-wise of course. In mass, they don’t reach one-tenth the size of those short drunkards. Their minds, though? They care craftier than you’d think." 
 
    "... Was I just extremely racist?" 
 
    "Yeah, you’d have a metal socket in your eye by now if you said that in their city. They have better hearing than they deserve." 
 
    Right. The number of races in the world slowly began to increase for the old man. He had known humans were a thing since the beginning, but then the elves came into the picture as well. They weren’t too surprised to see that race just being slightly taller and thinner than humans. Then goblins somehow came into the picture. Monty might not have consumed too much regarding the fantasia topics, but he had always imagined that race as more… monstrous. To hear them apparently having a city to themself that the caravan was considering going to made the old man reconsider his views. And then there were also dwarves, of course. 
 
    "Are there many dwarves in the north?" 
 
    "I suppose so," Thalia said “lowly. "Though I think it would be more accurate to think of them as under you." 
 
    "What? You mean south?" 
 
    "No, I mean under the ground," Thalia retorted, kicking her boot against the wagon. It shook slightly, the horse in front making its complaints be known to all. "They have some outposts in the north where you can visit, but most of their population just live down beside the rocks. It’s quite the cosy life if their retellings are to be trusted. I never could understand most of their words through their alcohol-filled beards." 
 
    "Thalia, don’t even think about starting up on those rants of yours again," Lithia said from the back, having likely gone over to the front wagon due to the horses not cooperating. "The last time you said that, we almost lost our discounts at Zresz. Do you really want to be the reason we have an extra month of travel every year?" 
 
    "We could always get a new discount, you know," Thalia replied with a smile. 
 
    "The last one was taken after we saved the owner’s kid from a cliff. I don’t think that happens enough to let us bet on it. Now take it easy with the talking—or whatever it is you did to annoy the animals," Lithia said before hopping back to the wagons behind. How the woman trusted herself enough to walk between them while they were in motion was something Monty just couldn’t understand. 
 
    Riding along became a little quieter after that. Thalia and Monty still bantered as they always did, not having any other real way to spend their time on the road. The larger woman tried to explain the socio-economic politics of the height differences in the races, and Monty tried his best to act like he understood more than the first few sentences. The accessibility conundrum of higher chairs truly confounded him. 
 
    There was one noticeable difference between the new area where they travelled, however. As they passed the lake entirely, going north once more, the ground around them began to… even out, leaving behind the hills. Sight was stopped by the curvature of the world rather than hills, making it possible to see further than ever before. It was quite beautiful, though Monty couldn’t see that many trees around. Thalia mentioned something about the [World-Tree] taking up all the good soil, but he didn’t follow. Roots couldn’t be that far away from the trunk, right? 
 
    It was nearly nighttime before events started to unfold. As they had rested for so long, the caravan saw it fine to travel a few extra hours in the night, hoping to find a good area to set up camp. Hoping to help survey the area, Monty had called on the assistance of the [Flashlight] spell, making it shine thirty metres above. It was more powerful than a floodlight and could make the night turn into day for a good amount of time. And with the proficiency the man had gotten in the skill, he was able to keep it up for hours instead of mere minutes. 
 
    And with how long they were able to search around, it came to no surprise when they found a broken-down caravan, the people long dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 48: Quiet Anger 
 
    "Bandits are successful sometimes, you know," Tom commented as Monty stood over a young boy’s body. The kid couldn’t have been more than a few years old. In his back were the wounds that likely killed him. Blood had stopped flowing out of them a long time ago, the animals around in the grass likely seeing them as the perfect starting place when eating them. "They wouldn’t be doing this if there weren’t some targets weaker than others." 
 
    "That they look at us as a target at all should show they aren’t thinking well enough," Monty said, trying to be polite. Inside, he was fuming. There wasn’t just one corpse. The wagons had been filled with them, people of all ages dead on the ground. Every piece of tool, supply, or gear had been stripped off them. The caravan was without rags, without food, the thieves stealing everything they could get. Yet they couldn’t bother to at least bury those dead. One of the bandits had died as well, the black cloak over the man’s corpse telling as much. And… sigils on his chest spoke of a harsher reality. "Just who are they?" 
 
    "There are a lot of outlaws around here and Stas," Tom explained, getting handed a shovel from the side. "Some of them try to make sure nobody ever thinks of leaving. Sign their chest with a few burns, make sure that everybody on the right side of the law understands what the burn means, and then they have a lifetime supply of soldiers. I just can’t understand why he didn’t take the children. They normally recruit everybody under fifteen into their ranks." 
 
    "Maybe they were already filled up for positions?" Monty suggested. 
 
    "These people never have enough cannon fodder," Tom rejected, moving along to help dig the graves. No names were known, and the burial would be without festivities, but Monty wanted to make sure none rose as undead. The black energy starting to emanate from the pile of the dead made him sick, the man coating the area in [Light] to deter the off-chance the dead would rise once more. They were meant to rest. Forcing them to stand was inhumane, cruel, and utterly despicable.  
 
    A good hour went by, the stronger in the caravan making the holes, the others finding enough rocks for the grave. The ceremony and moment of silence were held without comment, Monty doing his best to make sure the corpses would be gone before the light stopped shining upon their figures. He knew he couldn’t make sure, but he truly did try his hardest. 
 
    Inspecting the remaining wagons, the old man couldn’t help but feel sad. 
 
    "Should we search for the bandits?" Thalia asked Lithia, just close enough that the old man could listen in. "Avenge the fallen?" 
 
    "More would die from that," Lithia answered, rejecting the notion of it. "We defend ourselves and those still alive. We don’t go searching for fights. That’s how we’ve stayed alive until now." 
 
    Monty couldn’t listen to it, the idea of his caravan falling as well bringing in too much emotion. Deciding to look at the destroyed wagons more, he stepped into the front one. All belongings had been ripped from the floor, some nails having been torn out of the floorboards. Yet… just on the side, the far-left corner of the floor, Monty could see a small outline. It wasn’t too strong, not nearly serious enough for him to normally pay it heed. Yet his sensitivity to Mana had been increased during his travels in the [World-Tree], making him sense the residue of something. What was it? 
 
    Going down on his knees, the man tried to glide his fingers across the small board. It sat loosely, not nailed down like the others. A secret compartment? It seemed to be just that. Not able to get his nails in the side, he twisted a small structure of Light into a hook and used that to pry it open. Seeing what was inside, the man had to wonder why so much effort had been spent hiding the item. 
 
    "What is that?" Thalia asked, having climbed into the wagon as well. Monty didn’t try and hide the small glass ball in his hand, letting it glide through his fingers. It felt quite fragile, able to be destroyed with the slightest amount of power put onto it. Yet, what interested the man the most was how utterly uninteresting it was to his [Mana-Sense]. If not for it appearing in front of his eyes and him feeling it on his hand, he wouldn’t have been able to tell it was there. That… shouldn’t have been possible. 
 
    "I am not sure, really," Monty admitted, giving it to the other woman with a warning of being gentle. "It doesn’t have any presence Mana-wise, but I can’t seem to figure out what it’s meant to do. There weren’t any notes down in the compartment either." 
 
    "Be glad that there weren't," Thalia noted, looking at the small ball with her eyes close to it. "If we had to go on another quest to give the elves some vital information, I would have lost my mind." 
 
    That was understandable. The caravan was already ablaze with the news of the invasion. If not for the elves not expecting anything serious in the next year, it would have been quite dire. That they were even making the normal round was a strained topic. But, returning to the human cities without new supplies would make their lives hard, money running out before any attack could occur. They would be there to defend, but they’d do it on empty stomachs and without anything to show for it. 
 
    "It might be one of the items where you have to insert your own Mana before you see any noticeable effects," Thalia suggested, though she didn't sound too sure about her own words. "I’ve heard about them before, but I am honestly clueless when it comes to how they’re meant to look. Maybe we should just save it and hope that the people in Stas know more about it. If I remember right, there should be a few magically-attuned people we could ask." 
 
    That was all they did. Making sure the glass orb was hidden and protected in their caravan, Monty continued searching the destroyed wagons. Nothing noticeable was found except the dead figure of an adult who had hidden under the bed frame. Calling the others to help get the figure out of there had been hard on the man. The skin had settled into the floor, making it be ripped off when they pulled. Monty had left after that, settling into the very alive caravan. After another ten minutes, they were back on the road, ready to find somewhere to camp. The wish to sleep was perhaps not as strong as before, nobody truly wanting to close their eyes. 
 
    Thalia and Monty didn’t talk, the old man using the [Flashlight] spell once more to lead the way. It lit up the night easily enough, and within the hour they had set up a place where they could sleep for the night, just a hundred metres or so away from the main road. There was no lack of people who offered to do the first guard rotation. 
 
    Monty wasn’t one of those chosen for it, allowing him to lie in place with the pillow granted so long ago. The man knew he wouldn’t be closing his eyes, saving rest for the next day in the form of naps. One hard truth about that old body of his was that it always craved rest, yet it never allowed it during the few times where he truly needed it. Was there truly no kindness to be found? 
 
    Sighing, the man twisted his back, feeling something on his chest roll to the side. He paid it no mind at first, recognizing without issue that it was the small book he had used as a necklace for the last few weeks. Thinking more about it, however, the old man brought it out to inspect. 
 
    As thought, it had no [Mana-Signature]. It hadn’t been obvious while they had lived in the tree, the air around confounding the man’s senses to what Mana belonged where. Yet when he looked upon it in the fresh air of night, he saw how little energy was within those papers. It was a vacuum to his senses, one that Monty wanted to fill. 
 
    Sending in some [Light], the man grew curious when it did nothing but become absorbed and disappear. The book seemed to have simply swallowed it whole. The old man grew unconcerned with the events around him, transfixed on figuring out what he just saw. 
 
    Energy didn’t disappear. It didn’t just go away. It could transform itself, yes, but there was still always some showing of that. It could be a burst of light as the Mana became heat, a small ripple all around as it became water, or maybe something even more extravagant. There was never nothing. 
 
    Looking at his current Mana levels, Monty decided that he could deal with the stomach aches the next day. Spending ten extra Mana on the book did nothing. Neither did the next twenty. At fifty, a mild glow appeared for a few extra seconds before it disappeared as well. At one hundred, it exploded in his hands. 
 
    The pain was entirely in his mind, though, as the letters burst into the air and forced their way through Monty’s closed eyelids, ideas and concepts gripping at his neurons like day was about to break. His understanding of the body increased by magnitudes he couldn’t have dreamt of, the interactions between flesh and the [Light] making him consider so many new ideas. It was glorious and… it was gone in just a few more seconds, though it made Thalia wake up in a grumpy manner. 
 
    "You might be old, but that doesn’t stop me from throwing sand in your eyes. Keep it down." 
 
    Then the woman went back to sleep, and Monty was allowed to focus on what sat in front of his eyes. 
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 Chapter 49: [Minor Restoration] 
 
    Night turned into day, and Monty was allowed to fill his stomach with food, his insides craving substance more than at any other point in his life. Filling that book out might have allowed him to learn more than he’d ever hoped to, but it also made his body hate him. Looking upon the skill description, however, he was more than happy with the trade. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  [Minor Restoration] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Description 
  
      	  Rarity 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Allows the user to cure [Minor] ailments. Can currently be used on the ailments: [Blinded], [Deafened], [Paralyzed], [Poisoned]. 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  30MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The man was relieved to find himself on the path that allowed him to gain the skill. For too long, the issue of not being able to cure the more crippling injuries had hit him. He could make muscles reattach and make bone fractures resettle, but making a person see again was too much? Not anymore. 
 
    If there was one issue with it all, it was the fact that the book was gone, with nothing more to be learned from it. The paper and leather had turned to ash before Monty had been able to see, and nothing could truly be recovered now. It was a loss but not one that hadn’t granted him rewards. 
 
    "What are the plans for hunting meat, by the way?" Monty questioned as they rode along the path once more, breakfast long behind them. "I can’t say I can see any signs of trees anymore, so there are not any eggs to find." 
 
    "There are always eggs if you look hard enough," Thalia assured the old man. "We mostly go after rabbits here, though. Not too much meat on their bones, but it’s better than living off vegetables and nothing else." 
 
    Hunting rabbits was just what they did, not too many hours later when stopping for dinner, the sun shining brightly as Monty missed a [Smite] for the third time in a row. Taking shots at something high up in the air was much easier than trying to hit the body of a creature hidden in tall grass. Alex grinned at him as she hit the foul creature with an arrow without even looking. 
 
    "You have to predict their movements or you won’t have a chance," she advised as she regained her arrow tip. The shaft of the arrow had fractured at the base, much to the disappointment of the woman. 
 
    "I am already having issues predicting where to put my feet out here," Monty retorted. "How am I meant to guess where those buggers will run off to?" 
 
    "Start to think like them," Thalia advised. "Eat a few extra carrots for dinner." 
 
    Chortles were had, but the amount of meat brought back wasn’t as high as before. And without the eggs to give some extra taste, dinner was mostly just vegetables with vegetables. 
 
    "Not for long, though," Thalia suggested as they were on the path to Stas once more. "Can you see those indents in the dirt in front of us? It's from the wheels of wagons. Somebody travelled on this road less than a day ago. If we pick up the pace, we might be able to trade with them for some of their meat reserves. The salted variant is quite popular here." 
 
    Thanking the elves and their views of meat being delicacies meant to be consumed rarely, the caravan did pick up the pace once more. Making the horses go for long spells was easy enough when Monty restored their muscles, [Heal] giving them the extra step needed. [Minor Restoration] was tried a few times as well, but it didn't have as obvious an effect. It might have solved something less superficial, but the man just couldn’t see it. 
 
    It was the third day of having a higher pace when smoke was seen in the distance. It was barely visible to the archers, but the thin line of grey was perceptible enough to make the people think they’d finally caught up with the other caravan. And since dinner time was just around the clock, it seemed that they had come at just the perfect time. 
 
    Yet the only thing being cooked was the meat of the dead, Monty and the others riding up to find the other caravan ablaze, fire covering the wooden wagons entirely. There was no water supply nearby, no way to really set out the fires. There were attempts to cover them with dirt to deprive the fire of air, but nothing substantial could be done. They had to wait five full hours until the embers started to die out, another caravan left to rot in front of their eyes. 
 
    "There aren’t any bodies here," Thalia had noted at the start. They had all assumed that the bodies would be found after the wagons died out, yet they were empty as well. Anything alive, whether that be the horses or the people, was nowhere to be found. "That can’t be good." 
 
    "Bandits do take prisoners," Tom pointed out. 
 
    "Yes, but some bloodshed is still to be expected. A body or two to show off a struggle. There’s just… nothing here. Not a trace," Lithia retorted. That made Monty wonder, however. Looking on the path once more, there weren’t any indents beyond. Nobody had travelled here recently. And with the fire having been so new when they first got here, no more than a few hours could have passed by.  
 
    "If they truly did take them as prisoners, where are the footsteps?" Monty inquired. "A group of nearly fifty people leave their mark on nature. We have to at least be able to see which direction they went. It’s not like the earth swallowed them whole." 
 
    The answer was found quickly enough, grass having been trampled east of the caravan. It was more than enough to be a crowd of people walking. 
 
    "Or a herd of [Buck] could have run past recently," Lithia countered. "These people could already be dead." 
 
    "If they were destined to die, they would have done so like the other caravan," Tom replied with a grim expression. "Liz, we spent our lives learning to fight for our people. Why are we waiting on any more signs that these people might be alive still? Letting them suffer is not something we can accept." 
 
    A leader’s word carried great weight, but the shared desires of the people were heavier than that. Trust worked both ways, and Lithia was forced to relent. Within a few hours, they strayed off the path, going east through the wilderness. Not too far, however, the group hoped to search in the light instead of possibly stumbling upon the enemy while in the dark. Saving those alive had the requirement of letting the rescuers live through it as well, after all, and to travel through the rough wilderness meant using the [Flashlight] to guide their way. Being a beacon on flat ground was not the most tactically safe plan. 
 
    Waiting for daybreak was hard, but the sight that met them when it did was worth it. In the distance, smoke was able to be seen. Moving forward on foot without fear, the old man understood what determination truly was. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 50: Halfway 
 
    A quick [Prayer] was made out of pure habit as Monty made himself look upon the fallen structure ahead. The bandits might have been spotted and found, yet the fortress they had taken for themselves was anything but easy to get through. It looked military-made though it had likely sat around for a hundred years before the current generation had gotten their hands on it. The old man wondered how anybody had even found the thing, it being so far out in the middle of nowhere. Was pure chance enough for somebody to stumble upon such a thing? 
 
    Just a few hundred metres after the ruined fortress was what looked to be a cliff. After Thalia added in some information, it was actually the cliff, the massive stone structure spanning nearly the entire way alongside the great river. It was the very same river where the group hoped to board a boat, albeit in a calmer area. Even when so far away, the water being shot into the air as it smashed against the rock face was easy to see. Yet that was also a positive. Once the caravan struck, there would be little chance of the bandits retreating. 
 
    Looking upon the massive structure of stone and brick, however, the old man felt some wariness on how to take it on. They had previously fought superior numbers and survived, but that had been on even ground. With tall walls to protect the bandits, laying siege without proper preparations would be dangerous. Looking through his list of spells and skills acquired over the last few months, Monty tried to get an overview of what could be truly done. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Skill-Name 
  
      	  Rarity 
  
      	  Description 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heal 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
      	  Allows the user to heal an specific target 
  
      	  15MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Smite 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Sends a bolt of [Light] at an enemy. 
  
      	  20MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light-Mastery 
  
      	  Very Rare 
  
      	  Allows the user to manipulate the Light Magic with more skill. 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana-Manipulation 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Allows for the user to manipulate [Mana Currents] 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Healing Aura 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Puts out an Aura close to the user that heals any entity nearby 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana-Sense 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Allows for the user to sense [Mana Currents] 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Light-Barrier 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
      	  Allows the user to create an barrier of light 
  
      	  30MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flashbang 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Allows the user to fire an bolt that emits great light and sound 
  
      	  10MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Solar Strike 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Allows the user to strike an enemy with light from above. 
  
      	  30MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flashlight 
  
      	  Very Rare 
  
      	  Allows the user to create a directional light. 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pray 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
      	  Allows the user to communicate with an [Deity] of their following. 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  Minor Restoration 
  
      	  Rare 
  
      	  Allows the user to cure [Minor] ailments. Can currently be used on the ailments: [Blinded], [Deafened], [Paralyzed], [Poisoned]. 
  
      	  30MP 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The list truly had grown in recent weeks, a good chunk of them not being used as often as the old man would have liked. Half the time he merely forgot he had them. The other half he wasn’t able to consider their use properly. But… sitting down in the grass, the old man understood the need to formulate a plan of some calibre. Simply running in and improvising would be too risky. 
 
    "How many have been spotted?" Lithia asked Alex, the woman and Sam having gone around the sides to take a look. 
 
    "Too many obstacles in the way. I’ve counted about fifty different faces. Sam’s got another thirty. Don’t be surprised if most are still asleep," Alex reported, down in the tall grass with the others. It hid their position well enough for any sleepy guard, but there was little chance of it holding up once they got closer—a group as big as them had no chance. 
 
    "A fortress of sleeping bandits and half-asleep guards," Thalia murmured. "The moment we attack, they’ll all be up and ready to defend though." 
 
    "It would still take them some time," Lithia retorted with a thoughtful expression. "A few minutes and nothing more, sure, but at that time they would have no idea what was going on. Anything done in that period can be accomplished without any direct consequences." 
 
    "... The place would be in chaos," Monty surmised, seeing an idea unfold before his eyes. The sky was as clear as day, the air reaching high above with strong winds. "But I think we can increase the disorientation just a bit more for our benefit." 
 
    "You want them to trample each other?" Lithia questions. "That could be dangerous for any of the prisoners." 
 
    "They’re in the middle of the place, by the way," Alex offered, cutting in before the others could get too far into discussions. "Saw them through a few of the holes in the walls. They’re in cells in the middle of the place, far away from everything else. As long as we fire towards the edges, there should be no dangers to the innocents." 
 
    "I don’t think arrows would do too much in the way of creating fear and certainly not with only two archers. They need more sound to truly get their bestial instincts activated," Lithia countered. However, a slow turn of the head over to Monty showed that the woman had gotten the same idea. "Your skills have increased quite incredibly, Monty, haven’t they? If given a few minutes to work with, could you perhaps… make it seem like thunder had struck the fortress? Perhaps hit their sleeping quarters, make the fire start up, and make it have enough sound to blow out a few eardrums?" 
 
    "I could do that if you make sure the guards don’t see me," Monty answered. "However, I can’t promise there will be much Mana left in me to make that grand display." 
 
    "Nothing to worry about. The [Healing Potions] should take care of most damage, and a [Smite] or two is something that can be sent out if truly needed. Just keep your head down and let us take care of the cleaning," Thalia replied with a clap on the old man’s shoulder. "Anyone with a bow stays behind to pick off anybody on the walls when the spell gets fired. Anybody else goes through the hole in the wall and picks off any wounded before putting attention to those without weapons. We need to take out as many as possible so they don’t have enough time to gather their wits. After that, it’s best to stay in groups to make sure you don’t get hit from behind. Any questions?" 
 
    There was utter silence. 
 
    "Good. Monty, follow me. The rest of you, stay out of sight until your time comes," Lithia ordered as they moved, the two going silently through the grass. One could see the wall within a minute of crawling, the old man feeling his knees in pain over the travelling. But he continued without complaint, knowing he needed to get ahead as quickly as possible. There were no words uttered as they hit the stone wall. Even when the steps of a guard could be heard just a few metres above them, they stood silently. 
 
    That wasn’t to say they weren’t prepared right. With a push, one of the holes in the wall widened enough for Monty to peek through. There wasn’t too much to see. The ground inside was mostly empty except for the cages, though one building had been made off to the side. With the soft glow of light coming through the windows, Monty bet on that being where people were staying. And so, it would be his target of the day. 
 
    How much Mana was it safe to use? He had one hundred and forty to spare in total, his energy having been replenished fully through the day. Yet there was still a need to have something to defend himself with if the need called for it. Since there was little chance of him needing a fully powered [Smite] or another [Solar Strike], the old man saw fit to invest a hundred and ten into the spell. It would help make it all the louder, at least. 
 
    Guiding the Mana towards the sky, the old man spent the next thirty seconds making sure it was put perfectly atop the house. He had no dreams of hitting the cages, but it would be dreadful to hit mere dirt. While light and sound could disorient, a lack of actual damage would make it easier… to be ignored. The people could riot, but they would not fear as much as they could when others were burning to death around them. 

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 51: One above Average 
 
    Hitting the perfect spot, Monty gathered the last of the allocated energy, made the bolt, and allowed it to fly down towards the roof of the building faster than Light. The visual proof of his attack reached him before the sound ever did. The man was happy about that, able to enjoy his labour for a moment before the shockwave hit the walls he stood next to, a few of the loose bricks falling on him because of the rapid shakes. If not for him protecting his head, he might very well have died then and there. That would have been quite a way to fall. 
 
    "Get up now," Lithia ordered, helping the old man to his feet as arrows sailed through the air. While screams and shouts had begun in full, the exclamations of pain from the top of the walls still rang clear to Monty, the bodies proving the fatalities as well. While only two archers were on their side, they truly were the example of efficiency, taking out many of those prepared before anything could be done. 
 
    Thalia could be seen breaking down the gate alongside Tom, letting the people from the caravan stream in without another word. No alarms were set off, those prepared to take on intruders were already dead. That left those running out of the building, coughing up their previous dinners as they struggled to get the smoke out of their lungs. Heat and light were more than enough to cause both confusion and fires. They were slaughtered the moment they stepped out, a spear piercing their hearts or a stone cracking their skulls in. 
 
    The caravan worked with ruthless efficiency, killing every person with no regard for their face, readiness, or ability to defend themself. Monty wasn’t happy about it, though he took solace in the fact the other side would’ve done the same. At least they could live happily. Looking over to the cages once more, it was clear there was a need for a key of some sort. The old man could perhaps break it open using the [Light], but he was worried that— 
 
    Screams rang out in worrying amounts as the fire on the building seemed to inflate before sucking itself towards the middle, disappearing from all’s vision. The wind pushed against them all, almost dragging in more people. The void was real and was trying to get more to join. 
 
    Then the roof truly blasted open, the hole that Monty’s [Solar Strike] had made widening until a person could float through. And, yes, they were floating. No feet hit the roof, instead merely floating above without regard for those beneath. Or, that was a lie. Monty could see a very angry woman, fire in her hair, and a snarl on her face. 
 
    "Who dares?" was all she had to say before her palms directed themselves towards the people in the caravan, fire erupting out and down. Monty barely had a [Light Barrier] ready to defend them, the ones closest to the buildings getting their skin burned more than a little. The screams of pain were on both sides now, and the woman barely looked warmed up. 
 
    Monty gasped as his barriers fell, his Mana as empty as it could be. There was nothing left, not a shred to use. His insides were shaking, unable to truly deal with the lack of energy. If not for the staff in hand, he would’ve fallen already. 
 
    The woman got peppered with arrows from Alex and Sam, but they burned up before they could do anything. She was immune so high in the air, axes and swords unable to reach her. Thalia threw her spear but that got swatted away before it could get close. A [Smite] might’ve done the trick, but the old man was without energy to spare. 
 
    Another volley of fire came upon the caravan. While they tried to retreat, the woman could reach them regardless. Her fire was like a flood, merely following them along. One couldn’t run quick enough, the heat picking up before anything could be done. Monty had to stop it. He had to. 
 
    ‘Silas, help me,’ Monty sent through his head in the hopes the old [Cleric] could somehow hear it. Yet as the seconds passed and the fires continued to blaze, the old man realised it was futile. Nothing was coming to help. They were without assistance. 
 
    There had to be some energy left. The status screen said zero, but that was merely a mistake. That was all the energy Monty could reasonably expend. He could use more, right? There was still life in him, and life had energy. Why couldn’t he use that? It was another resource, another path, but it was laid bare in front of his eyes. His [Health] could be spent. 
 
    And be spent it would, the old man feeling his life drain as he gathered up Mana through his staff, the object working as the focus he needed. It took longer than it normally did, but by the end, he had a [Smite]. It felt wrong, disgusting, and without compassion, but it was sent out regardless. And the woman who had been so mighty didn’t even stop to think that the weak old man could kill her in an instant. 
 
    The fires in the grass rang as true as before, but the leader of the bandits was dead. Some stragglers were still around, but some from the caravan made sure they were dead before long. Monty spent the next few moments wondering if he was in the same boat. 
 
    Thalia practically shoved a [Health Potion] down his throat before he realised she was even there. The man nearly drowned in the liquid, trying to breathe oxygen with a desperate plea, but enough got into his system for it to take effect. His eyes stopped going dark, and his mind was without fail. 
 
    "How many are dead?" Monty asked. 
 
    "Seven," Lithia answered. "The potions don’t work well enough on burns. Tried to heal but only damaged it more. We have some that need healing when you can get enough Mana to fix them. For now, Bertha is going to try and do her best." 
 
    The old man wondered if he’d blacked out for a minute or ten, noticing the fires had died out around them. It couldn’t have been for too long, however, the people were still in cages, begging to be released. The look in their eyes made it clear they still feared their potential deaths. Just who did they think Monty was? 
 
    Lithia had fished around and found the keys to the locks quickly enough, letting them all out without issue. Some looked half-dead, no food and water having been provided for them as well. Had they been tortured? Some had wounds, making the old man wonder. Looking through the numbers, however, Monty couldn’t see any children. Not a single one. No youths to speak of. Looking back at the burned-down house, he wondered for a moment if he even wanted to know. 
 
    The people were on the ground crying, emotional from what they had gone through. Captivity had not done their minds any favours, and the old man had no clue how they were going to bring them along on the ride over to Stas. At the current moment, however, he knew bringing them was a requirement. They barely had enough adults to fill the wagons up as it was. Seven were dead. Twenty-one of the original thirty-six remained. Too many were dead. Too many lost. 
 
    "Can you walk?" Thalia asked, offering an arm to assist him. Monty refused it, wanting to just walk back to the caravan. The wagons had been brought only a few hundred metres away, allowing the rest of the newly-freed people to follow as well. Most of them were quiet, looking into the ground with dead eyes.  
 
    "How do you usually deal with these situations?" Monty asked as they walked, keeping pace well enough for one that hadn’t felt the ability to live not even an hour before. 
 
    "We don’t," Thalia answered with a blunt tone. "When we found these before, we’d left them to be mysteries and nothing more. But then our attitudes changed." 
 
    "What made them change?" 
 
    "You." 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 52: [Spellblood] 
 
    Bertha was in full swing when Monty got inside her wagon, the aged woman tending to three people at once while stirring some liquids together into a salve of sorts. Somehow, though, she still made time to look at the old man over twice, clearly not happy with what she was seeing. 
 
    "[Mana Withdrawal] will kill you soon enough, Monty. Don’t empty everything in the hopes that it will save others," Bertha lectured him, even when she hadn’t been there to see that it was needed. "I have no idea what you did, but your face is paler than ever before. Have you lost blood?" 
 
    The man wouldn’t have been surprised if that was the case. Looking over his notifications from the [System], he got some form of an answer. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Solar Strike] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have levelled up and reached level [13] You have been granted [1] attribute points. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Spellblood] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The extra point was put into Wisdom without another thought, the man knowing it was better to have more next time. The idea of using it all from the start truly had been the stupidest thing possible. At the very least he would have to buy an [Mana Potion] the next time he— 
 
    "Don’t doze off on me now," Bertha said, interrupting the old man from his lacking mind. "Do you have enough Mana to help me, or do you still need more time to rest?" 
 
    Glancing at his current Mana, he found he had about sixty to use. With how high his intelligence was, it truly did fill up quite quickly. Assuring the aged woman that he was good enough to start helping, [Healing Aura] was forced through the area and into the bodies of all. A few gasps of pain were heard when the effects began to settle in, but Monty took it as a good sign. In the meantime, he was forced to consider the new skill he had acquired. [Spellblood]. It sounded rather different to what he ordinarily used, making the old man just slightly curious about its effects. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  [Spellblood] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Description 
  
      	  Rarity 
  
      	  Cost 
  
     
 
      
      	  Allows the user to use [Health] to power spells, though at great risk 
  
      	  Uncommon 
  
      	  Passive 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was obvious what those risks entailed, the man knowing full well how close to death he was. Just a few more seconds of using that skill and he would have been a dry corpse, his heart unable to find any blood to spend. Even when his health got closer to full, his blood still ran on the low side. He would have to eat and be patient for a long time before he could use that skill again without the risk of outright dying. Not that he ever imagined himself wanting to use it. Once had been enough. 
 
    Those still alive began to move around, superficial burns merely ending with them peeling away the dead skin. All who had been hit deeper were still down, moaning in pain as the spell tried to heal what it couldn’t help with. Looking at the one close by, Monty was able to see how it had seared a part of their face, including their eyes. The man was just about as blind as one could be. The eyelids and everything around it had been healed enough, but the eyes themselves didn’t work to any real level. Still having some amount of Mana left, Monty decided to finally use the one skill he had been seeing a lack of opportunity for. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Minor Restoration] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was incredible how easily the skill increased in power when put against an actual challenge. The man had a brief shout of pain before the colour of his eyes returned to what they had been a few hours before. Blinking a few times, his irises began to move around. 
 
    "I can… see?" the man said, bringing a hand to the front of his face. "I can see!" 
 
    "Keep it down or I will be kicking you out, injured or not," Bertha warned, making the man look towards her. Not out of fear, however. It was more… confusion. 
 
    "Everything is blurry," the man said, scratching at his eyelids, trying to get what he assumed to be tears out of his face. When nothing worked and blurriness remained, a sad expression came upon him. "I think you messed something up, Monty." 
 
    "I am starting to suspect just that," Monty agreed. "There isn’t much I can do for now, however. At the very least you can still see. Maybe we should get you some glasses in the next city, however." 
 
    Giving others the same treatment, some of the more delicate [Ailments] were taken care of. Major burns were left to Bertha, the aged woman assuring Monty they would be healable within a few days’ time. For now, the only thing that could be done was let them rest while he tried to help deal with the increasingly loud crowd outside. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 53: Teaching 
 
    The fifty or so standing around weren’t looking too happy, being kept away from the wagons that might save their life. In all honesty, Monty had wanted to get them all aboard as quickly as possible so they could leave, but Lithia apparently wanted to move around a few objects. Given that the recused group of… elves? Yeah, elves. Those pointy ears were impossible to miss when they finally had a moment of peace.  
 
    Since they were effectively without any possessions, Monty’s leader was afraid that they would do… desperate acts of thievery. It wasn’t entirely unfounded, sure, but the old man wanted to give them some kind of trust.  
 
    "Could you just all—" Thalia said before her voice was overshadowed by the mass of crying, shambling, and cries of how futile their lives were. "Could you all just shut up for five minutes and sit down!" 
 
    It was an order and one that was fulfilled within that very same minute. Young, old, and everything in between were down on the grass, heads turned to the large woman with a spear. The irony wasn’t missed as Monty walked up to Thalia, relying on his staff just a bit more than he usually needed to. His body really did feel five years older. 
 
    "Who in your caravan was the leader?" Thalia asked the group who’d sat down. When nobody answered, the woman continued. "There had to be somebody who was in control? Could that person stand up?" 
 
    "He’s dead," came from the middle of the crowd. The voice made Monty squint his eyes in hopes of figuring out just who said that. 
 
    "Well, whoever just spoke up, could you please get over here? At least we can ask you about a few things," Thalia ordered, waiting around until a smaller figure got up from the crowd, tiptoeing between the many adults on the ground. Apologies were made numerous times along the way, though it did allow Monty and Thalia to get a good look at him. 
 
    It was a young man, bordering on an outright teenager. Perhaps in his early-to-mid-twenties—just enough for a bit of stubble on his face—with shaggy hair that needed to be trimmed, if only to keep it from getting in his eyes. The [Cleric] and [Spearwoman] exchanged glances at that, though neither commented on it verbally. Everybody was accepted, even if they barely reached Monty’s shoulders. 
 
    "What’s your name?" Thalia asked. 
 
    "Mike," the young man answered, clearly trying to at least look a little imposing. Since the others had to quite literally look down to meet his eyes, it didn’t work too well. "No last name." 
 
    "That’s how it goes with most of us," Thalia said with a lack of surprise. "You said your leader was killed?" 
 
    "Indeed. The moment the bandits were upon us, they started demanding we hand over… something. Raziel wasn’t sure what they wanted and so couldn’t give it. He was taken and killed. I never saw the body myself, but the screams were obvious," Mike explained. "Do you have any idea what they wanted? They kept asking us for a pearl all the time, and they said they would let us go the moment we said where we’d hid it." 
 
    A pearl? It wasn’t hard to see the connection. 
 
    "We might," Monty answered, making the young elf look towards him. "Do you know what this pearl was supposed to do?" 
 
    "Proof to inspire rebellion?" Mike answered, though not sounding too sure. "I think it might have meant something else, but they just kept repeating that." 
 
    "Thanks for answering," Monty said, sending the man a warm smile. It wasn’t reciprocated, but the old man didn’t expect it to be. "Is anybody in your caravan the new leader? Was anything planned in the event this man, Raziel, was killed?" 
 
    "No, of course not," Mike replied. "We’ve never been attacked by anybody. The only thing that old goof could have died from would be from swallowing his wine too quickly—and even that would have been a far stretch. There was never a plan in the event that… this happened." 
 
    "Right," Thalia said. "I’d advise you to get the others talking about that. We’re going towards Stas, the same place as you likely intended to get to. Maybe try and see if anybody in your group knows what to do after that." 
 
    "You know they likely won’t have that either, right?" Monty questioned the woman as Mike ran back to the group in a hurry, the two doing the opposite to check on the state of the wagons being mixed up. Lithia was in full swing, making sure everything looked fine, but the boxes of various memorabilia were taking some time getting pushed. 
 
    "I know that full well, Monty. Giving them some amount of hope, however, is something that will do them the world of good," Thalia said. "And it’s not like we’ll leave them in the city with nothing to their names. The fortress had some items that might be useful. If we sell them off, it should be enough of a head start for some new horses and whatnot. A lot if not all of these people could be back on the road before winter comes around." 
 
    Looking back towards the fortress, Monty could see Alex, Sam, and a few others carting over various objects. It was mainly weapons of some art, gear from fallen men, and… bags of various sizes. It was likely just coins, but the size was making the old man wonder just how proficient the bandits had been over the years. 
 
    "What do you think the pearl is?" Monty asked. "‘The proof to inspire rebellion’ isn’t something I would love to be around for too long. What exactly could the bandits do that would make them want such a thing?" 
 
    "It could be a bomb of some sort," Lithia suggested. "You put in enough Mana and it explodes. If you do that in Morozov, it’s bound to cause some form of rebellion." 
 
    "Maybe…" Monty said, not sure about that himself. Why would merchants even possess such a weapon? No, it had to be something along those lines. The dots all pointed towards it granting something to the user, something powerful. Monty had used something like it to gain the power of healing, but what was the opposite? The old man wasn’t lying when his interest was piqued. "I believe it might just be best to leave it until we get to Stas. Giving it to an official over there will prove smarter than anything else." 
 
    "That might be your best idea yet," Thalia said, ending that conversation as they arrived by the empty wagons once more. "Is everything prepared, Lithia?" 
 
    "Everything that we can prepare," Lithia answered, stress clear under her eyes. "When we get back on the road, we’ll need you to start hunting more often. Tom says we have enough supplies to last us a good part of the way, but with so many people, there’s a chance we’ll run out of food by the last week. Any chance you can hunt enough meat to supplement a week’s worth of food for seventy people?" 
 
    "We will be running the rabbit population down into the ground, but I think we might be able to do something," Thalia answered with a grin. "And don’t stress too much about it. I think we might’ve gotten some food from the fortress if my eyes serve me right." 
 
    Her words weren’t too wrong as the group had indeed found a good crate or two of dried meat. They had been kept to a cool temperature as well, letting them hold for a good while. It seemed that the [Fire Mage] had been able to use her talents in many ways. Monty wondered if he could do something of the same. 
 
    Within an hour, everybody had been seated around the caravan. There was at least one person from their group in every wagon, two in the ones that had the newcomers. With fifteen wagons in total, the group had issues filling them out at this point. 
 
    "I don’t think we have a choice about recruiting in Stas," Monty mentioned to Lithia as they rode along. "Trusting the kids to steer isn’t something I am too fond of." 
 
    "I would have put it in another way, but I agree with you on that," Lithia answered, seeming troubled more than anything. "There weren’t many in Fekla who wanted to join up with us, and fewer wanted to leave the [World-Tree]. Let’s hope that there are some with actual abilities in that small city." 
 
    "Maybe there are some with abilities in that group we just rescued?" Monty suggested, causing the younger woman to look at him weirdly. "They might not have been able to save themself from capture, but you can’t blame them for that. The bandit leader was more powerful than anybody else. If they’d ambushed us, I truly don’t believe we would have won." 
 
    "We wouldn’t. Death would have been our destiny at that point," Lithia confirmed. "But, I truly don’t think that a single one of those people have ever held a spear or any weapon at all. Thrusting them into the middle of a fight won't end well for anybody… and that includes us." 
 
    "There’s always the possibility of teaching them," Monty pointed out, though he could see he was losing Lithia’s attention. "That Mike person. He had a rather powerful Mana Signature. If I’m not too wrong in my observations, he might be workable as a mage." 
 
    "He can use spells?" Lithia instantly questioned, getting up from her more relaxed position. The sudden movement made the old man flinch. 
 
    "Well, no, but I certainly think he could learn them without too much effort," Monty answered. "If he invests a few more points in the mental side of things, he should be at the level where he can cast a few things. That is if he knew anything." 
 
    "Oh. That’s a shame. He could’ve been a good new member to have," Lithia said, getting back down without question. "But, no spells means he can’t do much." 
 
    "I could try and teach him you know," Monty argued, still wanting to see the potential in front of their eyes. Yet, his words did nothing more than generate a smirk on the woman’s face. 
 
    "You teaching? Monty, you’re barely able to cast spells yourself. I hardly believe you know enough magical theory to awaken somebody," Lithia said with a grin. "But, I guess that you can try if you want to. Get him some magical skill and I’ll accept getting him on. We need somebody anyway. Even if it’s only a spell or two he can cast, it’s better than just a regular, weak person." 
 
    That was all Monty needed to hear. In celebration of his new efforts, the old man lay back and took a nap, knowing his body needed it more than anything. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 54: Magic in the Air 
 
    "I’m magical?" Mike said with a questioning look on his face. "I think I would have noticed by now if I had any abilities." 
 
    "There might be some… misunderstandings in how Mana works," Monty answered, sitting down beside the man in the grass. They were a good fifty metres away from the caravan, having taken a little walk so they could talk. The sun was setting in the distance, but there was still enough light to see without issue. "When I first started on his path, it took more than a strong push to get me going. Without the help of a good friend of mine, I felt like any other regular man caught up in this mess we call a world." 
 
    The young elf next to him didn’t look too impressed by his words, making Monty wonder if something needed to be done as an example. Since his Mana was just about full, he saw no issue in making a practical example of what he could do. The [Flashlight] spell activated without another word, floating above and lighting up the immediate area until it looked like day. That made the elf look on in wonder. 
 
    "So… I can do that as well?" Mike asked. "How do I do it?" 
 
    "Well, you likely won’t be able to do this," Monty countered before the youngling got too many thoughts into his head. "I wield something called the [Light] element. I get it from the God of Light, the deity I pray to. You, however, are not of the same kind. I am not exactly sure what kind you are, to be honest. Your Mana is… peculiar to look upon." 
 
    Even now, Monty couldn’t make heads or tails of what he was looking at, [Mana-Sense] not giving him any real clues. It wasn’t just a colour he was seeing when he looked upon the young man. It was ripples, waves, and wind that could push him harder than anything before. The old man wondered if it was [Air]. Perhaps it was, though it was focused on one area, in particular.  
 
    "I believe you might have some skill with the winds. Have… have you ever noticed a particular affinity with directions?" Monty asked, trying to get something out that could get them on the right path. 
 
    "I can find my way without a map most of the time," Mike answered quickly. "But, most people can do that as well." 
 
    "Then I am not a part of the ‘most,’" Monty answered with a laugh. "If it wasn’t for others following along when going hunting, I would have lost my way a hundred times. But, I digress. How do you know the directions?" 
 
    "I… I just know them? I just stand around for a moment, and then I know where most of the things are," Mike answered after a moment. "Words travel in the wind, you know. When you listen, you can just follow it all." 
 
    "Do you mean literal words or just sounds in general?" 
 
    "Both? It’s not really as hard as people let themselves think." 
 
    "I think it might be, and you just have a competitive advantage in the field," Monty retorted, happy that his observations were somewhat true. "When I first learned how to wield this energy, I was granted the ability to use a spell. With you, I am afraid we can’t go the same route, seeing as I know nothing that you can learn as well. However… I do have an idea on how we can circumvent it." 
 
    "What would that be?" Mike asked. 
 
    "Since you already seem to have some ability to sense the energy in the air, I think you should be able to feel the Mana inside. But since the amount you naturally have is rather small at the moment, I don’t think you’d be able to find anything without a rather strong push," Monty answered. "If you’d like to, I could manipulate my energies and use them to push around your own. I am not entirely sure if it has any risks of damaging you, but I don't think it would at this level. And since it bears the chance of you gaining a skill called [Mana-Sense], I believe it would be smart to take up the opportunity." 
 
    "... Okay. We can do that," Mike said, taking Monty’s hand. "You’ll just do something, and I have to hone in on the sensation, right?" 
 
    Monty looked at the hand grasping his own, wondering why the young elf thought that was necessary. It did help, but it truly wasn’t a requirement. Yet, if it made the man feel safer then he supposed it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    "That sounds about right," Monty confirmed, taking a deep breath. "Try to relax. Close your eyes and look within. Try and notice anything that seems different." 
 
    Waiting a few more seconds for the elf to relax, Monty began the process of putting his own energy into the man’s body. It was quite a difficult task, the old man wanting to circulate it instead of merely expending it to heal. The sensation of flesh being regrown by the [Light] was rather different from having it gently weaved through the body. 
 
    Either was quite different in the skill difficulty. Inserting energy into another and simply letting it go was trivial. Making it stay in the control of the old man was… not as easy. The natural barriers of the elf fought with vigour from the start, but its natural resistance wasn’t high enough. Monty didn’t want to think about how easy the powerful in the world had it with that simple fact. If given the chance, he could just insert some energy into another’s heart and, well, make it stop. A small box inside the valves would make anybody fall to the ground quickly enough. 
 
    The ripples fighting against the old man were interesting, however, so fundamentally different from the element Monty personally wielded. They didn’t stay in place the same way, always moving along. He wondered how powerful those waves would be outside the body. When fashioned as a weapon, he didn't doubt they could kill with ease. 
 
    They sat like that for a few hours, Monty cycling the Mana through, again and again, as the young elf sat without comment. There was some level of respect from that, the old man having expected the youth to be more… impatient. His experience with human teenagers had perhaps clouded his vision, or maybe it was just the area he’d lived in before that had turned his mind against the standard. For one reason or another, however, he never expected the young man to last as long as he did. 
 
    Yet by the end, starting off with a loud exhale of air, sweat rolling down the young man, Monty began to see a change—one that had been a long time coming. The Mana within didn’t just ripple around. It moved with surety, twisting around Monty’s own and letting it roam freely. A small bit even tried to go outside the body, outside the protective shell it had all been within previously, but it stopped before it could get too far. While progress had been made, it was not enough to do what Monty wanted. 
 
    "Are you alright?" Monty asked a good three seconds before the elf lost his lunch right then and there. Tom would likely have been furious to see his hard-cooked food wasted in such a way, but the old man didn’t see the chance to mention that, instead slowly retracting his Mana so he could [Heal] the kid without any dangers present. "Or just not feeling like you’re gonna die." 
 
    "I… I got [Mana-Manipulation]," the man got out through gritted teeth before the grass in front of him was strained even further. Monty tried not to pay attention to the liquid, instead patting the man on the shoulder. "And [Mana-Sense]. It feels weird." 
 
    "Yeah, I understand," Monty answered, remembering his own reaction to it. "What I recommend you do is go within once again and try to see where [Mana-Sense] is coming from. How does the connection from your eyes to your soul work? What information do you get from the skill? Anything that doesn’t seem applicable to the current lifestyle you take out. I recommend cutting away stale information. It makes it easier to see changes and makes the grass just a bit more tolerable to look at." 
 
    Giving the man a [Healing Aura], Monty sat down once more. With no danger present, he just needed to sit by as his now-confirmed student took the precautions necessary to not lose his mind. The old man would’ve helped more if he could, but he understood the need to figure out the exact path yourself. All the preparation could be done with assistance from the outside, but the final steps were without handholds. It was dangerous, yes, but it needed to be done. It was a requirement. 
 
    And not even ten minutes later, Mike breathed out air yet again, holding his hands to his face and groaning. 
 
    "I can see the colours through my eyelids," he commented. "I can see the grass as well. Does… does this ever stop working? Can I shut it off completely?" 
 
    "I wouldn’t recommend trying. It gives you a very nasty headache—one worse than you had just before," Monty cautioned, thinking back to one of his half-sleepless nights trying to experiment. He had trouble at first when working with that skill, the night sky too filled with energy out in the wild. Shutting it off had seemed like the perfect solution, but it was instead just another problem, one bigger than the original even.  
 
    "I feel like being a mage isn’t as good as you promised," Mike replied with a saddened tone, though his eyes were unfocused. "No, wait, the [System] is offering to change my [Class]." 
 
    It could do that? Monty supposed that should have been possible. Anybody changing their profession would rationally need to be focused on another aspect of life. That the system had something just for that wasn’t too surprising.  
 
    "Well, if it has something to do with being a mage, I believe that it would be a great addition to your future," Monty said. "Though, I do need to ask what the class is. What is its name?" 
 
    "[Air Mage]." 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 55: Entry to the Caravan 
 
    "Air mage?" 
 
    "Indeed," Monty confirmed, sitting down beside Lithia. The old man had granted the man the chance of joining their caravan—an offer that had been accepted near-instantly. Letting him tell the others was something he’d deal with himself, however. In the meanwhile, his mana would regenerate, and Monty could begin figuring out how to train the man’s skill. "He knows how to manipulate Mana and can sense it to a fair degree. Almost to my level, though I haven’t spent much time on perfecting that area." 
 
    "That alone should be enough for him to join. Have you asked him or should I—" 
 
    "I did the moment he showed the potential I knew he had," Monty answered with a smile. "He might not be able to use spells just yet, but he learned the basics quicker than I did." 
 
    "You didn’t learn the basics. They were forced into your head," Thalia pointed out. 
 
    "Well, I learned to understand the things forced into my head a bit slower than he learned it without any forced implantations,” Monty retorted with a grin. “The kid’s a natural, though I have no real clue on how to make him work. I know he can do things with [Air], but I have no real clue what that includes. Do we have any books on it?" 
 
    "We don’t have any books at all, actually," Thalia answered. "They weigh too much. I think Tom has one on cooking, though." 
 
    Monty doubted the fat man had ever read it. Getting out of the wagon once more, he noted mild shouting down the row. The voices weren’t the usual, making the old man wonder what had made the newcomers so angry. Seeing a very specific young help jump out with a red cheek, the answer was clear. 
 
    "Physical violence on one as old as you?" Monty questioned. The man was short, no doubt about that, but he was still old enough to be the one handing out slaps. Getting hit by gods knows who would have to have been rather embarrassing. Sending out a short-lived [Healing Aura], any red skin was dealt with easily. "Try to sleep in one of the other wagons tonight. Might save you from having to buy a new set of clothes." 
 
    "Will do… sir? Master? Milord?" Mike said, giving a few titles to the old man to see if one stuck. The only real answer sent out was a raised eyebrow and a staff hitting the dry earth as Monty walked away from the main road once more. Enough time had passed to have the man back in his prime. "What am I meant to call you?" 
 
    "My name is Monty. Friends call me Monty. You can call me… Monty," the old man answered. "I am not any master of any real skills since I barely know enough magical theory to do anything myself. I know the basics of point-and-shoot and not much else. You, however, don’t seem to know anything about Magic, Mana, or any other magical energies." 
 
    "Nomads normally don’t teach their children these things," Mike said, trying to defend his own lack of wisdom on the matter. The man was going in the wrong direction already. 
 
    "Of course they don't. Why would anybody in their right mind teach their children things they would likely never perceive or have any reason to know? Your parents likely didn’t know either. ‘Magic is something [Mages] do.’ Before you were one yourself, you really didn’t need to know anything else. But now you are one, and you not knowing the fundamentals of Mana is worrying." 
 
    "Teach me then," Mike retorted, earning himself a small bonk on the head. It was barely close to hurting, Monty doing it as a distraction more than anything. Nevertheless, it did make quite the fanciful sound. 
 
    "Just because I am new to this path as well, it doesn’t mean you have to be that disrespectful," Monty admonished. He had grown old, and damn it, he was going to try getting the benefits as well. Sending out a [Prayer] for good luck, he continued on. "Mana is, fundamentally, just tiny particles of energy. They can transform into everything when mixed with the right idea, concept, or just plain-old time. It can create fire just as easily as it can create water. You can kill, but you can also resurrect. And you can do all of this because everything is just Mana in one form or another. And if it’s Mana, [Mana-Manipulation] can tie the bridge required for you to control it." 
 
    Monty’s impassioned speech might’ve gone too hard from the start, the young elf looking a little pale at the concept of him being a mere piece of Mana stitched together. That was fair, though he needed a calm student to teach rather than an irrational one. 
 
    "For now, however, we need to make sure that you can control your Mana outside of your own body. The basic start of most spells is for them to leave, after all. To make a barrier that can protect, I must tether a connection to myself while the Mana flows powerfully many metres away. Losing that connection will break it down instantly, making the ability to control the Mana vital. The energy doesn’t want to be controlled, after all. You need to force it, you need to use your willpower, lest it fall into the wilderness once more." 
 
    And so it began once more. The training was quite methodical. Monty had already noted the man had trouble controlling the energy moments after it passed his skin, the energy blasting to all sides with no real idea that it needed to stay in place. It got better, though. After a full hour more, the man could hold it steady just a hair’s width away for a few seconds, even if it drained him to have it stay that way. It was leaking energy all around, but he could feed it with a stable flow. That was progress if anybody wanted to ask. 
 
    Days passed with that practice being the norm. It didn’t matter what day it was. If the man was full of Mana during the morning, they’d do it until he was empty. If it was during the night, it would be just the same. Monty might not have had much varied content in his teachings, but the results were still there. Night and day would shift quickly, and the results only continued to grow. With the right cultivation, it took only three weeks before the man could hold the energy steady on top of his palm, letting it swirl gently. The beads of sweat were clear as day, but it was still incredible. 
 
    "We might have had an easier time starting out in another fashion, but there wasn’t much else we could do," Monty said as they both stood on the plain once more, many hundred metres away from the wagons and any spectators. The grass was gently swaying as the wind moved around them. It was peaceful, yet nature was still letting its presence be felt. Looking towards the sun, the clouds of rain and thunder reigned clear. It would come towards them in due time. For now, they had to hurry it all along. "I can’t guide you too much on how to do this. You’re the first [Air mage] I’ve met. However, I understand what I can do myself. My element is more based on form, letting me shape it regardless of anything. Your talent, [Air], might not be as simple." 
 
    "I won’t be able to bend it to my will?" Mike asked, confused. 
 
    "I didn’t say that," Monty countered. "I only mean that such a thing will be later on when you have mastered the basic attacks. And, well, air is quite the violent thing in this world. It spreads like a plague, toppling trees as easily as it can make rocks fly high in the sky. It is chaotic. It can lash out. And, to be quite honest with you, I think that’s the perfect place to start." 
 
    It started out with a few more words exchanged before Monty took a step back to let the young elf focus. Even after so much time, the man still needed a few moments to prepare his mind. It would work for now, but the old [Cleric] understood that they needed to move past that barrier before they stepped into combat. 
 
    Wind truly was what the old man could describe as chaos. Rain hadn’t fallen on them just yet. Looking back at the caravan, the people had taken measures into their own hands, packing everything inside the wagons while making sure nothing would fly off. It was a smart move—one that Monty would follow the moment that they had this over with—but by the looks of it, time still needed to pass before everything was ready for him to do likewise. 
 
    Yet as that thought passed the old man’s mind, all the grass in front of the elf was caught, torn off the ground at the base. Whirls of wind became stronger for a moment, and every piece of green was thrown into a torrent of destruction that plagued everything ten meters in front of the man. Monty could hardly believe his eyes, the sheer potential of such an attack being more than he could have ever accomplished. It was grand, it was majestic, and it was— 
 
    A perfectly valid reason for the elf to fall over unconscious. If ever asked, Monty would undoubtedly assure others he caught the man’s head before it hit the ground. That was a lie. The man fell like a sack of potatoes, the reason not in his eyes anymore. At least a [Heal] took care of any damage as Monty was forced to use a [Light Barrier] to levitate the man the rest of the way back. Even if the rain started to come down upon him, he didn’t hurry along. The cold water had a chance of waking the young man up, after all. 
 
    It didn’t, in the end, but it was the thought that mattered. Getting the elf under a few blankets to make sure the cold didn’t kill him, Monty himself went into his napping state, determined to sleep through the storm. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 56: Stas 
 
    It rained for many days after that, though it did stop after a week of having to traverse the muddy roads. The horses were about as happy as the people when it came to that, the chance of going out and finding anything other than vegetables being utterly perfect. Their diet consisted of rabbits, watered-down soup, and fancy leaves for a long while after that. The change wasn’t seen as good or bad, however. Merely different. 
 
    Different enough to allow Monty more time to train his apprentice, however. After the larger whirlwind of Mana was sent out, the old man had started the next lesson. It was neatly called ‘show restraint or die.’ The contents were left for the creative to figure out, though it did allow the young elf to only make more local attacks. There was no more ripping out the grass, the wind instead localising itself at chest height. It was then sent out in an invisible beam of sorts, anything close to it being quite disoriented. Anybody directly in the path? Well… in the best-case scenario, they would stumble to the ground while finding it hard to breathe. In the worst? They would experience the act of flying for a full three seconds before falling to the ground. It varied, mainly depending on the distance from the elf. The closer one was, the less it had fizzled out. 
 
    The lack of real distance was an issue, though. Being able to disorient at range was quite incredible, yes, but the lack of both variability and repeatability made the man more of a risk than an asset. He had the spirit, but he had no fighting capabilities other than his magic. That’s why he got saddled with Sam as his other teacher, the half-footed man finding great joy in torturing a lost soul. 
 
    "Bend your elbow right or you’ll lose it in a year. Don’t look at me. Look at the target. Don’t breathe like that. Breathe out when you fire to balance the fingers, and don’t hold tight for that long. You’re just damaging the string while tiring yourself out, you idiot.” 
 
    … It was a rather enlightening experience if Monty had anything to say about it. Watching a rather calm fellow turn into a harsh drill sergeant just by the new position he held made the old man realise that Piaget maybe had a point.  
 
    The teaching would be a constant, daily activity when the sky was bright. The elf would have his Mana emptied during practice, which was then followed by an hour of shooting with the bow. Breakfast was then had before the young man would half-empty his Mana-capacity so he would still have something in him as the smaller group went out hunting.  
 
    Most of the time was spent in a more relaxed manner, letting Mike do his best to gather the needed meats of the day. When his Mana was emptied and his hands were shaking, the others would take over and pick up the slack, letting meat be on for dinner yet again. Healing would be given out, the caravan would be full and happy, and things would move on into the next day, repeating once more. There were days with breaks, of course, but those were rarely had more than once a week. Time was short, and the man needed to have skill on his side. 
 
    And, truth be told, he really did. Within a few weeks, he was able to adapt his body into the stance of an archer, able to fire semi-accurately with his shots at a fair distance, and he could hit a rabbit from twenty metres. That was more than Monty could do with help. Or, well, the [Cleric] could hit the little bugger easily enough. He just couldn’t do it with one shot, and he certainly couldn’t do it consistently. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Smite]  more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    At least the [System] appreciate his efforts in the field, giving him one pitiful upgrade to his skill. It wasn’t too grand, the upgrade, but it was enough to settle the nerves and whatnot. And who knew, maybe the new skill was all that the journey was really meant to grant. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Teach] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was clear that he would learn it at some point during the trip. With how long he had spent doing it, Monty had been expecting it from the third day. To get it so late made the old man wonder what tripped him over the edge. Perhaps it was his methods that had changed to a degree that the system liked. Or maybe it was what he had been able to achieve through nothing but teaching. Seeing the young elf grow excited at another successful shot was something his heart grew warm from. The youth truly did like to over-celebrate the smaller success. And, truthfully, he wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    The days grew ever shorter, and the time to arrive at Stas had come around. The village itself wasn’t too grand, there not being more than fifty houses in total. The villagers saw them coming from far away, putting up some manner of display by the time they were within a hundred metres. When they finally arrived, one of the older elves came along as well. 
 
    "Could you tell us the name of your caravan?" the old elf questioned, some crack being heard in his voice. From the greying hair and slightly hunched back, Monty couldn’t truly place his age. The face was too fair. 
 
    "We are the [Mumur Caravan]," Monty answered, being chosen as the one to do the talking this time around. It wasn’t because it was more important or anything. Lithia merely trusted him enough to let him get through with it while she made sure that everybody was still fine. Keeping the group happy while getting into a city was important, after all, and some minor matters of papers were being prepared for eventual newcomers. Though… looking upon the old elf’s frowning face, the [Cleric] couldn’t help but wonder, "Were you expecting anybody else?" 
 
    "Indeed. We ordered items for our farms from the [World-Tree] many months ago. They were meant to have arrived already," the old elf explained. "Have you… seen any other caravans on your way here?" 
 
    Monty took a few moments to prepare himself. 
 
    "We saw two. One was outright destroyed, everybody in it slaughtered and the belongings stolen," Monty said on a sober note. He didn’t waste time looking at the other’s faces, merely continuing his tale. "The other was burned down to the ground, but the people within were kidnapped. We managed to free them on our way, though we suffered heavy losses. If you can get some pen and paper, we can cross-check anything we found at their place. If any of it was meant to arrive here, we will gladly pass it on." 
 
    "That… We thank you for this, good sir," the elf said, making a small bow of sorts. "If I remember correctly, your name is… Silas?" 
 
    The old man did his best not to cringe at the name, reminded of the fact he needed to play a very important role. Starting to realise the fact that he had been calling himself Monty in front of all the elves that had taken a ride in the caravan with them wasn’t good either. He would need to have a talk with those that stayed soon, or he would have to make up a new excuse as to why people needed to call him something else. 
 
    "That is what I go by, yes," Monty confirmed, trying not to sound stilted in his wording. "Would it be too much trouble if we parked the wagons inside the city? Some protection from the wind is something we desire greatly after the recent weeks of rain and storm." 
 
    "Oh, yes, of course! That would be no problem at all," the elf said quickly, letting them pass without issue. "I will have somebody bring the list to you as quickly as possible. Do enjoy your stay here." 
 
    Monty gave the man a warm smile as they rode inside, standing not more than a hundred metres in. The city centre wasn’t the largest place in the world, but it was more than enough for a few wagons and horses. The town was as much focused on farming as it was on keeping up the small dock it had by the side. Even at the current moment, a few fisherman's boats could be spotted out there. 
 
    "You realise they are going to get as much out of us as possible, right?" Thalia asked as they settled in. "Letting that man write down everything he wants isn’t the smartest thing in the world." 
 
    "He will keep it to respectable amounts if his city doesn’t need too much," Monty countered. "And he will never truly know how we handle the cross-checking. Maybe we… overlook a few items that we want to keep. 
 
    "... That’s evil." 
 
    "I like to think of it as establishing some form of balance in this world." 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 57: Torture 
 
    By the time lunchtime had come around, most of the extras had been deposited into the town. Five had decided to join the caravan full-time, excluding Mike who had officially joined weeks before, bringing their new total to twenty-six adults, many of whom were able to hold a spear to a reasonable degree. There was still a need to get them used to combat and how to defend themselves, but Monty was sure that step would be taken in due course. For now, there were more important matters to partake in. 
 
    Truth be told, there had been little expectation to figure out anything about the glass marble inside the town, Stas being on the… smaller side when it came to cities. It was easily a population over five hundred, but six hundred was perhaps too high an estimate. Yet, the old man was once again surprised when he found that the older elf he’d met once before was actually an accomplished mage, knowing a bit more than the average. 
 
    "I know how to help crops grow and how to mend wood," the old elf explained bluntly. "I have never needed much else in my life, those two abilities granting my town many boons throughout the years. However, I do believe that I should know enough to help you. You say that it’s made of transparent material? While I might have some idea on that alone, I wouldn’t mind seeing it for myself." 
 
    Monty didn’t hesitate in bringing the small glass sphere out to the old elf, going so far as to hand it to him without question. There was some humming, a few wrinkled eyebrows moving about, and a small mirror put alongside it, and then an answer came after some time. 
 
    "I think you’ve got your hands on a [Memory Capsule]. I didn’t think that was possible in these ages. Most of them were meant to have broken down decades ago," the old elf said, gently putting it back into Monty’s palm, the [Cleric] hiding it away in his clothing without pause. "It's quite a rare find you’ve got there. I must wonder how you got your hands on it. No elf would sell such a thing." 
 
    "The caravan we found destroyed had it hidden inside one of the wagons," Monty answered, his words making the old elf widen his eyes. "Is there any way of figuring out what memory this… capsule contains?"  
 
    "The fast answer would be yes, but I highly recommend that you don’t," the old elf answered, elaborating without having to be asked to do so. "Simply filling it with Mana will grant anybody close to it flashes of the experiences dug into it, at the expense of the capsule breaking upon use. If you put it to your forehead, it has been noted down that it will feel as if you’re actually there, living in the moment that the creator experienced as well. But, again, I must discourage you from doing this. That [Memory Capsule] is likely older than most living things. Even the older dwarfs would have a hard challenge trying to remember those times." 
 
    "Were you alive when these were still being made?" Monty asked without thinking, his mind focused on the glass in his pocket. Even when discouraged, the desire was loud and clear. 
 
    The old elf simply smiled at Monty, excusing such a rude question. After a few more pleasantries, the [Cleric] returned to the caravan where Thalia greeted him with a grin. She had been putting the new recruits through some tests and had apparently liked the results. 
 
    "We haven’t had anything other than humans in our caravan before," Thalia said. "Gave me a few wrong ideas about how elves operated physically, While not as strong as I would have liked, they at least know how to hold the spears without too much direction." 
 
    "Grace above strength then?" Monty surmised. 
 
    "There is little grace to find when you’re just hoping to stab somebody. ‘Hit them with the pointy bit,’ isn’t as complicated as they make you think," Thalia answered, having a quick laugh at herself. "Lithia is out trying to fish for a few more to join our ranks. Should be out until night since the ship doesn’t come before tomorrow." 
 
    Plenty of time to waste then. Mike had been sent out with the others to practice the weapon, leaving Monty with no real directive other than one he had gotten his hands on merely half an hour ago. 
 
    "I learned what the glass marble was, by the way," Monty mentioned, getting the large woman’s attention quickly enough. "It’s something called a [Memory Capsule]. It breaks when you use it but also lets you see a memory from the creator of the capsule." 
 
    "And since the bandits were adamant about getting it, that memory has to be rather important, right?" Thalia continued for the old man, catching on quickly. "So… are you opening it up now, or do you want to wait until we are on the boat?" 
 
    "Wouldn’t it be best to save it? I was told it would be rather valuable," Monty tried to counter, though his words clearly didn’t find ground to stand on. 
 
    "The space in my head is rather valuable as well, and since it has been wasted on what a piece of glass has to offer for the longest of time, I would be happy if we got that secret out of the way," Thalia answered in her own unique ranting fashion. "And since I don’t have the feel for Mana you do, it is now your task to see the memory for yourself and then relay it to me. Understand?" 
 
    "... You know, you are becoming more of a drill instructor with every passing day." 
 
    "Thanks. I have been practising." 
 
    Letting the woman get back to work, Monty moved towards and inside the front wagon, intent on getting a bit of weather protection before he started the process. The rain had been warning of its possible arrival, and the old man refused to get drenched for the second time that month. Once had been enough. 
 
    With a twist of his hand, the [Memory Capsule] was brought out into the naked air once more, the man noting the almost-rainbow sheen coming off it. Even in normal light, it truly did look unnatural. Seeing no reason to waste more time thinking, however, he pressed the capsule against his head before letting the [Light] flow through it. 
 
    The glass marble shattered in his fingers, the shards cutting into his fingertips instantly. Monty hissed in pain, realising he should have known not to trust old items that much. Sending out a [Heal] to get things going… or, was that trying to send one out? Monty repeated his inner movements, finding a lack of results once more. The feeling of his Mana was gone. Trying to stand, he found his body immovable. 
 
    The light coming through his eyes seemed further away with every second, following a sense of vertigo before fire spread all around his eyes. Cries of children filled his ears, making the old man twist his head to try and find the source. Then it all changed, and he was standing in a field of cages and broken bodies. 
 
    There was no sky, however, only roots filling the view of the top. It was hundreds of metres tall, the room Monty stood in, but it was big enough to feel like more than that. And the cages… they were stacked atop one another, feeling like skyscrapers when he stood next to them. In each was a human, some young and old, every single one of them deformed in some way. Their bodies were without unity, many weeping as they begged for death. Some had taken fate into their own hands, bashing their skulls against the steel bars until they bled out on the floor of their cage. The blood was dripping from above in a constant fashion. 
 
    Monty could hear many following suits, the thuds of bone-breaking over and over seeping into his mind without the old man being able to ignore it. A mountain of blood and gore, humans in cages with no desire to live, and a little girl weeping by her mother’s corpse. 
 
    Wait. Little girl? Monty stood in one of those cages, just a floor above the ground, watching as a child, no more than six years old at the most, pushed on her mother’s corpse, trying to make her wake up. The older woman was clearly dead, her throat constricted and eyes sunken in. With how the skin had turned pale and the body without form or function, it must have been so long since she died. Yet the girl wouldn’t stop shaking her, doing the best for how much a body as small as hers could do. Tears never stopped leaving her eyes. 
 
    The old man was forced to watch it for hours on end, standing without the ability to move, his eyes glued upon the scene of a child wishing for a dead parent to speak once more. It was only when the cries began to make the small girl cough blood that another entity stepped into the frame, opening the small door of the cell. 
 
    Looking up, the ears revealed it to be an elf. Monty thought for a moment that the graceful people had come to rescue her, but instead, they kicked the small girl as the parent’s corpse was removed from the cage and thrown to the ground below as if it was nothing more than dirt. It made the old man not sure what to think. 
 
    Time moved quicker, yet also slower than ever. Days, weeks, and maybe even months were spent just looking at that small girl, seeing her form twist into something more abhorrent with each day. The bones broke every day or so, reknitting themselves into something different. The cages around her gave the same performance, their occupant’s skin reknitting itself, becoming more like leather. Everything was ripped out and replaced, one by one, with no mercy at all. Most died and were removed, new humans inserted to restart the process. 
 
    The girl never died, however. There were attempts to bash her own skull in, but they never got past the first three hits before she fell down weeping. Monty could never comfort her, forced to look without comment. At some level, he wasn’t sure if he even breathed anymore. 
 
    So long a time was spent looking, the gradual transformation made him unsure of what was even human. By the end, the little girl was smaller, a bit wider, her teeth crooked and without stable form. They had fallen countless times, regrowing within days. The fingernails had been replaced with claws, able to cut the leather-like skin with ease. Monty was forced through watching the proof of that so many times. The cages kept them all alive to the last moment. 
 
    But as the end came about, there was one thing that settled into the old man’s head. When the girl stopped to transform, stopped weeping, yet still breathed the air, the elves came once more. And their wicked smiles at seeing the results of years of torture made Monty wish that they would be forced to live through it as well. 
 
    Then his eyes opened, and he was back in the caravan where he began, not affected by the years spent in his own mind at least, everything falling into place as if it was his own memory. The glass was still in his fingers, though it was taken care of by a small [Heal]. Yet… the spell couldn’t reach the place where the old man was hurt the most. 
 
    His idea of the elves was changed, and it wasn’t for the better. He understood why one would incite rebellion more than ever. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 58: Increases to the Caravan 
 
    Another three elves had joined the caravan when they left Stas behind, going on a medium-sized ship to travel towards Nushir. It was only a few days of travel with the water aiding them to reach it so swiftly, but Monty was still occupied by his experience of the day before. 
 
    "So what did it contain?" Thalia asked, the woman not having the chance in recent hours. By the time everything had been sorted with the new conscripts, it had been rather hard to do much else but sleep through the night. “A secret weapon, something that made the Devils seem right in their words, or something else entirely?” 
 
    “‘Something else entirely’ would fit rather well,” Monty said, not sure how to go about it. “What… What do you know about the elves’ history? Like, what did they do all those years ago?” 
 
    “I can’t say I know much. Ancient elven history isn’t really something we nomads get a look at most days of the week,” Thalia said jokingly. Monty didn’t laugh, however, making the woman sober up quickly enough. “Something tells me it wasn’t entirely smiles and sunshine, however.” 
 
    “They did things to humans, Thalia,” Monty stated. “I don’t know how they did it, but they forced them into cages in constant darkness, making them slowly and painfully transform into these hideous creatures. They showed no remorse through any of it either." 
 
    They sat in silence for a while, looking out towards the waves. The ship was big enough that it didn’t sway too much with the water, but there was still enough to make the old man constantly remember what he sat on. The power of water was something unforgettable. 
 
    "We’ve all done bad things over the years," Thalia finally said. "Some of us have done worse things than others. We’ve all killed, slaughtered, and robbed more than we could count. Because that’s what greedy, desperate idiots like us do. Should others judge all humans based on just looking at us, though? No. We are one of the worst examples of how to live, but that doesn’t mean all others live by our standards." 
 
    "‘The elves of old might have been terrible people, but that doesn’t mean the current generation are.’ Is that what you’re trying to say?" Monty questioned. 
 
    "Not really," Thalia replied with a smile. "The slimiest snakes I’ve met throughout my life were all elves. Their personalities vary too much to get a clear stereotype formed. What I am saying is that you just shouldn’t expect all of them to be terrible. How about we try being as kind as you are to Mike to the new recruits? I am sure they could all use a bout of healing soon. Sam should be just about done with his turn to torture, I mean, train them." 
 
    That did make Monty give out a loud snort, moving himself off the wagon that had been tied in place to see how Sam was doing with the new people. While the ship wasn’t big enough to do laps of any sort, there was clearly some desire to get the people into a better level of physical fitness, making them exercise until they fell to the floor. It looked rather painful, really, the old man happy to not have to do such things ever again. Age might have been annoying for some, but it allowed him to do no considerable exercise and be respected for it. 
 
    "Is everybody living up to your expectations?" Monty asked, sending out a comforting [Healing Aura] to everybody around. The deep breathing filled with pleasure that followed made the old man want to laugh, such reactions to what amounted to deep-tissue massages never failed to lift his mood. "Nobody is falling behind, I hope." 
 
    "They were a decade worth of training behind the moment they joined this caravan," Sam said, raising his voice so the people could hear it without issue. Monty tried not to take notice of the fearful glances. What kind of training was he doing? "They are making minor progress, however. Enough to not get kicked out." 
 
    "Well, don’t kill them just yet," Monty requested, a grunt being all he got in response. "Are you done with them for now or…" 
 
    "I’ve been making them exercise purely because I was bored," Sam said with a wave before walking away. "You can have them." 
 
    Perfect. Looking at the men getting up from the ground, Monty did his best to remember their faces. There were eight in total, the elves a mix of people from Stas and the caravan they had saved. All looked determined, a little wary of the old man, and perhaps just a tad excited. It wasn’t the regular minds that wanted to go out into the wild and wander, certainly not when there was the promise of violence on the way. Monty supposed that the possible rewards were just too high, being able to feed their family back home in the city more than enough for them. 
 
    "Hello there," Monty said, walking forward using his staff. It hit hard against the wooden boards below, creating good enough thuds to make some flinch. "You can and will be calling me Monty. As some of you know, I am the one who heals you. I am a [Cleric], one that supports Lito above all else. There are no requirements that you worship him as well, though I do recommend it strongly. The benefits are too large to ignore. Do any of you have questions for me?" 
 
    It took a few seconds but one did rise warily. 
 
    "Weren’t you named Silas?" one of the elves said, this one having been conscripted at Stas. He’d likely been around when Monty had first entered the city, hearing the name through the crowd. 
 
    "That is what some call me, yes," Monty confirmed, knowing the question would come quickly enough. "I have tried to… distance myself from the name and what it entails. I will answer to it, but I do prefer that you call me Monty. Anything else that you want to know?" 
 
    Nobody raised their hands or their voice. The old man should’ve guessed. Those joining up rarely had much to second-guess. 
 
    "If any of you have anything that needs healing, don’t hesitate to come to me. If it’s something I can’t help with, however, we’ll get you sorted with Bertha. She’s nice when you get to know her—as long as you don’t injure yourself. And since you only really meet her when you’ve screwed up… well, I am sure you’ll make a great first impression on her. Again, come to me if you need help. I’ll be easy enough to find." 
 
    The new elves wandered off, likely getting prepared for the rest of the day, maybe even hoping to be more refreshed by the time Tom came around with lunch. There were some issues related to starting an open fire on a boat made of wood but that had been handled in due course, the wider man using heating stones instead. Monty wasn’t exactly sure how those worked just yet, but he liked the results. 
 
    Thalia excused herself as well, needing to get herself ready for the day’s lesson of spear training. With little to no space for firing bows, and the consequences of firing too wrongly, the entire new group had been moved over to training with a spear instead. Some had clearly enjoyed that fact while others… The old man saw it best to think they were merely showing excitement through tears. It was best for everybody that way. 
 
    Yet when no chance to help along was found, Monty did find himself without much to do. The obvious answer was to find Mike to get started on the day of practice, but the younger elf was still on his thirty-minute break after the physical exercises. One couldn’t practise their mind too well when their body was hurting all over, after all, making the old man unable to pull on that strand for a while.  
 
    The clear answer was just to practice on himself. And, well, Monty had been dreading doing just that, one thing above all having slowly reached inside his temples, rooting itself in place as an idea that needed to be formed the moment he allowed it. He needed to learn [Enhancement]. 
 
    Monty had no idea how the humans had been turned into such green abominations, but he understood that Mana had changed them. He understood that Mana was able to change them while they still stood. It was painful, sure, but it allowed them to become more powerful in some areas. It allowed them power at the expense of all the flaws the rest of their bodies were forced to endure. And, truly, that was a trait that the old man thought he could do better. 
 
    The idea itself was found after the extensive rounds of [Prayers] he had sent out the evening before, making him unable to forget it. He needed to act out, needing to figure out how it would work. The old man knew he needed to practice. If he needed to get this out of the way first then so be it. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 59: [Angelic Enhancements] 
 
    Finding a quiet area was easy enough, the boat too large for its own good in that area. The number of people needed to operate it wasn’t as high as one would think, making the front empty except for the old man. And with a nice few chairs sitting around, Monty was able to relax as he began the process. 
 
    [Mana-Sense] was the first step in figuring out what to do. From the start, Monty didn’t like the idea of permanent changes. He understood its power, but he supported more… temporary ways of life. If its permanency meant everything had to change to fit along then he would make it anything but. The [Light] would hold up any changes for as long as needed, merely disappearing when the time ran out. 
 
    But how did the [Light] work when meant to enhance? Monty had honestly never seen the element do much directly, instead merely working within the confines of the pattern already established. Improving or changing it was not something the old man was too adept at just yet, forcing him to experiment.  
 
    He didn’t want to make a grand test just yet, making him focus on his left forearm instead. It wasn’t the most vital—the old man normally used his right to hold onto his staff. And, if truly needed, he could survive without it for a few months. Using [Mana-Sense] to its extreme, Monty looked within the Mana-Vessels on his flesh. 
 
    It all flowed perfectly as always, the constant bouts of [Healing Aura] helping keep it as healthy as possible. Really, there was nothing more the [Light] could do while being within the pre-established limits of the spell. That… was what Monty wanted to change. With bated breath, he sent out the command for the Mana to flow stronger, to fuse with the muscle and improve it, to inject itself into the bone and strengthen it until it was like steel, and to let the vessels bear enough energy to make it all possible. 
 
    The ten seconds of pain that followed nearly had the old man howling, his left arm clearly not liking the new treatment. There was a moment of something that could be described as power, but it was just as quickly overshadowed by his nerves being stretched and tortured. Never before had the old man dispelled his own creation as quickly. 
 
    But, sitting down in the chair still, Monty was more than a little surprised when he felt no more pain. His arm had returned to normal, all his digits working as they’d been a few minutes before. The [Light] had reverted every change made and had merely… left. The old man noted the missing Mana in his capacity, however. The energy had understood and expended itself to fulfil the old man’s wishes. The proof of concept was complete. Now Monty just needed to make it viable for use. 
 
    The previous methods of making powerful attempts at spells to make them settle in place were perhaps not the smartest choice this time around, large insertions of energy not being something his Mana-Vessels could handle. 
 
    It was time for a more skilful, subtle approach. Instead of merely sending a few commands and hoping that a large batch of energy would help him on his way to gaining the skill, Monty instead tried to reword his commands. Instead of turning his bones into something harder than steel, perhaps it was best to try and merely… strengthen them. Fortify them in a way that they could handle the larger pressure, making them just a bit denser in a way. 
 
    That did seem to work at the start, a dull ache spreading quite quickly when Monty tried to move the arm. His muscles felt extremely oversensitive, moving with the mildest of activations. Putting in a command to balance the responses to what they originally were, the old man felt his movements be more clear, more fluid than they had been in years. His fingers didn’t even shake. 
 
    No skill popped up, however. Monty still wasn’t close enough. Putting up the power just a tad, he noted the vessels having trouble dealing with the larger power, his nerves once more complaining about rounds of intense painful stings. That wouldn’t do when he was scaling the power. 
 
    Making the vessels simply expand worked… badly. Making more temporary ones was the answer needed. While they certainly wouldn’t hold long-term, they weren’t meant to be there for more than ten minutes at a time. The additional vessels made out of pure [Light] could work beautifully. Now for the nerves. They were rather hard to get a good understanding of. Trying to stretch them didn’t have the greatest of results, the string-like pieces having a habit of breaking when he did it. The answer to fixing it was about the same as he had done before, the old man elongating them by adding in a few extra parts made of Mana. It dulled the sensitivity of his fingers just slightly, but he could work around that in the future. Nerves were complicated beasts, after all. 
 
    And so, finally expanding Mana to try the full set, Monty allowed the rudimentary spell to flow through this left arm once more. There was a pulse of Light, and then his arm felt lighter than it had done in too long. Picking up a chair with ease, the old man had the biggest grin on his face. That was until his back caught on to what he was doing and likewise reminded him of his age. Lifting something wasn’t just a strain on the arms. He remembered that easily enough. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Angelic Enhancement] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    A few moments were spent overviewing the blanks that the [System] filled in nicely. The naming fashion had an idea of what the side effects of the spell were, gaseous [Light] commonly exuding out of the pores when the spell was put into high gear. Users of the spell usually chose to make the gas form into more angelic items, wings of light being a common trope to see. Monty… couldn’t say he hated that idea, wondering if he could make somebody fly with them with enough practice. They clearly wouldn’t be large enough to make somebody lift off the ground, but that could be solved with enough Mana. For now, he needed to test it out on himself in a more widespread fashion. 
 
    It cost him fifty Mana in total to cast the spell on himself—fifty Mana that barely came close to fulfilling the minimum requirement of the spell—yet that energy was more than perfectly spent, the man feeling his body lighten like a feather. Standing up from his seat, he noted how easy it was to walk, able to stand on the tips of his toes. Doing a windmill just for the hell of it, Monty couldn’t believe his own movements. It was glorious. Picking up the chair once more, his back didn’t complain in the slightest. He felt energy filling his arms, back, and legs instantly, ready to take on any challenge that was thrown at him. 
 
    How exciting it was. One had to truly think about it. If the spell could bring an old man into what was the peak of fitness for a twenty-year-old, what would it do to those already close to the top? While the wave of slowness hit hard the moment that the energy ran out, Monty couldn’t help but feel a round of giggles in his throat. He might not have made the spell to cure all diseases, but he had very likely done something that would help stop more of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 60: Downtime 
 
    Mike had been found after that with ease, the young elf consuming a bowl filled with whatever preserved meats they had found in their supplies. Tom had been all but focused on getting them whatever he pleased when they were at Stas, a large variety of dried animal products lying in one of the wagons. While they certainly didn’t dislike the new tastes, Monty and a few others couldn’t help but wonder how much it had cost. 
 
    "Is your Mana full?" Monty asked as he sat down and got some food of his own. Expending nearly everything did work up quite the appetite, the act of ignoring likewise making him want to eat. There was just something about the threat of self-cannibalization that really made the meat fall down his throat with extra speed. "Because you have a free slot that can be spent training." 
 
    "It’s full enough to start up, I suppose, though I would rather have an extra minute to finish this up," Mike requested, picking up speed in eating his meal.  
 
    "I wouldn’t force you to leave without eating, trust me on that one," Monty promised. "That would mean I would have to skip as well." 
 
    Some laughter was had, though they mostly listened in on what others had to gossip about. Having a new set of people to talk with was apparently what the caravan had needed in terms of new conversations. Talking with the same folks over and over again was mighty fun, yes, but one did run out of topics after a while. And with only so many small games to have while out in the wilderness, talking with people who had spent their entire lives in the city was quite interesting. Monty couldn’t keep up with all the talking, however, his mind forcing him to tune it out after the fifth consecutive minute of listening. There were only so many pieces of straw that needed to be weaved with specific techniques. Why would anybody have a favourite five methods? 
 
    The two mages finished up quickly enough after that, returning the wooden spoons and bowls to the dishwasher of the day before moving over to the front of the boat once more. Monty had used it just an hour before and had found it quite perfect as a training spot, though the slightly uneven floor made anything physical next to impossible. 
 
    "So," Monty began, using his staff as a third balancing point so he didn’t fall over from the ship’s swaying. "Do you believe you are skilled enough in your first spell?" 
 
    "I’ve been using it every day for the last month," Mike answered with a steadfast expression. "I don’t think there’s anything more to learn." 
 
    "There’s always more to improve, but learning new things entirely might get hard with this spell," Monty corrected with a smile. "I wouldn’t mind seeing an example of how much you’ve improved, however. How about you…send a small [Whirlwind] towards the water? It should be close enough that you can hit the surface." 
 
    The young elf clearly didn’t see the challenge in that, both of them moving towards the edge of the boat to witness the display. With but a moment of preparation, the wind shot out from the elf’s hand, going down with incredible speed. Before it hit the surface, though, it was entirely gone, dissipating before it had reached more than five metres away from them. 
 
    It took a few seconds for the young man to realise what had happened, Monty happy about seeing the reaction firsthand. 
 
    "You knew that would happen," Mike accused him. 
 
    "I didn’t know for sure," Monty said. "But I was decently certain of the results a minute ago. I am happy to see myself right once more. 
 
    "So? Does that mean I failed the test?" Mike questioned. "Are we going to have another month of practice?" 
 
    "Well, that would be boring. How about you try again?" Monty said, rejecting the idea of something as stupid as practising the same spell for two months straight. Improvements were always nice, yes, but there was a point where a single spell couldn’t see much progress. They’d reached that point a week ago with Mike’s [Whirlwind] spell, though Monty had only realised it a little later. "And try to make it hit the water this time." 
 
    Mike tried once more to make the spell reach the water, clearly putting in more energy in the hopes that the power would let it hit just the tip. While it certainly got closer to the ten-metre goal, it was only a meter or two more. The first try had been five and they had now reached seven. 
 
    "Again," Monty said before the young man could say anything. 
 
    The elf sent out another whirlwind, this one much more powerful than the second. While it certainly hit the waters, the amount of Mana expended to do it was extremely disproportionate to the effect. 
 
    "You hit your goal once, but now I need you to do it again," Monty said, transferring some of his own Mana over to the younger elf. The time spent studying the man’s Mana vessels made it easier than expected. "This time, don’t use up all your energy. Only use as much Mana as you did on the first try." 
 
    "... You did see how much it failed by the first time, though, right?" Mike asked, looking confused. "I don’t see how it’s possible to do it." 
 
    "But if you do it, we can move over to the next step, one that I think you might love," Monty pointed out, showing the current challenge as the final one. If the man showed enough control to make the spell hit the water, they would move along without issue. 
 
    "Fine," Mike finally said, sighing as he once more looked down onto the water. The old man stood beside him, looking on carefully with [Mana-Sense]. Monty had to make sure he didn’t cheat, after all. That would miss the point of the exercise entirely. 
 
    Time went on, minutes passing with rapid frequency as no spell was cast. The old man had little care about that, merely looking carefully as the young elf continued to prepare himself. It was at about the fifteen-minute mark that something finally occurred. Taking a deep breath, the elf raised his hand towards the water, wind starting to gather at his fingertips. It didn’t shoot out instantly, instead staying just to float a bit away from the skin, gathering up all the allowed power. 
 
    Then it moved, slowly at first but truly picking up speed at the last moment. It never swayed towards the sides, never hit by the winds crashing against the boat. It was its kind of energy, unbothered by all until it hit its mark, reaching the water with not a second to spare. 
 
    Mike, likewise, hit the floor of the boat like a sack of onions, some tears clear in his eyes. Monty crouched down beside him, poking him with the staff to make sure he wasn’t dead. 
 
    "Try to breathe while casting next time," Monty advised. "Longer casting durations can make holding your breath rather dangerous." 
 
    "I hadn’t noticed," the young elf said with a croaky voice, getting up from his position on the floor. "Does this mean I pass?" 
 
    "Well, you would have passed no matter what," Monty finally decided to mention, loving the expression of hate in the young man’s eyes, "but this did allow you to reach an important milestone in your practice. While not too perfect just yet, you could control your Mana while it was still many metres away from you. It wasn’t for long, sure, but it is more than enough for us to move on to the next step in your teaching. [Barriers]!" 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Teach] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Monty didn’t question the new upgrade, merely settling in to fit the new hints on how to instruct. 
 
    "Barriers? Like the one you make with light?" Mike said, sounding a little confused. 
 
    "It’s the same principle, I suppose," Monty confirmed with a nod. "Think you are up for the task?" 
 
    "... I don’t think I can keep it up for more than a second," Mike confessed.  
 
    "I wasn’t expecting you to," Monty explained, continuing before the young man could ask for further details. "Your element is unwieldy in the finer details, making it hard to sustain much of anything for more than a second or two. So… that’s what we will be working with. Instead of using a barrier for minutes at a time, we will be going towards the goal of you being able to deflect projectiles with your Mana. It will be focused on you getting your casting times minimalised and your reaction speeds up. If we keep the training up, you should become skilled with it decently in a few weeks." 
 
    Training in a safe environment truly was the greatest. Monty couldn’t understand why the young elf looked so fallen. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 61: New Views 
 
    The peak of fitness was something Monty had always dreamed about. It wasn’t something he truly strived for, knowing that the intensive training and maintenance for it was abysmal, but he nevertheless liked the idea of being at such a level of strength and dexterity. And, truth be told, he had tried out something of that kind when using [Angelic Enhancement] on himself, though it was only when he cast it on Thalia that the truth was seen. 
 
    Seeing the woman backflip without looking bothered, swing her spear as if it weighed less than a feather, and lift two of the recruits on her shoulders like they were cups of water made Monty realise just how much potential there was in the spell. While the old could perhaps become equals to the youth, the younger folks could become powerhouses for a temporary time. The old man hadn’t truly realised what this meant before he saw it for himself. 
 
    "I need to adjust to the weight of the spear, but there is little chance that a bandit will match up against me with this," Thalia said, throwing her spear in the air before catching it with a single finger, balancing the weapon on the digit before letting it fall into her palm. After another minute, the wave of slowness began, however, the woman looking noticeably down upon the spell’s end. "And the risk of feeling out of tempo without warning might be deadly, no matter how quick I am before that." 
 
    "That’s fair," Monty supposed, not too sure on how combat worked in close quarters, preferring the long-ranged variant himself. "Does this mean you’ll be forgoing the enhancement during regular bouts?" 
 
    "I think it should be more of a tool to use later on rather than at the start," Thalia replied thoughtfully. "Being out of combat and then having the effect wear out would be preferable. During one-on-one encounters, it would be a boon no matter what, but the large-scale fights we seem to be getting into would bear too many risks if I was to start half-collapsing a few minutes into it." 
 
    "... I think I’ll just save it for when we truly need it or you shout for me," Monty answered before looking over to Tom, the wider man looking on from beside the small cooking station he had set up. "Do you have similar ideas, Tom?" 
 
    "If it makes the fight easier, I have no negatives to voice," Tom answered with a shrug. "Just give it to me when I need it." 
 
    Noting that detail down in his mind, Monty continued on as lunch was served. It was a quick affair, seeing as they would be going inside the town they’d been heading towards. The river had calmed itself into a shadow of what it had been previously, and the boat trickled along calmly, letting the small port come into view. 
 
    The town itself wasn’t too glamorous, small houses riddling the area with no regrets, all formed in a half-circle around the dock. There were no walls to protect it from the outside, though most of the housing near the edges was made of stone. All in all, the town looked livable. It was the area around that made most worry, the ash flying around not settling in to their minds calmly. 
 
    "Why would they burn the fields?" Mike asked from the side, the younger elf looking at the view with confused eyes. "Their main trade is meant to be grain. Why sacrifice that?" 
 
    "You seem to mistakenly think they’re behind it," Monty said, not entirely approving of the young one’s lack of thinking. "Somebody had something to gain from this. And so close to harvest as well…" 
 
    "Mere days away, actually," Thalia corrected. "It can’t be more than a week at this point. Most years we come around here, they’ve already stocked up on grain and food for the year." 
 
    "So their main source of food for the entire year is now gone?" 
 
    "It would seem so," Lithia replied. "We can only hope they had enough supplies to last them." 
 
    Looking upon the smouldering fields once more, smoke emerging from a few corners, Monty had to hope for the same. The boat was met with various looks from people at the small docks as it came closer and closer, planting itself just near enough to put a wide drawbridge down. Getting out the wagons and giving the captain a final payment, the caravan moved into the city. 
 
    "There go our plans of buying more food here," Lithia murmured as they rode by the people in the streets. Most looked half-starved, pale in the face as they sat in the shade. "Perhaps it was for the best that we bought extra provisions in Stas." 
 
    "Will travelling be hard without restocking?" Monty asked. 
 
    "It will require that we hunt more often, but that should be the least of our problems at this point,” Lithia said, looking at the ground around them. The old man did the same, not liking the hungry stares they were being given. “Getting out of this city with what we have will be the hardest part.” 
 
    “Intimidation should be enough to keep them away,” Thalia assured both of them. “And if I have to be honest, it might be for the best if we stay inside for the day. These people might be running low on food, but I doubt it's the same with many other areas. There were more than a few on the ground with some rather fine fabrics. If the poor can afford those here, I believe we might be able to run a rather hefty profit with the goblins." 
 
    "... You raise a valid point," Lithia confessed before sighing. "Let’s see where there’s room to park the wagons. Have only a few move out to gather trade supplies. Everybody else stays to guard." 
 
    Monty sent out a minor [Healing Aura] as they continued on, letting the weakest breathe deeply for the first time in days. He was unable to stop the feeling of hunger and the effect of deprivation, but some of the symptoms could be lessened at least temporarily. Letting them stand for just a few minutes was a gift they would treasure. 
 
    A spot to stop for the day was found quickly enough, a trip back towards the small dock revealing an open space normally taken by crates left empty. Dealing with the dockmaster, some coins being traded for a lack of complaints, they were allowed to stay for the day. 
 
    "Visitors can never be taken for granted now," the man said, counting the pieces of silver. "Money needs to flow, and the attacks haven’t made anybody willing to stay?" 
 
    "So the fields burning was deliberate?" Monty asked the larger man, having suspected it from early on. 
 
    "Among other things," the dockmaster answered with a shrug. "Food disappearing, houses burning down, and tools being stolen. How much of it is just desperate people, I have no clue. There are too many of them now. At least the boat you arrived in will give the city more food to work with." 
 
    "How long until it returns?" 
 
    "Two to three weeks, if it keeps up the regular pace. Might be longer." 
 
    Monty frowned as the man walked away, returning to whatever duties he had to attend to. The deeper workings of dockmasters everywhere were put aside, however, the old man forced to contemplate the consequences of the current state. 
 
    "Looking at how the people are living right now," Monty started, "how long do you think they can survive?" 
 
    "If they continue sitting down and doing nothing, most will be dead before the boat returns," Thalia surmised, counting the coins left in the caravan’s shared purse. "If they start being a little more desperate, cannibalism should help them stay alive… except for those sacrificed, of course." 
 
    "That’s a bit darker than I expected from you," Monty commented, glancing at the large woman. 
 
    "Elves are peaceful, but they can be rabid when cornered," Thalia said matter-of-factly. "Weren’t you the one wondering if they were all evil just a few days ago?" 
 
    Monty had no real way to reply, instead walking over to see how the others were doing. Lithia had set up the wagons to make sure no quick thief could get to their food storage without being seen. If they were lucky, nobody would be wiser. It also meant that Tom couldn’t cook that evening, though, the wider man needing to survive seeing the people eating cold, dry meat. 
 
    With everything set up, the people were made to guard the different directions with a watchful eye, the ratio of those who rested lower than ever before. Their safety for the future was more important than ever. Subsisting on caught meats for the longer journeys could be survived, yes, but there was only so much that could be caught. After a certain level, hunger would always settle in. And hunger weeks away from civilization wasn’t good. 
 
    A look at the desperate eyes not more than fifty metres away, Monty supposed it wasn’t good inside the cities either. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 62: A Broken City 
 
    "What would humans of all races want here?" the female merchant questioned, the older elf looking flabbergasted at their entry into her shop. "Aren’t you all meant to be holed up in your huts down south at this time of year?" 
 
    "I am not sure what stereotype you misplaced there, but I can assure you that we have no holes prepared at any time in the year," Thalia assured the lady, Monty walking in behind her. Looking around, the older man noted the number of necklaces hanging on the ceiling, each with a different insignia on them. Most were more than mundane, though a few glowed under [Mana-Sense]’s watchful gaze. "Your sign said you sold elven fabric second-hand. What’s your price?" 
 
    "With that attitude? Two silvers per metre." 
 
    "You can’t be—" 
 
    Monty filtered out the noise as he continued to look further into the shop. The sheer number of trinkets in boxes made the old man wary of getting close, lest it all fall on his body at the slightest touch. Some still glowed, different greens and reds being the most prominent of all. A few had a darker, greyer tinge to them as well. Monty decided to stay away from touching them at all. Dangerous objects were to be respected above all else. 
 
    Or, well, that was until the man glimpsed a strand of [Light] buried deep below the case of medallions, the very same kind he liked to exude into the air. While the [Cleric] wasn’t one filled with much greed or anything of that sort, the undying curiosity of what could have shown off so much power in his own path made the old man do something stupid. Pushing away the top layer of trinkets, he was greeted by a golden oval with small runes inscribed on it. The small letters pulsed with Mana, the indents being the source of what the old man had spotted at the start. Grabbing for it without thought, Monty was surprised to see his digits stopped by others. 
 
    "If you touch it, you pay for it," the old elven woman said with a stern tone. "It’s a miracle you didn’t touch any of the [Touch-bound] ones with all your rummaging. Your people would be bankrupt if you were allowed another moment to yourself." 
 
    [Touch-Bound]. The name explained itself easily enough. Looking down at the golden trinket once more, Monty could feel it calling his name, begging to be spared from another decade of solitude. It promised to assist him, promised it would bring good fortune. And, by the light, would he try his best at getting him. 
 
    "How much do you want for the golden one?" Monty asked, finally getting a better look at the merchant. It was impolite to confess it, but the old man hadn’t paid too much attention to the woman, the items within the shop bringing him more interest. And with so many varied products, it was hard to not understand. 
 
    "That one’s not for sale to people like you," the elven merchant said, putting a lid on the box of trinkets. "These are not for the common folk. They can do too many things for anybody regular to be trusted with them." 
 
    "You might want to put them in a more secure place next time then," Monty commented with an incredulous tone. 
 
    "People normally don’t wander into my shop and start rummaging through my things," the merchant retorted. "If you need something, it is best to ask me directly. Do it like your tall friend does, even if she is utterly unable to converse with any degree of finesse." 
 
    "I… am still standing right here, you know," Thalia mentioned, looking somewhere between offended at the comments towards her and amused at Monty being treated like a child with their hand in the cookie jar. "How about one silver for every two metres?" 
 
    "Robbing me in daylight is something best served for the tainted, thank you," the merchant replied bluntly. "One for every metre or you won’t get anything at all." 
 
    "How about two for every three metres?" Monty questioned, raising the price a bit. Thalia narrowed her eyes at him, but the merchant just smiled. 
 
    "Even the older generations know how to handle their tongues it seems. Sold!" the merchant exclaimed in a chipper mood. "How many metres do you need and what colourings?" 
 
    Thalia took over once more, giving a detailed list of various colouring schemes needed and in what proportions. The goblins apparently adored the bluer colours, their lack of water around them making them look at the colour like it was a god. Red and green were strong contenders as well, though both were bought as more of an afterthought. By the end, they were nearly a hundred silvers down but had enough fabric to make a small city sated. And by the talking overheard, that was exactly what they were planning to do. 
 
    "You mercantile types sure like to buy out my supplies, never thinking I raise the price just a day before you arrive," the merchant mentioned after the trading was finished. "You never like those numbers at the start, so I lower the price down to the regular one after a while haggling. It makes you happy, and it makes me richer. Truly one of the greatest trades to make." 
 
    "We still make double back, you know," Thalia commented as she put the fabrics over her shoulder, having gotten it all in a larger bag. "Also, why are you saying this? You guys normally keep quiet about that part." 
 
    "Oh, I just don't expect to do much business with you after today," the merchant said with a grimmer smile. "The food market out there is both small and utterly depraved. Everybody needs everything but luxury goods. Twenty years I’ve been doing this, but this is the first time I might not be able to keep it running." 
 
    "You think it’s time to retire?" Monty asked. 
 
    "I retired when I bought this shop," the elf corrected. "Thirty years on the frontlines and twenty here. Somehow, the former was less stressful. You knew if you would die. Here? Here it’s a slow decline in everything. With the looks on people now, this will barely be a town soon." 
 
    "Anything we might be able to do to help?" Thalia asked, looking ready to leave the shop, feet already moving towards the door. Monty, however, was still standing by the counter, staff in hand. 
 
    "It depends…" the merchant said, her eyes focused on Monty for a few seconds. In those moments, the old man finally began to note the red aura around the elven woman. It was expertly contained, only allowed to slip in the few seconds spent studying him. "If you can heal the sick, it wouldn’t be too bad to help at the town hall. The lack of food has made too many too weak to heal. Some help from the magical side of things wouldn’t hurt." 
 
    "I’ll see if there’s anything I can help with over there then," Monty said with a nod, moving out with Thalia quickly enough after that. 
 
    "... Maybe you are worthy enough." 
 
    The old man didn’t stop to question the comment, walking out of the store with the larger woman. Thalia went towards the caravan once more to deliver the cloth. Monty didn’t follow, the need to help calling to him. With most of the desperate situated further out in the city, the large woman allowed him to walk alone. 
 
    And as his staff resounded against the stone walkway, Monty wondered what he was getting himself into, the distance beyond the city still filled with smoke. Nothing but that dark smog was visible. It disgusted him.  
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 63: Oforn 
 
    The town hall wasn’t the mightiest building in the world, barely able to boast about its three stories. The third was barely a story at all, a slanted roof taking half of the potential space with it. Nevertheless, it looked sturdy enough to survive a strike of thunder or two, making Monty feel comfortable stepping inside. 
 
    That was perhaps the first real mistake of the day. As the staff hit the wooden floor, smells of all kinds hit the old man’s nose. Puss, rotten flesh, and about everything in between were clear in the air. If not for the experiences forced upon him in the last couple of months, Monty knew he would have gagged at that very moment. Instead, he merely raised his eyebrows for a moment before moving further inside. 
 
    There were a good fifty people situated across the main hall, lying on repurposed sofas and beds as they wallowed in self-pity. Some looked half-dead, some thinner than anything before, and others were missing their limbs—limbs that likely had been attached only hours or days ago. Some still bled, others crying out that they couldn’t feel their fingers. Monty looked on for a moment, getting his mind together before moving further inside. 
 
    "Are you injured or here to speak with somebody?" a woman came up and asked, looking more tired than anybody else there. If Monty was told she hadn’t slept in the past week, he would have believed them. "Tobias might be a bit stressed for uninvited people right now." 
 
    "Who is Tobias again?" Monty asked, making the woman look at him weirdly. "Sorry, I am new here." 
 
    "I wouldn’t have guessed," the woman replied back, clearly side-glancing at the other patients as some cried extra loudly. "Since you aren’t here for the mayor, do you need help with anything? Any wounds you’ve hidden under that cloak of yours?" 
 
    "Quite the opposite. I was told that you could make good use of a [Healer]," Monty began with a smile. "And, as chance would have it, I am actually a [Cleric] under—" 
 
    "I have no real care who you are or where you’re from," the woman interjected in a hurried tone, though she was looking the old man up and down once more. "If you want to help, start healing those screaming the loudest or those not screaming at all. If they aren’t breathing, signal one of us down and we’ll move the body." 
 
    And then the woman was off once more, running over to get a wet towel. Monty looked on for a moment before thinking there were better things to do. Seeing a small seat in the middle of the room that was empty, the old man found himself the perfect place to relax while he did his magic. The wood was old and made sounds of warnings as he sat down, but it held him well enough that he could start out a smaller amount of [Healing Aura].  
 
    He didn’t expend more than a quarter of his reserves on the spell, but he did it slowly enough that the effects still mattered. Over about ten minutes, a few of the louder people quieted down into a more silent manner of complaining, a few even taking deep breaths for the first time in hours. It became more manageable at the very least, meanwhile allowing the [Cleric] to focus his healing more than ever. The extremely low rate at which the Mana flew out of him allowed for detail never attempted before. And it showed results. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Healing Aura] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The effects from the upgrades weren’t as serious anymore, the large amount already had made each new upgrade feel less pressing. Monty could still feel his Mana moving better with each attempt. It was merely… not as impactful. And with the growing requirements for the old man, he needed to figure something out sooner rather than later. 
 
    "My eyes!" one of the quieter ones suddenly exclaimed. "They burn!" 
 
    The man tried to get up from his small bed, thrashing all the while, but a few of the attendants got him strapped down once more before it grew too serious. Monty walked over with hurried steps, using his staff to increase his speed. Even then, he could see the effects on the man’s eyes. Blood vessels were rupturing, the iris and anything close by entirely red. Red liquid dripped from the man’s nose as well, making the old man wonder if it was something more internal than merely the ocular organs. 
 
    Putting a hand over the man, Monty used a more powerful [Minor Restoration]. It reversed the effects to a point where [Heal] fixed whatever issue had been had. The expenditure was larger than planned, taking a lot out of the old man.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  A [Skill] has been improved! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have understood [Minor Restoration] more deeply 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    But the benefits were to both sides. The people around him grew healthy and strong as long as he fought on. Healing was given to those who needed it most. Limbs were still out of the man’s abilities, though he was able to seal the wounds to the point where they weren’t in any danger. 
 
    People kept coming in, however. It was a trickle but one with serious dangers attached. Missing hands, feet, and even one with the right ear ripped off. Dangers were increasing, though many refused to confirm that they’d been attacked by elves. 
 
    "It was lurking in the shadows!" the ongoing patient shouted as the helpers tried to keep him down as Monty resealed the wound for the third time. The thrashing kept making the flesh reopen. "I ran but it got in the back. Took a bite and left me to die." 
 
    "You wouldn’t have died of this no matter what," Monty retorted, though the old man had to admit it would be a nasty scar. The muscle tissue on the lower back was severely damaged to the point where some of it couldn’t be regrown. "Was it a monster of some kind, though? Something on four legs?" 
 
    "Its eyes were like daggers, and the teeth glinted in the light," the man explained, not really helping with the overly specific physical descriptions. "It stood on its hands and ran on all fours, yet could stand on two without issue." 
 
    "... So a man on all fours ran you down and took a bite?" Monty surmised. The crazed eyes looking back at him made him doubt it all, though a shrug had to be made towards it. Delusional people were always the first to get hit. 
 
    "It wasn’t a man. No good being would have horns," the man said before giving up his trashing, tears running into the bed. "It hurts." 
 
    Another round of healing made the wound close up, allowing the [Cleric] to step away from the scene and look at others. So many minor wounds were being made, ears, eyes, and fingers hurt. It was injuries that [Heal] wouldn’t do much about, [Minor Restoration] required to make any noticeable dent in the pool. The requirements for the spell were quite taxing, however, more time being spent resting than healing after a while. The old man could not use that spell so much. [Healing Aura] was what he needed so he could apply it to a grander scale, but he didn’t… 
 
    The old man felt the need to slap his head, though he refrained from causing himself any such pain. Instead, he began to channel [Minor Restoration] once more, though he targeted it. [Mana-Manipulation] and [Light-Mastery] were put to their limits as the man began to filter the spell out into the air, letting it hyper-focus on the ones who needed healing the most. It was much more taxing on the mind, Monty needing to pressure it into not expending the energy on wounds that [Heal] could take care of and instead focusing on the small injuries that only [Minor Restoration] could do.  
 
    Mana dropped like a rock onto the water but the old man continued, seeing the effects for themselves. When allowed to filter into the injuries more slowly, the symptoms were much grander. Blurry eyes turned clear, damage to the ears being removed, and the feeling of touch was restored in those who thought themselves doomed to never feel again. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  New [Skill] has been acquired! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have learned: [Minor Restoring Aura] 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It came as the last bits of Mana inside the old man disappeared, making him breathe out harshly. Monty got too close to using [Spellblood] without meaning to, the skill feeling too natural. It was able to ruin him without mercy yet his body moved towards the ability with no hesitation. If things continued into that avenue, the old man wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    "Spending your own lifeblood to heal that of others is a deal best saved for the devils," a croaking voice said from the side, Monty nearly wincing at how close it seemed. Looking over, he was greeted by an old human on a chair, one that was older than everybody in the city combined. That’s how he seemed at least, his skin in folds, his eyes sunken in, and his body so thin it should have been blown over by the wind. Humans that were over a hundred years old seemed healthy when compared to the ones before Monty at that moment.  
 
    "I stopped it before it got serious," Monty replied slowly, trying to figure out how the old man, nearly a mummy, knew what he had done, to begin with. "Are you injured as well?" 
 
    "My injuries are as beyond your capabilities as they are beyond your need to worry about them. Regain your Mana and help the others," the older man ordered, though his throat was filled with slime as he coughed violently, a few drops of blood coming along. Monty tried to start gathering a few drops of energy to help him, but the old man put up a shaky hand in protest. "This is normal enough. It’ll only come back in a few minutes if you do anything about it." 
 
    "Age hasn’t served you well, I take it," Monty commented to the display. 
 
    "It has served me better than many others. Being alive for as long as I have is what many call a boon," the old man replied with a small smile. "What is your name, young man?" 
 
    "Monty. And yours?" Monty answered, trying not to think about being called ‘young.’ If he was still youthful in the old elf’s eyes, how many centuries had the man stayed on this plane? 
 
    "You can call me Oforn," the old human replied. "It inspired fear in the hearts of many devils years ago. I doubt they fear the grand [Bringer of Tides] in the current age." 
 
    "I am sure you can at least get a few who’ll quake in their boots," Monty assured the old human, getting a smaller chuckle out of him. "So you were in the military? I expect you have more than a few stories to tell." 
 
    "I was indeed," Oforn confessed. "And I have more stories than could be told in a year. With a family dead when I was young, my life started out as a fantasy of sorts, helped along by one of the ancient elves here. Aurbus was his name, though I don’t expect you to remember it." 
 
    "Was he in the wars as well?" Monty asked. 
 
    "Not ones that I wish to speak of. Those tales are not mine to utter. I saw many great lands and helped save at least half. It was a good time to be a soldier. Things have changed now. I fear that we might have to face the consequences of our actions soon." 
 
    That made the old man curious. 
 
    "What do you mean by—" Monty began to say, but a tap on the shoulder made him look over and see the same woman he’d seen when first walking inside the town hall. 
 
    "Tobias wishes to speak with you," the woman said. 
 
    "Best to not keep him waiting then," Oforn commented. "That man will trample you with his gut if you keep him waiting too long." 
 
    Monty wished the old elf farewell before moving further inside. His Mana was still increasing slowly, making the small pause worthwhile anyway. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 64: A Promise 
 
    The town hall might have been on the smaller scale of things, but it still seemed luxurious enough deeper inside. When leaving the main room, a few paintings could be seen on the wall. While few looked to have any deeper meanings, it showed off the change in decor nicely enough. There might even have been some amount of gold colouring on the sides, though Monty couldn’t be sure. 
 
    There was no office for the leader of the town, the man much too big for such a place. He stood easily two metres tall, his body proportional to that of a warrior as well. His muscles were on display, and an axe within an arm’s reach was just as clear to the [Cleric]. This man was a fighter first and a leader second. 
 
    "You are not from here," the large man commented as the woman left, his voice deeper than anybody else’s that Monty had met. Even with the elven features, his tone didn’t match the amount of reverb felt. "Yet you help us. Why?" 
 
    "Because you needed help?" Monty answered. The man looked unamused at that answer. 
 
    "Do you want a reward for your actions?" Tobias questioned. 
 
    "I learned a new spell while helping you, so no thank you," Monty answered politely. "If anything, I should thank the people here for helping me think of a new variant of my magic. I hadn’t thought about it until I was beside people in need of help." 
 
    There was no immediate answer, Tobias looking upon the older man with a harsh glare. He never blinked, never changed his gaze, and looked ready to take Monty’s head off with nothing but his hands. 
 
    "... You are strange," the large man finally said, relaxing into the sofa a bit more, his back not as straight. "The last healer that tried to sell us his services demanded more than we make in a month. You [Clerics] demand too much for your miracles."  
 
    "If it helps, I haven’t been ordered to take money or anything. I believe it is more a gift to us if you can grant it without more pressure being put on you," Monty answered slowly, trying not to badmouth whoever had been there before him. "Do you normally need so many healers? I’d thought this place quite peaceful if not for the… burning fields and black smoke all around." 
 
    The mayor had his hands on his axe within that same second, grabbing it hard enough that his fingers turned white. Monty was ready for death within a moment or two, knowing his Mana was too little to do anything worth, [Spellblood] similarly not quick enough to let him fire anything off. Yet the blow never came, the mayor simply using the weapon to destress himself. 
 
    "We were peaceful for so long. The devils never wanted anything to do with us. Yet… now they burn everything we own, steal from us during the night, and try to stir my people into chaos by attacking them without reason. We have mutually ignored each other for so many years, yet they now seek to destroy us,” Tobias ranted in a slow tone, his eyes putting on a glowing yellow colouring for the faintest of moments. Monty noted the Mana flowing inside the man for a while. He was powerful, though the [Cleric] wasn’t sure how powerful. "They will attack us any day now." 
 
    "Haven’t they already done so?" 
 
    "No. I am talking about a full-on attack, soldiers included. We have petty thieves right now. Soon, we will be facing swords and spears, each of theirs worth a hundred of our own men," Tobias said, sighing once more. "I don’t even have a hundred men to fight with. I barely have ten. A large part of our forces are out there in the north, getting rid of the vile curse placed upon the land, and it would take a week minimum for them to return." 
 
    "Why do they want your city anyway?" Monty asked, trying to figure more out. Devils… men with horns were attacking the town. But it didn’t make sense. "Your town is so small. It cannot be for the resources you hold." 
 
    "We don’t have anything they’d want other than the position," Tobias answered. "We are at the choke-point for them going towards the elven region. If we fall, the others will have no trouble doing the same." 
 
    "Why not evacuate?" 
 
    "We don’t have enough food, enough men, enough anything to get anybody out. Travelling to Morozov by foot would take months, while the devils would be able to stab us in the backs within days. Help isn’t going to come. News isn’t reaching the capital either. We have no chance of backup before next week ends and neither is there a chance for anybody to aid us." 
 
    "A hopeless situation," Monty surmised when the man stopped talking. "No food, no ability to fight, and no chance of running." 
 
    "And five hundred and eighty-three mouths to feed," Tobias added, giving a glance to the old man. "Plus however many there are of you. I hear you came from the boat this morning?" 
 
    "I did indeed," Monty answered, moving the conversation over to more light topics. "We were planning on leaving as we came but felt it was safer to stay. Being within the city was better than being out there with… whatever it might be." 
 
    "An army capable of killing us all," Tobias answered bluntly. "But, since you’re new here, I think I should welcome you anyway. My name is Tobias Nosk. I’ve been here for about seven years now. I was hoping to be here seven years more, but… you know. What’s your name?" 
 
    "Monty. A pleasure to meet you." 
 
    "No last name?" Tobias asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    "Not one that matters," Monty answered. 
 
    "... You humans are strange sometimes, but whatever makes your days pass by better," Tobias muttered. "Your caravan is mercantile, right?" 
 
    "Yes. We sell and trade various wares. It honestly depends on where we are travelling through," Monty said, hoping the man wouldn’t delve further into it. There was only so much information he had about it, not bothering to listen when Lithia had tried to explain it to him. Shouldn’t the leader have known about the [Mumur Caravan] anyway? They had to have gone through the city a few times already. 
 
    "I see… so you must be prepared for quite a long journey," Tobias said. "You have weapons, horses, and enough gear to last you several months." 
 
    "If we ration and hunt, I believe we can last a full year," Monty said, recounting a particular comment by Tom. They had enough dried meat to make a small house at this point. "Fresh meat is better anyway." 
 
    "Quite," Tobias agreed with a toothy grin. "But, this might be beneficial for both of us. You have food, and we have plenty of money to pay with. Would your caravan be interested in parting with some of your rations? We don’t ask for much. Just enough to keep the crew we have at the town hall sated." 
 
    "We would’ve done it for free, you know," Monty commented with a smile. He would have done it freely at least. Lithia might’ve had other plans. "From prior experiences, our caravan isn’t happy with letting others die while we sit by. Would it be possible to perhaps help an evacuation of the city?" 
 
    "... How much empty space do you have in your wagons?" Tobias asked. "We have about fifty elderly that can’t walk easily. If you have the space to carry them on your caravan, escaping this place with the people’s lives intact might be possible." 
 
    "We can move things around without too much trouble," Monty assured him. "The ship will be back in a while. If we move the people up north, we could have them survive until then." 
 
    "The devils will not just let us leave," Tobias refuted with a snarl. "They are perhaps humanoid, but they have the mind of monsters. They seek the destruction of anything they don’t own. But… they are also scared of losing. If we give them a fight worth their pause, I believe they might let the people go." 
 
    "What fight could that possibly be?" Monty asked. 
 
    "We have… a few who are powerful. Not extremely, not in their prime, and certainly not able to win alone, but we have enough that we might be able to fight an honourable battle," Tobias said. "Granted, that is if we have a supporter on our side. We have those able to attack, but not a single of us can heal. [Potions] are destroyed in battle. [Healers] are not." 
 
    "You want me to fight for you." 
 
    "I want you to fight with me." 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 65: Idiocracy 
 
    "You are an idiot of the highest order," Lithia calmly said, looking over the old man with a darker glare. "We were meant to leave in the morning and never look back. You just promised that we would help an entire city leave their home, give them our food, and defend them if attacked. Monty, you fought against the idea of fighting for human cities. Why did you think that the elves should be treated differently?" 
 
    Monty had returned to the caravan a few hours later, healing done for the day. Tobias had started to send out messages for people to pack their things and be ready to evacuate, though they would only leave during the next day. Having hundreds of people leave in darkness would be impossible to figure out without preparation. While their chances of running were expiring with each passing second, light would at least allow them to see their enemy. 
 
    "I don’t think he had a choice, Liz," Thalia said from the side, though she didn’t look happy either. "If we try to leave ourselves, we’ll be met with the same army. If we stick with the city, there is at least a chance they’ll let us go." 
 
    "We aren’t leaving," Lithia said. "That idiot there promised his help, and I refuse the thought of leaving him to his own actions." 
 
    "I am perfectly able to take care of myself," Monty assured them both, though their looks made it clear he wasn’t respected in his words. "Everything I do is to protect this caravan. If I stay behind to distract them, you’ll all be able to leave without a scratch on you." 
 
    "You’re glossing over the part where you die, Monty," Thalia pointed out. 
 
    "We all have a chance of death when fighting for somebody. It doesn’t mean we all fall," Monty retorted, trying to sound a bit wiser than he actually was. "While these devils might sound heinous to you, I have come around to the idea of some not being as evil as stated before. It is not everybody that slaughters those without the will to fight." 
 
    "...Lithia, I am going with him," Thalia finally said after a pause. "We can take Alex with us as well if she wants to go. It should give us enough of a chance to run if the time calls for it." 
 
    The leader of the caravan stared at the larger spearwoman. The spearwoman stared back without blinking. Both didn’t want to leave their position. Only one could stand, however, and the leader saw when they needed to step down. 
 
    "You’re taking the [Potions] we have left, including the Mana one. I don’t care if you think it’s a waste at the moment. Drink it when you’re low on energy. I’ll get the others ready for the people we need to move." 
 
    Then she moved along, leaving Thalia and Monty to their own devices. In the caravan, the old man could see Mike sitting around, trying to practice his Wind. It was failing, though it took longer to get to that point than it normally did. The old man had to hand it to him. He was progressing fast. It wouldn’t be too long before he would have trouble teaching him more. 
 
    "I think you should’ve asked her about it before you promised anything," Thalia commented, looking at the caravan as well. "She likes to be in control at some level. Makes it easier to blame herself when something stupid happens." 
 
    "I think it's a good thing I made the choice then. This time, she gets to blame me," Monty replied. He knew there wasn’t any other good choice to make, though he was still unhappy with it. The route of helping hadn’t done them much good in recent times, but it wasn’t one they could step off so easily. 
 
    "You can't blame the dead, Monty," Thalia said. "So let’s make sure we get out of this one alive." 
 
    "We’ve always gotten alive before." 
 
    "Silas didn’t. That’s why you’re here." 
 
    Monty didn’t have any real way to retort that, making him sit in silence while those around him moved along. Tom prepared some manner of food, though it wasn’t the most advanced in the world. Lithia moved most of the goods over to the front wagons, allowing the last five to hold anybody that needed to be moved out of the city. Almost every person except the children was preparing weapons for battle. 
 
    Even when given the chance to avoid fighting, not a single one expected themselves to be rid of it completely. They were already taking a slight detour north. It would be stupid to not prepare. Monsters, devils, and whatever else they’d meet in that direction were ready to kill them all. And the promises of creatures that the human mind couldn’t comprehend made the old man wary. 
 
    "You might be the only mage in the caravan tomorrow," Monty told Mike as they sat by one of the fires. Even when inside the city, the port allowed them to create a bit of warmth. It wasn’t extreme, but it was enough for now. "I like to think I’ll survive this, but I can’t be sure. If… I don’t make it back, I want to make sure you still practise. While you are a beginner, it is clear to me that you can become something great in a short time. You just have to find your niche." 
 
    "But I don’t have any books or anything to study," Mike retorted, sounding worried. "I don’t think I can buy anything no matter what. Magical texts are treasures." 
 
    "And they are entirely worthless when you have time to waste on training," Monty replied with a smile, enjoying the wince on the younger elf. "While I had a push as well, I learned most of my craft by just… sitting in the caravan, messing about until something stuck. While you might have to take a few steps away from the wagons when doing the same, I strongly think you can figure something out as well. Perhaps try and focus on your ability to sense the winds. You might be able to get something useful out of that." 
 
    The younger man was clearly happy still but had to step away regardless. Sam, in all his glory and wisdom, saw the chance for physical exercise and made the newer recruits do a few laps. Running on a full stomach was apparently good for building will. Monty found it hard to believe, though he just accepted it after a while. Seeing their pained expressions after the seventh lap made him chuckle, though he did send a minor [Heal] or two their way. His energy would be regained by morning. 
 
    There were a few talks about letting more of their warriors stay behind to help, Tom most of all being ready to fight beside the old, yet they were shut down with ease. While having more fighters wouldn’t have hurt, the caravan was already running thin. The recruits weren’t ready to battle alone, yet they also weren’t skilled enough to handle the horses and caravan alone. Most had to stay behind no matter what. 
 
    "Your hammer might be able to crush a few skulls, but we need a [Cook] above all," Monty said, clapping the shorter man on the shoulder. "Even if he is quite a terrible one." 
 
    "My cooking is better than anything you will ever taste anywhere else," Tom retorted with a grin, though the energy wasn’t there. "Make sure you taste it again." 
 
    "I will," Monty promised. Most retired for the night after that, sleep required if one was to be optimal in their movement the next day.  
 
    The old man didn’t do the same, instead staying out by the fire. The flickering lights helped keep him awake, though it was a shadow to his side that made him turn his head. Thoughts of a devil attacking him were destroyed, though, the familiar face making him feel at peace. 
 
    "I come bearing gifts," Bertha said in a noble tone, a smile on her face as she carried a small box of various vials. It was mostly red ones, though a slightly blue vial sat in the middle. "Keep them in your front pockets. If they break because you sit down on them, there’ll be hell to pay." 
 
    "I promise to protect them with my life," Monty said with a grin, though the response he got made it clear he should have used different wording. "Only the glass, though. I know you’ve been missing a lot of those lately." 
 
    "Jars fill up quicker than you’d think," Bertha agreed. "But I have been able to continue my studies. I’ve nearly made a breakthrough." 
 
    "Oh, really? You still need a step or two?" Monty asked, interested to hear more. 
 
    "I think I’m able to make a more efficient healing potion, though one of the ingredients is quite rare. It’s a small flower you can find down by the boats alongside Zresz. To my knowledge, they grow nowhere else, are used for basically nothing, and can only survive out of the earth for a week or two." 
 
    "That sounds… like a healing potion that only works in a certain area," Monty had to confess. 
 
    "The potions can last years when finally brewed," Bertha said, correcting the thoughts the old man had started to form. "Though… I might need to find an alternative when I get the chance. For now, I merely want to see if it will work." 
 
    "Will wounds heal faster with the design?" Monty asked. Perhaps it could even take care of a few [Minor Ailments]. 
 
    "If I did it right, I think it can regrow limbs to a certain extent," Bertha said, clearly not disliking the look of shock on the old man’s face. "It probably won’t be able to do much against an arm that’s been cut off, but a few fingers or maybe even a hand should be possible." 
 
    "That’s still more than anything I can do," Monty pointed out. "All of my Magic and spells, yet I can’t heal a man who has lost a single pinkie toe." 
 
    "I am sure you will be able to do it soon enough. With how quickly you’ve grown these months, I don’t doubt that the future bodes well for you." 
 
    "I don’t doubt it either," Monty said, though he wasn’t sure if he believed his own words. Getting up from his seat, he felt his bones creaking. There was no chance of him sleeping. "Enjoy the fire. I believe I might have to take a small walk to settle the nerves." 
 
    "Don’t get lost!" 
 
    "As if I would ever!" 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 66: [Regalia of Survivors] 
 
    Monty was a bit lost in regard to his current location. Walking down the streets without any specific destination in mind was apparently a quick way to lose his senses. Every building looked the same, and the stone walkways weren’t really different anywhere. He could walk the entire distance outside the city to know his way back, sure, but that would be a good hour. Not wanting to waste more time than he already had, the old man was just forced to wander until he could see something he recognized.  
 
    House after house after house and Monty couldn't help but feel more and more lost. Yet that emotion was put to the side as [Mana-Sense] flared up once more. The layer of dark mana all around him was easy to ignore at the start, the night normally bringing it along anyway. Yet a flare of it by the next corner made him wary, and the darker shade of green that could be seen through the wall made the old man prepare his own energy. That was apparently the right move to make. 
 
    A figure jumped out from the corner as Monty got closer, a knife in hand, and a pair of eyes clearly ready to feast on him. Its face seemed gleeful, and the nails on the fingers seemed sharp. The slight deviance from what humanoids were meant to look like made the old man hesitate for a second too long. While he was able to fire off a [Smite], the devil was too close and was able to dodge. It nearly had its knife by his arm when fire burst out from the old man’s left, hitting the humanoid straight-on. A piercing wail rang out for a moment as heat nearly hit Monty’s beard, yet it all stopped in mere seconds, allowing a charred corpse to be seen on the ground. 
 
    "Don’t walk outside alone at night. Especially not in these times," a familiar voice said. It was that of the merchant that Monty had visited earlier that day. Using [Mana-Sense] once more, it was easy to see the bellows of red that coursed through the woman’s veins. "There are too many of them hiding, trying to hit the weaker people before we can organise the leave." 
 
    "How did you hide from my sight?" Monty asked, not able to figure that one out. Somebody with so much energy should have been impossible to ignore. Even the attacker, the one dead on the ground in mere moments, had been spotted through a stone wall. How did one so much more powerful seem like nothing but air? 
 
    "It’s called practice and a very dedicated environment for teaching it," the merchant answered with a smile. "Would you mind if I led you back to those pesky friends of yours? I would rather not have our precious healer lose his life before he got to play his role." 
 
    "Of course not," Monty said with a smile. "Does that mean you’re going to be joining me in the fighting tomorrow?" 
 
    "With how many favours I owe to this city, I doubt I could stop myself from doing anything else," the elf confessed. "Tobias said your name was… Monty? I am Poppy." 
 
    "Well, hello, Poppy. It’s great to get your name," Monty said as they walked down the street. "Do you know who else will be by our side?" 
 
    "A few of Tobias’ guards, a very old one called Oforn, and then it’s just Tobias himself. Everybody else is to help get the people out of here." 
 
    "That’s… not too many." 
 
    "It’s one more than it was meant to be yesterday," Poppy answered with a smile. "We might actually be able to scare them off." 
 
    "If it helps, I am bringing along two extra people with me," Monty added, stepping over one of the bigger holes. A small street had been rummaged through recently, a window broken. "The others in my caravan didn’t see it fitting for me to walk in alone." 
 
    "Really? Who are you bringing with you?" 
 
    "A hunter who is good with a bow and the lovely lady you met this morning at the shop," Monty answered. 
 
    "I wouldn’t call her lovely. More… arrogant," Poppy said, fishing her hand into one of her pockets. "Speaking of arrogance, I have something you might want to hold onto." 
 
    Showing what she had in her palm, Monty was surprised to see the golden medallion he’d tried to have a look at earlier. The woman held it with the help of a thin cloth, making sure not to touch it directly.  
 
    "I found this on a corpse twenty years ago. It was from a [Cleric] on our side, one that I knew by name, though I never talked with him. He died alone, taken by an ambush during the night. We found him with his hand still clutching this medallion. He was a brave man, but he died a coward’s death—something nobody should be forced through. Take it." 
 
    Without further hesitation, the golden medallion was thrown in the air, the old man helpless to his reflexes as he caught it with his hand. The moment it touched him, a spark went through his arm, and he felt a deeper connection with the item. It was… familiar to something he’d touched before, though not as powerful. It greeted him with a smile, though it had no lips to do such a thing. 
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    "What does it do?" Monty asked, putting the medallion close to his face as he tried to study the gleaming regalia. It was bright in the dark, even the smallest glint of light helping it be seen by all. Yet even when it had proudly shown itself to him, it was weirdly… inert. It didn’t do much, even when the old man allowed a small bit of his Mana to travel through it. 
 
    "It saves your life," Poppy answered with a haunting smile. "Only every once in a while. It’s not the most powerful of trinkets I’ve had through the years, but it is one I have been waiting to give away for a long time. Take care of it, and pray that you won’t need to ever see it used." 
 
    Looking at the trinket with a newfound expression of wonder, Monty took the chain around his neck and allowed it to rest against his chest. It was more muted in colour the moment it reached his skin, stopping him from becoming a beacon in the dark. Though… the sky was starting to lighten again. It would be many hours before the sun would be seen, sure, but there was enough light to see forward. 
 
    "Normally, I would try to be humble about such a gift, but there is little chance I’ll ever let this one go," Monty said with a smile. "One more barrier against anybody wishing me harm is something I won’t reject." 
 
    "That’s the way to do it. Never grow lenient in your defences. Never sacrifice your own protection for the safety of others. That’s how you lose the advantage," Poppy said with a clap on Monty’s shoulder. Even if the elven woman was nearly as old as him, she looked young with that grin of hers. "But, we must hurry now. We all need—" 
 
    A loud horn was heard inside the town at that moment, temporarily deafening before going into the background. It was nothing Monty had heard before, though the face of horror on the elven woman’s face made him think it wasn’t good. 
 
    "They’re here earlier than expected," Poppy said with a snarl before looking at the old man with a serious expression. "The caravan is down on the right. I trust you can find the short way there yourself. I’ll be going over to fetch Oforn. Tobias should be able to meet us at the southern gate. Your friends will know where it is." 
 
    And then Poppy was off, running quickly down the street the two had come from. Monty looked at the scene for a moment before getting his head into the game as well. He wasn’t a spectator. He was meant to play a very real part in the future, even if it had come much too early. 
 
    The staff he wielded brimmed with light as he walked along, the stress in the old man’s head at the moment making his Mana flood into it. Nothing was released or lost. It was more of a declaration. A declaration of what was to come. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 67: Duarno 
 
    When Monty arrived at the caravan, the number of people there had positively doubled. The elderly were being carted into the wagons, a few guards running around giving orders so they could head out. Thalia had picked up her spear and leather armour, looking ready to fight. Alex was with her as well, arrows being prepared for their eventual firing. They both knew what was to come. 
 
    "You got back just in time, you old fart," Thalia said with a grin, putting her spear on her shoulder as she looked down on him. "We were worried we would have to move out without you." 
 
    "Be glad you didn't. I wouldn't have had half a clue on where to go," Monty said with a warmer smile, not able to truly energise his mood. Looking at the scene once more, he couldn’t help but feel sad. "How long until everybody else is ready to head north?" 
 
    "We had been expecting to move in eight hours, so we still need to pack things up. And the people weren’t ready either. Since we’re refusing to leave the last one behind, it’s going to take twenty more minutes before they can leave," Alex noted, clearly not liking that fact. "Sam is trying to get the recruits ready with weapons as well. If they move towards the caravan, they might have a chance to defend themself." 
 
    Nobody argued with that, not wanting the truth to be spoken. Lithia looked over at them for a moment, clearly hesitating on whether to move over to wish them luck with their endeavours or not. After a second or two, she just turned back to help more get onto the wagons. 
 
    "We are meeting up with the rest that’ll help defend at the southern gate," Monty explained with a hurried tone. "I was told you would be able to say where it was." 
 
    "It’s the side we normally ride through. It shouldn’t be too hard to find," Thalia said. "I was told Bertha gave you a few [Healing Potions]. Mind sharing?" 
 
    "Of course," Monty said, giving the woman some of what he had. He tried to offer the same to Alex, but the shorter woman refused. 
 
    "I’ll be in the back the entire time. If I need healing potions, we’ve already lost. Save them for yourself." 
 
    Monty was reluctant to accept that answer but had no other choice as time wasn’t on their side. Looking down at the brittle containers, however, he had to wonder if they’d be able to withstand the battle ahead. It wouldn't take much pressure before they shattered. 
 
    Moving down the city blocks, all three tried to hurry as quickly as possible. With the [Light of Mumur] in hand, Monty did try to keep up a semi-jogging speed but had trouble staying at it. Even with all the increases in his physical abilities, he just couldn’t be quick enough. An [Angelic Enhancement] could perhaps have helped, but… he wanted to save it. 
 
    He inwardly cursed at himself for not spending more time training the spell. With the force they were about to face, having a spell like that in its upgraded form would have been worth more than anything else. Monty prayed that the current version would be enough. 
 
    The southern gates were reached in the next five minutes, the others having gotten there before them. Oforn was sitting down, a small chair brought along for the wait, Poppy was standing by him and speaking in a hushed voice, and Tobias and a few guards stood by as well. Nobody complained about their latency, instead focused on what could be seen beyond. 
 
    The army before them was a good five hundred metres away, though the size made it clear what it truly was. Monty counted there to be around a hundred, though it could have been more for all he knew. They were thirteen defenders, and they were about to fight against a hundred attackers. 
 
    "For how long do we hope to keep them away?" Monty asked, breaking the silence that had been created over the sight.  
 
    "Long enough that they’ll be scared of coming after the rest," Tobias answered, gripping his axe tightly once more. The mayor of the town looked ready for battle, his armour straining to keep in his body. It was a warrior ready to kill and die. "The cost doesn’t matter." 
 
    "I would prefer to actually have tea with my lunch tomorrow," Oforn replied with a small raised hand. That got some chuckles out of those close by, though not all laughed. And as the oldest of them all got up from his chair, a cane ready to be used as support, all sound stopped. "Shall we meet them in the middle?" 
 
    "Letting them wade into the city would be idiotic," Poppy said, the mayor agreeing. With that they were off, taking one step at a time as they walked towards an army ten times their size. The distance to them was far, only made to be further as they all needed to wait for the old man to come along. Nobody complained, and nobody said much. They all were ready, the mayor being at the front, his guards by his side. 
 
    One would have expected the devil army to stay together in form as they walked toward the small group. Most of the devils had a very similar armour on—one that implied it was an actual military. Yet those at the front… they were different, wearing clothing not meant for the average soldier. 
 
    There were four who stood out from the rest. The first was a larger devil, his armour bigger than what the others wore. Carrying a spear, Monty guessed him to be a leader of sorts. Not the most important one, however. To the man’s side was a woman, though that detail could only be seen from the face, armour covering the body while she had a short sword and shield. Behind her was another woman, though she didn’t look like a warrior. No weapon could be seen in her hands. Perhaps a [Magic-User]? The old man couldn’t be sure, the chance of hidden weapons being too high. Finally, there was another male warrior, this one walking in the front. 
 
    As they came nearer, Monty noted the man’s physical traits, the devil looking just a little too different from a human for him to not care. His skin was red, and he was above two metres in height. There were two horns at some point, but the one on the right had been ripped off. On the face could be seen a moustache but not much else. He seemed noble, though one who knew how to fight well. 
 
    Coming closer and closer, both parties stopped at about twenty metres apart. The army behind the devils did the same, staying an additional fifty or so metres away. Monty wasn’t sure what to think, though as the devil started to speak to him, his mind homed in on the moment. 
 
    "Surrender this town to us and no elven life will be lost. You have my, Rokham's ninth child, the youngest heir of the devil empire, Duarno's words. Drop your weapons, and this night shall see no bloodshed." 
 
    It was a fine declaration, though one that none on their side had any real intention of following. And the name he spoke of…the old man had to ponder it later. If Monty had been in charge, he might’ve considered accepting the offer. The chance of no killing, no blood being mixed with the grass, all made him slightly happier. Yet… what had been seen in recent times made it impossible to truly trust them. 
 
    "You burned our fields, you attacked our people while they had no means to defend themselves, you came here demanding our land, and you somehow get yourself to think we'll accept giving you the slightest inch?" Tobias said, the figurehead for their response. He was the mayor, after all, the one meant to lead the city no matter its size. "Your actions are of deceit! Trusting anything you say would be the height of stupidity." 
 
    Those around began to move their weapons. It wasn’t the start of a fight just yet, but Monty noted that Poppy had started to circulate her fires once more. It was minor, not enough to really be taken as notable by anybody. It was only due to the old man having been next to her for so long that he knew the meaning behind it. 
 
    "I do not expect an elven soul to understand the plight of us devils. You might be just a mayor of this small town, and so you might be unaware of the sophistry that goes on between our two races," the devils’ leader retorted, not going down to the more brutal tones the mayor had done. He sounded calm, though still ready for action. That worried Monty more than anything. "But it is my duty to make sure that the truth is being heard. So listen! The north that you elves are eyeing are my lands. The lands that you use your vile magic upon and defile gave birth to us. And yet all we want is to stop your wanton aggression. I wish not for any mother to grieve for her son, any daughter to grieve for her father. So leave. I give you my word that no one of these hundred men will attack you tonight. It's my humblest sincerity." 
 
    Silence reigned upon the field. A bead of sweat came down Monty’s face, though he dared not wipe it away. The devil army looked upon them with cold eyes, ready to charge if required. But… none of them were in position. They weren’t fearful of the killing, but they didn’t seem to be ready to partake in it just yet. Was the other side believing in honour? If so, Monty could have perhaps— 
 
    "It seems that even the snakes know how to preach," Tobias Nosk, a warrior for the ages, said with a snarl in his tone, hitting the side of his axe against his thigh. That was the call for war that both sides needed. 
 
    It started off without any chance for Monty to help. Poppy fired a massive burst of flames toward the enemy. It was likely to scorch as she had done towards one of the devils earlier that night. It was never allowed to happen. The woman who Monty had feared might know Magic to an extent showed her true colours, a large swath of ice meeting the fire head-on. It collided, fought for a moment, and then exploded outwards, turning everything around them all into a world of steam. 
 
    Monty had a hard time seeing what was in front of him, but he forced himself to try. A swath of [Light] allowed for some of the mist to dissipate, but it wasn’t enough to make any larger impact. Bursts of fire and ice continued to rain down not too far away, neither side allowing the other to rest. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 68: Death 
 
    The mayor did not allow only one of them to fight, however. He charged in with his axe held high, being more of a [Barbarian] than an [Axewielder]. The devil woman with sword and shield met him head-on, the two fighting without remorse. Thalia stayed by Monty’s side, for now, the spearwoman not interfering yet. 
 
    A nasty strike reached Tobias’ side, his leather armour not able to withstand the shorter sword’s sharpness. Blood pooled out in an instant, but the mayor didn’t seem to care. Having sacrificed his own health for a chance to utterly destroy the other’s, his axe was swung from the side towards the shield woman’s head. The shield was raised to defend, but the momentum and weight of the attack couldn’t be stopped so easily. The shield was broken, and the weapon didn’t even stop when ploughing through the skull. The devil was dead standing. 
 
    Blood continued to fall out of the larger elf, but a stronger [Heal] from Monty stopped that from continuing, leaving red skin from what was a serious wound mere seconds ago. A nod was sent towards him before the mayor was forced into battle once more, the commander from the devil’s side not letting him rest as blows were traded once more. 
 
    A scream was heard from the magic-user on the other side. Monty was allowed to think the woman had been culled by Poppy but found himself nearly impaled by a shard of ice sent directly towards his heart. The [Cleric] tried to defend himself using a [Light-Barrier] but the Mana wasn’t allowed to fully form in time, the energy dissipating instantly as the ice shard travelled ever closer. 
 
    The old man was nearly forced to accept a sudden death before his chest pulsed and a scattering of [Light] flew out from under his leather chest armour. It shattered the armour, yes, but it also destroyed the attack on him. With another moment passing, Monty felt the golden medallion leave its message. It was done for the day. Poppy had saved his life. And the larger burst of fire seen through the mist made sure that the elven woman wasn’t happy against the attack not meant for her. 
 
    Looking back towards the fight against the devil’s commander, Monty was able to see a wounded man fighting on his last steps. Quick to send over another [Heal], the old man wasn’t sure if it would affect him enough, forcing him to power it up even more. Thalia started to move forward to join the fray as well, hoping to assist the mayor before it escalated, yet… she was too late. The spear pierced the man’s heart, and he dropped to the ground, dead on the spot. No manner of healing could fix that. Even with the major loss on their side, Monty noted the blood from the devil’s commander. He was wounded on the shoulder, forced to only use one arm at full efficiency.  
 
    Another scattering of ice across the field distracted him. Monty was able to feel the build-up before it shot out, allowing him to defend himself at some level. Yet… Poppy had done so as well, helping the few guards that the Mayor had brought. She had left herself semi-open to the damage to spare the others. That was a mistake. 
 
    The next few moments were quick to pass, the [Fire Mage] trying to build up her defences but stopped as the devil’s mage was relentless in her shots. It grew to a point where no amount of defence helped, and Poppy was impaled by ice, dead on the ground as well. Monty couldn’t heal her. 
 
    Looking over yet again, Monty was able to see Thalia start to fight the commander, though she was at a disadvantage no matter the injury. A quick nod was put in his direction, letting the signal be clear. Downing the [Mana-Potion] brought along, Monty spent the energy gained instantly, [Angelic Enhancement] forced to its current limits. 
 
    No thin vapours looking like wings. The [Light] was not one for such dramatics at the level forced into it. The wings looked as real as any feathers on a bird latched onto the woman’s back. It would have been annoying, but the spearwoman hardly looked like she noticed, her speed and strength increasing with every second. The commander would give with enough time. 
 
    A groan of pain was heard from the elven guards, the two alive attempting to get within range of the devil’s caster. They were hit in the legs, Monty trying to [Heal] them in reaction to it, but a few more hits was all it took before they fell as well. Spears of ice riddled their bodies, their weapons falling onto the red grass. 
 
    The mage looked ready to turn her attention to Monty. The [Cleric] prepared to shield himself while also putting a [Solar Strike] up into the queue. That wasn’t allowed, however, an arrow finding itself in the mage’s throat. Alex! Looking back, the hunter was situated not too far from the old water mage. He’d nearly forgotten they were there. The devil woman fell to the ground, clutching at her throat in the meanwhile. But she wasn’t dead. She was bleeding out, yes, but she wasn’t going to die in the next minute or two. 
 
    Thalia saw the same, trying to disengage with the devil’s commander to finish her. While there was an initial chance of success, the devil was too fast, using the length of his spear to bash the other several metres away and onto the ground. Monty saw blood falling from Thalia’s face as she lay on the ground. 
 
    The one called Duarno ran through the field faster than anybody could’ve guessed he would’ve been able to, getting close to Alex within mere seconds. The archer was ready for him, having pulled out a knife for close combat. It never got to that point, the woman merely… pulsing? Her body grew in spots, discolouring areas, and forcing blood to spray out of her skin. Screaming was heard but was cut off as the devil slew her. Monty felt his blood run cold. 
 
    Oforn, not too far away from where Alex had been, finally showed off a side of his attacks. Mana began to form in the air, the sheer amount enough to make those sensitive to it tremor. The attack promised it would be more than enough to kill everything. 
 
    It was never allowed to form. Even the mightiest could fall when the chance allowed it, and the spell that killed Alex was not indifferent to doing the same to Oforn. Monty looked on in horror as the old elf died. He and Thalia were left—the spearwoman not dead but close, and he without much Mana. 
 
    But he wasn’t Mana-Deprived to the point where he couldn’t send off a [Smite]. Gathering up the energy in his staff, he— 
 
    He felt the side of a spear go against his chest at extreme speeds, pushing him back a metre or two, and making him fall to the ground in extreme pain. His breath was out of his body and refused to go back in. Nothing seemed broken, but his lungs refused to settle back into their previous habits. He was forced to stay there, not able to focus enough to heal himself. The potions in his pockets were shattered, the red liquid dripping onto him. If they did anything other than force small glass shards onto his skin, Monty wouldn’t have noticed. 
 
    A gloved hand forced him to sit up after… some time. It could have been a second or a minute. Monty couldn’t tell. In front of him sat the one by the name of Duarno. The devilman had tears in his darker eyes, clutching at the mage Alex had hit with an arrow. Looking at her with [Mana-Sense], Monty noted she was still alive. She would be dead in a minute or two, but she was still in the realm of the living for now. 
 
    "Was I wrong?" the devilman cried his words somewhere between a statement or a question. The old man wasn’t even sure if he was being talked to. "Don't leave me, please." 
 
    Monty wasn’t sure what to think, seeing the man who had killed his friends and allies weep as he clutched at the dying woman's body. Shame? Fear? Anger? There was some of it. The old man was mostly filled with sorrow. 
 
    "I never wished to slaughter anyone—neither that ignorant mayor nor the old human. All of you were meant to live," Duarno, the devil behind the attack, shouted at Monty, wiping tears away at the same time. "And yet you all ran towards your death. Fine! But why take her away? I can grant you death, but I can never forgive you for snatching her away from me." 
 
    And there it was. The cue for Monty dying. The woman was placed onto the ground gently, still alive but now unconscious. There wasn’t enough air going to her brain to allow her to survive. She’d die slowly, though asleep for the last steps. Looking at the devil in front of him, the man ready to make Monty feel more pain than he’d likely ever experienced, there was one thing he had to say. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 Chapter 69: Mercy 
 
    "... I can still help, you know. You might want me dead, and I don't blame you for it, but let's not force another one to share this fate," the old man said, not sure how he was even talking. His lungs were burning in pain, yet the words flowed. The emotion was without end. "I have enough in me to at least make her survive." 
 
    The devil looked conflicted at that. Monty would’ve been too in his situation. Anger, sorrow, guilt, everything was flowing through that devil’s face. But hope joined just a bit later than the others. 
 
    "You!" Duarno started, though a moment was spent trying to gather himself. "A hundred deaths! That's what awaits you if you lie to me, human." 
 
    Monty didn’t feel that the last ninety-nine deaths would be needed, but he moved forward, nonetheless. His Mana was nearly too low to do anything, forcing him to use [Spellblood] in conjunction with what he already had. Life and Mana flowed out of him together and into the woman, the arrow pulled from her throat and a loud gasp emerging instantly. The old man nearly fell to the ground at that, feeling his health diminished greatly. But he gave it a bit more to make sure her natural colouring returned as well. It would be a pity if she were to die now. 
 
    Duarno was quick to embrace the woman again, muttering words too low for the old man to hear. He didn’t mind. He had trouble hearing anything, the blood flowing around his ears with a thundering beat. But his eyes still worked, letting him see Thalia. She was trying to get up by herself as blood flowed from her mouth. She was still alive? 
 
    "Would you mind if I looked at my friend? I think she is still breathing…" Monty said, not sure if she was choking or not. There was too much blood. She needed help. 
 
    "Save her too or a hundred deaths!" 
 
    Monty still couldn’t understand the need for those last ninety-nine, but he was not going to question it. With shaking knees, he walked over to the still-feathered woman. The wings on her back stayed in place, the enhancement on her still in full power. Thinking about it for a moment, Monty guessed it might be what kept the woman on the plane of the living. 
 
    "Sit still, please," Monty said, trying to raise a shaking hand to [Heal] Thalia. That was slapped away before he got to do anything. 
 
    "Don’t kill yourself doing that, you idiot," Thalia said with a grin, her teeth soaked in red blood. "The bag is on my side. The potions weren’t destroyed." 
 
    With shaking hands, the bag was opened, and the vials were allowed to spill onto the ground. It took a few tries, but both of them drank a few. Monty didn’t feel much better after it, his blood not regenerated. But his health was back in full, and Thalia looked healthy enough to walk. As the enhancement stopped its effects, she was left still standing. 
 
    "They’re letting us live?" Thalia asked, eyeing her spear on the ground. It had settled in the dirt next to where she fell. 
 
    "I don’t know anymore," Monty said with hollow eyes. Twenty metres away was the corpse of Alex. Next to it was Oforn. About fifteen metres to his right was Tobias’s dead body and twenty-five metres to the left was Poppy’s body as well. They were all still, never to move again.  
 
    The mist was disappearing, letting them see beyond their immediate area. In the far distance, the caravan was moving along, the hundreds of citizens walking by its side. They were far away, yes, but the devils could still get them if they truly tried. 
 
    … Would they even do that now? Would they have done so at any point? Was there any real reason to fight to begin with? Monty shook, tightening his hands around the staff. 
 
    "Well, if we have a chance to live through this and join the others, I say we will be polite," Thalia said, finally rejecting her idea about bringing along her weapon. "Try not to be an idiot." 
 
    "I never try to be," Monty retorted, the words bringing a small smile. It wasn’t felt for too long, however. Returning to the devil man, he saw the woman he’d healed being carried into a newly set up tent. Ignoring the supernatural speed in setting such a structure up, Monty could only witness the power ahead. There was no look of malice anymore. The old man took that as a good sign, though there was finally one thing he wanted to know. "Duarno... you know, I heard of your name before this day. It has to be months ago by now, but I saw your name on a certain letter in one of the southern human cities. A man called Jonas wanted you dead if memory serves me right. Does that ring any bells for you?" 
 
    They all sat on the grass once more, though the connotations behind it were different. Some of the devils walked among them, cleaning the site. The dead shield-devil had been moved as well, some picking up her weapons. They took the elven and human bodies as well. Monty thought of wanting to take Alex back to the caravan but… thought it best not to. Even looking at what remained was too hard for him right now. 
 
    "Hmm... where did you hear that from?" Duarno asked, sounding curious. The man’s mood improved more than a few steps from the last conversation. That was good. 
 
    "In Ondrl, one of the smaller human cities," Monty explained. "A [Lich] by the name of Isolde had taken over it. After she died, we found the letter in her things. I take it you have little idea what it means either?" 
 
    "A [Lich]? Well, that was expected," Duarno commented, only making the mystery grow further. "You haven't yet introduced yourself. I can't keep calling you human all the time." 
 
    Oh. right. 
 
    "It’s Monty." 
 
    "No last name?" 
 
    "Not one important enough to mention." 
 
    "... I see," Duarno said, seeming to accept that humans had quirks. "So, Monty, do you still have this writing with you?" 
 
    That letter… Joseph had it, the old priest needing it to show the elven leaders. Monty wished he’d asked for it back when he had the chance. There was nothing to do about it now, however. 
 
    "No, but I can remember it well enough by now. Jonas wanted you dead and for the... [Hands of Corruption] to be delivered to him personally," Monty recited, trying to keep it as close to the original message as possible. With how many times he’d reread it back during the weeks of travelling, he could do it with relative ease. "The payment was too high for the [Lich] to ignore." 
 
    "Too bad that you don't have any proof of that, or you might have done me yet another favour, but I believe you," Duarno said with a sigh. "So are you sure you want to know more about it? Frankly speaking, the world as it is is turning into a hell to live. I'd rather you live long enough by not meddling in such affairs, but I don't mind satiating your curiosity if that's what you wish." 
 
    "At this point, I don't think anybody can get away from this," Monty confessed. "If you tell me, at least I'll have an idea why we need to fight." 
 
    "Fair enough. Follow me," the devil said, getting up from the grass to move towards the tent once more. Thalia and Monty followed without comment, seeing a small table and chairs already set up within. Armies truly did have everything prepared. "Have a seat. Both of you." 
 
    Sitting down, Duarno continued without much pause. 
 
    "The Jonas that you speak of is my eldest brother and the current crown prince. He's a pretty ambitious lad, so avoid him as much as you can, or flatter him if you can't avoid him. That way you will survive," Duarno said, checking upon the devil Monty had helped heal for a while before shifting his focus back to the two humans. "The [Lich] must be a part of Thanatos. It's an organisation made of mostly humans who experiment with the dark mana in order to achieve immortality. There are some old fossils living in Murmur, and they might just suck your life essence dry if you meet them. Again, avoid them if you can, or use this insignia to at least buy some time."  
 
    The devilman placed a golden coin-shaped insignia in front of Monty. The old man picked it up without question, examining the smaller letters on it. He couldn’t understand a word.  
 
    "This thing will also let you move around in Et'thun or Ligna without anyone pestering you, although avoid staying there for a long time or else dark mana will start corrupting you," Duarno said, looking like he wanted to say more. 
 
    "Sorry, but did you just say Murmur?" Thalia asked. Monty had to think back on the words to realise what the devil had said. The city heard of before…filled with necromancers? 
 
    "Yes, the one south of Zresz," Duarno confirmed, an eyebrow raised at the sudden question. 
 
    "I think our stories might be more intertwined than initially expected then. My name is Thalia, and, as you know, this is Monty. We're part of the caravan known as the [Mumur Caravan], though it's been many decades since any from our group has visited the city," Thalia said. That was enough to make the devil look attentive. "Is the town still as big a mess as it was when we left it?" 
 
    "It's the worst I have ever seen a place to be. Even the remains of your dead ancestors are being dug around and used by Thanatos," Duarno replied bluntly, not letting sweeter words hide the grim truth. Thalia looked sick. 
 
    "Then our tales of the place are not unfounded," Monty said, feeling the need to divert the topic. "But, I digress. Before we leave, I must ask this. Why did you want the city? The mayor had ideas, but I am not sure what to think myself." 
 
    That made the devil sigh deeply. 
 
    "You know how we can't prosper on your lands, and you can't prosper on ours, right? In the last few years, the Feklan forces have been 'purifying' our lands in the north for their use," Duarno said with a bitter tone. "There is a saying in our area. You kill a man, two more will rise. You kill his land, all on it dies." 
 
    Monty noted Mana rising within the warrior. It was quick to deafen itself, however. 
 
    "Pardon me, but I might have to kill you if you know any more than that," Duarno said with an apologetic smile. 
 
    "Well... I think I'll not risk another death sentence. Friends of mine would kill me for that," Monty said in another attempt at gallows humour. Getting up from the chair, Thalia doing the same, the old man gave the devil a quick nod. "I am not sure if I'm meant to wish you good luck in your endeavours, but… whatever. May your travels be without too much danger." 
 
    As they left the tent, the devil said nothing. Monty didn’t look back. The devils didn’t bother them, letting them walk in the direction the caravan had travelled. Looking back a few minutes later, the devils were spotted going into the city. None followed them. 
 
    While their losses had been massive, the fight perhaps being without reason, Monty could at least rest with the fact that others wouldn’t die. 
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